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      All Dean wants is to escape…

      
        
        But he can’t leave his younger brother, Ty, in the care of their alcoholic mother. And when their abusive father shows up, Dean has to get Ty out. Which means joining Shri—his best and only friend—in taking a job out of state and breaking the law by stealing his brother away.

      

        

      
        Cadi’s life is almost back together after Dean blew it into a million pieces. She’s a shape-shifting alien who has just reunited with her bond mate, Idris, and has a freshly planted crystal tree to protect from a vicious race that wants to devour the remnants of her people.

      

        

      
        As if Cadi doesn’t have enough to deal with, Dean’s about to land on her front doorstep, forcing her to decide whether to let him into her secret alien world or slam the door in his face. 

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Cadi

      

      
        2. Dean

      

      
        3. Cadi

      

      
        4. Dean

      

      
        5. Cadi

      

      
        6. Dean

      

      
        7. Cadi

      

      
        8. Dean

      

      
        9. Cadi

      

      
        10. Dean

      

      
        11. Cadi

      

      
        12. Dean

      

      
        13. Cadi

      

      
        14. Dean

      

      
        15. Cadi

      

      
        16. Dean

      

      
        17. Cadi

      

      
        18. Dean

      

      
        19. Cadi

      

      
        20. Dean

      

      
        21. Cadi

      

      
        22. Dean

      

      
        23. Cadi

      

      
        24. Dean

      

      
        25. Cadi

      

      
        26. Dean

      

      
        27. Cadi

      

      
        28. Dean

      

      
        29. Cadi

      

      
        30. Dean

      

      
        31. Cadi

      

      
        32. Dean

      

      
        33. Cadi

      

      
        34. Dean

      

      
        35. Cadi

      

      
        36. Dean

      

      
        37. Cadi

      

      
        38. Dean

      

      
        39. Cadi

      

      
        40. Dean

      

      
        41. Idris

      

      
        42. Dean

      

      
        43. Cadi

      

      
        44. Dean

      

      
        45. Cadi

      

    

    
      
        The Golden Thread

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Cadi

          

        

      

    

    
      I sprint up the dusty slope to a sandstone ledge, my chest bursting with anticipation. A smile overtakes me because half of that anticipation belongs to Idris.

      Ahead, a cliffside rises fifty feet. The narrow ledge is blocked part way along by a granite boulder resting against the cliff’s vertical face.

      Behind the boulder is a cave.

      I know this because I rolled that ginormous rock to one side and discovered the hidden chamber.

      Idris catches up and laces his fingers into mine. “Great location, Cadi.” His head shifts, side to side, as he takes in the towering pines that crowd the forest around us.

      “A hand, please, Idris,” Mr. Scrim calls up the incline behind us. He guides a floating metallic travel case. The device levitates, but it doesn’t do so well on steep slopes.

      Idris backtracks and grabs the handle on top to steady the case as Mr. Scrim pushes from behind.

      Mr. Scrim’s my social worker. Over the years, he’s settled me into and rescued me from countless foster homes—until I found the perfect parents. He also comes from a planet called Daïzani. Yeah, and so do Idris and I. But more importantly, he’s a Livran carer, someone trained in the nurturing of Livran children. And ar’n bala trees.

      More commonly known as a crystal tree, the ar’n bala produces the symbiotic crystals that all Livran receive at birth.

      Mr. Scrim scans the rock wall and nods. “Looks good.” He’s currently in human form, boasting a mass of curly black hair and impeccable taste in charcoal gray Canali suits. Mind you, even in his scaly green Livran shape, he rocks in business attire.

      He adjusts the sleek leather backpack on his shoulders. “Okay, Cadi, you’re up.”

      With a quick nod, I hold out my hands, palms forward and eyes focused on that SUV-sized rock. Then I reach out with my mind and push.

      The stone moves. Loose dirt tumbles down the slope as the granite boulder rolls sideways, revealing an opening wide enough for us to pass.

      Idris flashes me a smile, his dark eyes twinkling.

      The first time I used telekinesis in his presence, I threw him across a parking lot, after which, I passed out from exhaustion. Since then, I’ve learned to throttle my energy.

      Mr. Scrim pockets his thick-frame glasses—which I suspect he wears solely for the look—and draws the shiny floating case through the gap.

      Idris gestures me after the man and follows.

      We gather in the cave center, which is about the size of an average living room. The echoey drip, drip, drip of water into a stone hollow reminds me of a leaky showerhead from a past life, but I can’t remember from which foster home.

      The cave smells musty and its details are hard to make out. I squint through the shadows toward Mr. Scrim. “Should we shift now?”

      “Yes.”

      Coolness flushes over my scalp, slides down my throat and into my chest. My extremities tingle as pale skin and dull blonde hair transform into well-defined cheekbones and delicate green scales. I breathe in deeply, feeling a momentary rush, as my chest expands, drawing in oxygen more efficiently than human lungs.

      Infrared vision enhances my view of Mr. Scrim and Idris as they shape shift, bodies shimmering like quicksilver, into their Livran forms. My eyes stick to Idris, whose short black curls and tawny skin have been replaced by smooth cranial ridges and short preocular horns.

      Cream and sea-green scales, caught by the light slanting through the cave entrance, form chevron patterns that angle up his throat, and golden rings circle the inky depths of his larger-than-human pupils.

      He is definitely my kind of eye candy, and the thought of reaching out to touch his silken skin makes my toes curl.

      Mr. Scrim clears his throat.

      I jump, realizing I’m practically drooling over my boyfriend.

      A hairless eyebrow twitches on Idris’s face and his lips stretch into a smile.

      I blink. “What?”

      I can’t hide my feelings because Idris can sense them through our twin crystals, but that doesn’t stop me trying.

      “Your hormone levels just spiked,” Mr. Scrim comments dryly.

      Ugh. I put on a disinterested shrug. “So what?”

      The carer chuckles. “Mating season.”

      If my cheeks weren’t green, they’d be glowing hot pink. I like to think I’m chill when it comes to sex talk, but I’m discovering that’s not so much the case when the talk is fixed on me.

      Idris rubs a ridge on his head. “Um, does that mean we need to be careful?” He says it like he’s talking about crossing the street.

      I seriously want to disappear under a rock.

      We’re a bonded pair, meaning, by Livran standards, a couple. But I’m seventeen and have lived by human standards most of my life. I need to maintain some kind of dignity. It’s not like we haven’t had sex over the past several months, which Idris has just made abundantly clear.

      The carer crosses his arms. “That depends on what form you take during intercourse.”

      Blah! Blah! Blah! Could we, maybe, go back to talking about caves and crystal trees?

      Idris shifts a hand to his hip, taking on this relaxed, yet attentive pose. “Meaning?”

      The carer smiles. “Pregnancy can only occur when you’re both in Livran form.”

      I pretend to cover my ears.

      Idris clearly wants to hear more. Well, he would, wouldn’t he?

      “Like, in Livran form during what parts of, you know, um…  intercourse?” he asks.

      I cross my arms and turn away. Like that’s going to stop me listening. Because, let’s face it, I want to know too.

      Scrim coughs quietly, like he’s calling the class to attention. “From ejaculation to fertilization.” Jeez, his baritone voice is so calm and clinical, he could be a biology teacher describing the process of cell division. “Which could take anywhere from a few hours to several days, depending on where in the reproductive cycle the female,” —meaning me— “happens to be.”

      Turning back, I say with no little sarcasm, “How lovely.” I plant my eyes on the dirt floor and wonder how long this reproductive cycle lasts, but don’t ask because this conversation is cringe-worthy.

      Mr. Scrim digs through his backpack and pulls out several shrink-wrapped packages. “Any further questions?” he asks, without looking up.

      “That’ll do, thanks.” Idris winks at me, meaningfully.

      Warmth blooms inside my chest, along with intense desire.

      Or wait? Is that his desire I’m feeling?

      I shake away the heat and shift my eyes to Mr. Scrim as he slices a utility knife through plastic, allowing a dusty cloud to billow across the cave floor.

      Idris steps closer to the carer and squats, granting me a few seconds to regain my composure. “So what’s that?” he inquires.

      “Wood ash for carbon.” The carer empties the bag and opens another. “And this, pink salt from the Himalayas.” He distributes the granules in a ring close to the cave wall. He grabs a third bag from the pack. “This contains trace elements. Iron, chromium, vanadium, titanium and others that will feed the crystals and provide them with their variegated color.” He dumps what looks like metal filings in an arc across the floor.

      “Fascinating,” Idris says, straightening up.

      I pinch back a smile because he’s anything but fascinated. Growing things is as interesting to Idris as a crack in the sidewalk. Unless, of course, ejaculation is involved.

      Mr. Scrim stows the spent bags and zips up his pack. “Now for the exciting part.” He releases the locks on the sides of the levitating travel case. A soft hum rises from the curve-edged box.

      “B-flat,” Idris murmurs, thanks to his perfect pitch.

      Before I can roll my eyes, the hover-container splits open like a Kinder Surprise, revealing a glowing pinkish mound that looks nothing like I imagined a crystal tree cutting would.

      Scrim leans over the box.

      Idris stiffens, keeping his distance. “What happened?”

      The carer frowns and bends closer. “What do you mean?”

      I sidle up to Idris, eyeing the box with concern.

      “To the crystal cutting,” Idris asks. “Did it melt? Get too hot or too much water or something?”

      Mr. Scrim glances up, his foot-long horns pointing straight at us. “It’s fine.”

      Curiosity gets the better of me. “Seriously?”

      The carer reaches for the strawberry-colored mass. The moment his fingers make contact, tentacles sprout from the lump and engulf the carer’s hand like an ooze monster from some low-budget horror film.

      A scream stops midway in my throat because the carer doesn’t seem the least bit fazed. He lifts the gelatinous blob, which pulses like a beating heart.

      Then the creature—if that’s what it is—takes a leap, straight for his chest and casts out tentacle arms like starfish points until they extend around Scrim’s neck and circle his torso.

      Idris gasps and hauls me toward the cave opening. “I’m ready to get the hell out of here.” His words echo around the hollow space.

      Mr. Scrim chuckles. “The ar’n bala cutting feels the same way about that storage container.”

      Idris’s smooth scaly hand tightens around mine, his entire body tense. “You sure that thing’s not gonna suck your guts out?”

      The carer strides to the cave edge. “Yes. It’s attracted to my crystal.” The one embedded in his chest, which explains why the cutting’s central mass is positioned directly over his breastbone.

      “And it’s made a connection,” he adds.

      Idris and I have embedded crystals too. I brush my fingers across the spot where my crystal implanted itself six months ago. Our symbiotic stones are twins, like those given to every bonded pair.

      The crystal cutting loosens its hold on the carer and leaps the distance from him to the cave wall where it splats like a popped gum bubble.

      Mr. Scrim’s hands drop onto his hips. “Perfect.”

      “Are you serious?” Idris throws me a sideways glance.

      The carer nods.

      I bite back my grin. “Um, when Valdar said crystal tree cutting, I figured it would be made of crystals.”

      The carer stands back as if to admire a work of art, rather than a gummy mess. “The ar’n bala produces crystals similar to the way a tree on Earth bears fruit.”

      The splatter inflates until it looks like something between Silly String and ladies’ shaving gel. In a word, nasty.

      “Looks like we’re off to a good start.” Scrim closes the floating case, then glances at me. “You’ll need to come back and check the cutting twice a day.”

      “Me?” The thought of entering this cave alone, with that pink thing residing here, doesn’t infuse me with enthusiasm. I turn to Idris. “You’ll come too. Right?” The words pop out of my mouth like a desperate plea.

      “When I can.” He doesn’t sound happy at the prospect.

      Great. “Why does growing things always fall to the women in society?”

      “Because it’s in their genes?” Idris ventures.

      I elbow him.

      “Livran carers can be either sex.” Mr. Scrim has a point. He’s our local—and only—expert on growing crystal trees, and he’s a guy.

      My lips twist. “Well, I should tell Mama and Papa about the tree. It’s growing on their property, after all.” Which, it turns out, covers more than a hundred acres.

      When Mama Jacobsen told me about her cabin in the Adirondack Mountains, I’d imagined a place like Uncle Tom’s or the Little House on the Prairie, with crisscrossed logs and sun-faded roof shingles. Not the six-bedroom extravaganza the cabin turned out to be, with its log-beamed barn and kidney-shaped swimming pool. The cabin’s fancy inside, too. Slate floors, wood paneling and a stuffed moose head over a fireplace big enough to spit-roast the rest of the unfortunate animal.

      “Besides,” I add, “we might need their help protecting the tree.”

      The carer rubs his scaly jaw as he looks at me. “Of course, you can tell them, but don’t bring them here until the tree has rooted. And it’s important you’re in Livran form when you enter the cave, too, Cadi.

      “The ar’n bala collective has never seen a human. Once the tree takes root, it will be self-sustaining and less sensitive to alien species. At that point, you won’t need to visit as often. But until then, the cutting is extremely vulnerable.”

      And it’s the only one we’ve got, because the wormhole connecting Earth to Daïzani has been closed, and there’s no way back to get another.

      I swallow. “How long before it’ll be safe?”

      “Hmm.” Mr. Scrim’s eyes turn thoughtful. “That’s hard to tell with Earth’s climate being more temperate than Daïzani’s.”

      My forehead puckers. “Shouldn’t more temperate be a good thing?”

      He cocks his head. “Not necessarily. Rooting takes about a month under normal conditions. Here it could take longer.”

      Phew! Not years then, and we’re heading into summer. If it were midwinter, I’d have something to complain about. The trip from the cabin to the cave and back isn’t short.

      “Which means, of course,” the carer adds, “that you’ll be responsible for protecting the cutting, in addition to monitoring its progress.”

      I lift a hand to my chest. “As in protecting it from the Evatenon?” Meaning the aliens who followed us to Earth. Aliens who want to consume us.

      Scrim’s face tightens. “Indeed. The Evatenon care only to dominate, but they need to neutralize their biggest threat first.”

      Idris groans. “Their biggest threat being us, I assume?”

      “Exactly.” The carer unzips the front pocket of his backpack. “They will assimilate as many Livran survivors as they can and kill the rest.”

      By assimilate, he means they will suck the life essence out of and absorb the memories and abilities of their victims.

      I bite at my lower lip. “And the crystal tree?”

      Mr. Scrim looks up at me. “The ar’n bala will not serve them, so they would destroy it.”

      Idris shakes his head. “I thought they wanted to make farm animals out of us, so they could make use of our shape-shifting abilities.”

      The carer lets out a sad sigh. “According to the intelligence Valdar passed on to Cadi, no Evatenon females remain among the warriors stranded here.”

      My lips press together hard. Right, the only female Evatenon who followed us to Earth assimilated my mother and was killed by Valdar, Idris’s dad.

      “Which means,” Mr. Scrim continues, “they cannot reproduce. And if they can’t reproduce, they have no need for additional Livran to assimilate. In fact, by destroying the ar’n bala, they will ensure we cannot build a colony here either.”

      I suck in a breath. “You mean we can’t have kids unless we have crystals?”

      The carer’s eyes narrow. “There is nothing to stop us reproducing, but the Livran and ar’n bala crystals have had a symbiotic relationship for as long as we’ve had recorded history. We don’t know what life would be like without a symbiont. Our crystals help balance and bond us. Once the stones settle, they bind us to all Livran and to their own collective. They create a psychic web, a community, of which we’re all a part.”

      My heart speeds up. “And you’re putting me in charge of this tree’s safety? Something our whole future depends upon?”

      The carer stands. “I’m confident in your ability to care for it, Cadi.”

      I twist my fingers together. “How easy would it be for the Evatenon to find the tree?”

      For the first time, Mr. Scrim’s eyes glimmer with genuine concern. “Only one of them has that capability.” He glances at me. “The one who assimilated your father.”

      I suddenly feel sick. “How easily could he find it?”

      Mr. Scrim casts me a long look. “He’d have to come within a few miles to detect it.”

      Idris slips an arm around my waist. “So we should be safe. I mean, what are the chances he’ll just happen to come that close?”

      “Small,” the carer admits. He pulls a fancy brushed aluminum box with a liquid crystal display out of his backpack. “They have no knowledge of the cutting’s existence. As far as we know.”

      I feel the damp chill of the cave and shiver. “That’s good then, isn’t it?”

      Mr. Scrim nods as he grabs a metal probe dangling from the device and sticks it into the cave’s dirt floor. “This is a standard weather station for monitoring temperature and humidity. However, I’ve modified it to collect soil pH, and for your convenience, created a phone app, so you can check the levels regularly. You’ll have to rely on Bluetooth, which means coming back to the cave, but you won’t have to open the entrance every time.”

      Not having to move that huge boulder at each visit is a definite plus. Especially when you never know who might come rambling through these parts.

      “In a few weeks, you’ll need to add some acid to mimic the fogs that rise off Daïzani. This is necessary for crystal-bearing, which only happens during the mist season on our homeworld.”

      Idris chuckles. “Sounds like we need a meteorology course, Cadi.”

      Scrim flashes a smile. “That I can provide, with your help, Idris.”

      “Okay, what do I have to do?”

      The carer stretches out his hands. “Receive my memories using your mind transference ability.”

      I sense Idris’s hesitation. He’s been putting off using his ability to receive the memories Valdar gave to me, like he’s afraid or something.

      “Okay, fine,” he says, but he doesn’t sound it, and I pick up his nervousness. He lets go of me and approaches Scrim. “How do I know which memories to take?”

      “That’s entirely up to me,” the carer replies. “You can’t take another’s memories. You can only receive those voluntarily given.”

      Idris nods, the tightness in his shoulders loosening. He grips Mr. Scrim’s fingers. “Now what?”

      “Relax. Open your mind to me, your willingness to receive, and let the memories in.”

      The cave goes silent while the crystal in my chest gently vibrates, picking up Idris’s discomfort, then surprise, and finally, relief. The memory transfer must be working.

      Idris lets out an explosive breath and drops Mr. Scrim’s hands. “Wow! That was cool. The weather in Daïzani can be pretty dramatic.”

      The Livran carer smiles. “It can, indeed. Now, pass the memories I gave you on to Cadi.”

      Anxiety churns in Idris’s chest once more as he turns to me.

      “I don’t bite,” I murmur.

      He smirks and grabs my hands. “Ready?”

      I lift my chin. “Sure.” Receiving Valdar’s memories had seemed effortless, which I guess it was. He did all the work. And now it’s up to Idris to do the same.

      I’m almost surprised when images of an otherworldly landscape slide into my mind. Heavy mists lower, the sky darkens and auroras fill the sky. I gasp at the beauty.

      A moment later, torrential rain pounds the ground, creating shallow lakes and rivers across the dry land. Then a tangerine-colored sun breaks free of the sage-green clouds. The bone-biting chill turns to tropical heat, the air heavy and humid, and flying insects the size of birds swarm overhead.

      The memories shift to a cave with a fully grown crystal tree. Stringy burgundy branches hang from a rocky ceiling. At their tips, clusters of crystalline blossoms catch the sunlight streaming through a cavern entrance.

      Images fade into a pale yellow fog and Idris releases my fingers.

      I blink a few times to clear the buzz in my head. “That was amazing.” I sniff back the tears gathering. “Daïzani’s so beautiful.”

      I look into Idris’s eyes. They reflect a similar sadness. We’ll never get to see its awesome landscapes. None of us will.

      I sniff again and turn to Mr. Scrim. “You’ll guide me through this, right?” I’ve some basic insight now, but nowhere near enough to manage a young tree on my own.

      “Certainly.” The carer hooks his backpack over his shoulders and tugs the floating case toward the cave entrance. “I’d stick around if I could, but I’ve ten bonded pairs to recouple and bring back here.”

      Idris grabs the second handle on the storage case. “That shouldn’t take so long, should it?”

      Scrim casts his eyes to the ceiling. “That depends on what kind of trouble they’ve gotten themselves into. First on the list is Rowan. Reno, Nevada. Fire and Ice, I like to call her.” His smile is affectionate. “She has the ability to instantly heat or cool any object. Unfortunately, she’s still learning to control it. I need to work with her on that. Once I’ve picked her up, we’ll take a road trip to Los Angeles to find her bond mate. He’s dropped off the radar.”

      Idris hesitates. “You mean he’s disappeared?”

      “He ran away from foster care about six months ago and is playing hooky. But don’t worry, we’ll find him once we get down there.”

      “How?” I ask, following them.

      “Through Rowan’s crystal. Just as you and Idris can sense each other’s crystal from a long distance. With some effort, I could find him myself, but to detect another Livran—other than your mate—you have to be close by.”

      The carer pats my shoulder. “Once I’ve collected them, I’ll come right back. But don’t worry, I have complete faith in your ability to take care of the crystal cutting, Cadi.”

      Exiting the cave, we shift back to human form.

      I glance at Mr. Scrim and force a smile, wishing I had as much faith in my ability as he does.
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      “So, Dean, I have to ask…” Shri studies me from the passenger seat of my Subaru, a half smile on her dark features as she latches her seat belt.

      I reach for the ignition. “What?”

      “How do you keep your car this clean?” The curtain of tight braids covering the left side of her face swings as she shakes her head. On the right side, shorter hair curls around her ear, leaving its studded edge exposed to catch the sunlight. “Mine is such a dump.”

      “Still feels like a new car, I guess.” I turn the key and the radio clicks on. Voices from a public radio show fill the space around us. I flip the sound off. “First wheels of my own, you know.” I’ve barely owned the vehicle two months.

      “Say no more.” She relaxes into her seat. “You can put Fresh Air back on, if you want.”

      Fighting a smile, I put the car in reverse, instead, then cast her a glance before pulling out of the space in the school’s parking lot. “Seriously?”

      Her perfectly curved eyebrows rise. “What’s so weird? You, apparently, listen to public radio.”

      “Only since I got the car.” I smirk at her. “But it’s kinda grown on me.”

      She nods, slowly. “Let me guess, the tuner’s broken.”

      The car was my gran’s, and I never had the heart to change the station. “Nope. Like I said, it’s grown on me.”

      Shri sighs. “Yeah, well, I’ve been marinating in Science Friday for so long Ira Flatow’s hit bone-marrow. My dad’s mad for the show.”

      “So if I turn on your radio, what’ll I hear?”

      “Nothing, actually.” An eyebrow twitches as she returns my smile. “It died last year, and I’m pretty much waiting for the rest of my heap of a Jeep to follow suit.”

      As I navigate through the parking lot, a shout from outside draws my attention. Jake. I almost roll up the window.

      My former best friend stands beside his yellow hot rod. Next to him is his girlfriend and her twin sister, who Jake wanted me to ask out months ago.

      He holds up his thumbs with mock approval. “Hey, if it ain’t Gomez and Morticia!”

      “He’s such a dick,” I mutter, then glance an apology at Shri.

      She shrugs. “Good thing you’re not friends anymore then, ain’t it?”

      Five months since he ruined my life, and I haven’t spoken to him since. I took a stand, and he turned everyone in school against me.

      Everyone except Shri.

      After casting Jake a frigid look, I turn out of the school lot.

      Two weeks. That’s all we have left and high school will be over.

      Shri’s lips part, then her phone buzzes. She rifles through her courier bag for the device, glances at the screen and puts it to her ear. “Hello?”

      A gravelly voice shouts loud enough for me to hear, “Shri? That you?”

      Her brow twists as she holds the phone a few inches from her lobe. “Hey, Mr. Jacobsen.”

      The Jacobsens used to own the goat farm where Shri and I work. Then they moved across state lines from Vermont to New York after Tom Jacobsen was hurt in a tractor accident.

      A shudder ripples between my shoulders. Shri and I were on the scene when the accident happened. If it hadn’t been for Cadi and her telekinesis, Tom could’ve died.

      And if it hadn’t been for my big mouth and Jake, Cadi and the Jacobsens would still be here.

      “Seriously?” Shri says in response to Tom’s words. Her eyes widen as she looks through the windshield. “How long? Sure I’m interested. Yeah, my last day at the farm’s tomorrow. Matt gave me notice a while back. Writing was on the wall though, you know… So let me talk to Dad, make sure he’s okay with it, and I’ll call you back.”

      A murmur comes from the phone.

      “He’s right here, actually, but driving. Can I give him a message?” She listens for a minute or so, then says goodbye and hangs up.

      We approach the goat farm entrance, where Shri abandoned her car this morning and caught a ride to school with me. I slow to take the turn. “What was that all about?”

      Shri grins, still clutching her phone. “Tom Jacobsen just invited us to work for him over the summer. He’s planning a building project on their property in the Adirondacks and needs help. Says the work’ll take a couple of months and he could use both of us.”

      My chest deflates because, as great as the job sounds, I can’t take it. I grope for an easy excuse. “Where would we stay?”

      “At their place. He says they have guest rooms.”

      A crushing sensation in my abdomen makes me pause. “And what about Cadi?” I wish it didn’t hurt so much to say her name out loud.

      Shri’s shoulders drop. “Didn’t ask, but I assume she’ll be there.”

      I pin my eyes to the dirt road ahead. “And she hates me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you.” Shri frowns like she’s not happy about where this conversation’s going. “Maybe inviting us was her idea.”

      No way in hell. “Yeah, which makes total sense since she disappeared off the face of the planet.”

      “She lost her cell phone.”

      “And then she found it and I haven’t heard a peep from her since.” I slow as we come to a cattle grid and the car rumbles over the top. “Have you?”

      Shri sighs. “She texts occasionally, though it’s been a while.”

      “Let’s face it, she blames me for everything that happened after Tom’s accident.” And so she should. “I’ve got to be the last person she wants to spend the summer with.” Even though I’d jump at the chance to see her again, try to make things right between us. Damn it, I still care way too much about her.

      I swallow a sigh. It’s impossible for me to leave home right now, anyway. But I can’t explain that to Shri without telling her all the things I’ve kept hidden over the two years I’ve known her.

      “What if Cadi didn’t mind you being there? Would you go?” she asks.

      “I have a job at the farm. Matt didn’t give me notice.”

      She rolls her eyes and I can guess what she’s thinking. Writing was on the wall though, you know… I’m next.

      Except, Matt needs an experienced worker. He can’t run the farm alone. We’re stretched already and it’ll be worse when Shri leaves. He’d be crazy to let me go.

      I stop the car next to her Jeep Cherokee and turn off the engine. “It’s not just having the job here. Or Cadi, either. I need to take care of my brother.”

      Shri freezes, then says slowly, “So how come you never mentioned you have a brother?”

      Crap. Two years, and yeah, I’ve never mentioned Ty. I pull out the car key. “Because he never came up in conversation.”

      Shri stares at me. “How is that even possible? You’ve mentioned your dog, like, a million times.”

      Sure, because Pepper is normal, unlike the rest of my family. But how am I going to explain that to you?

      “Is he older than you?” she asks.

      That might justify my not mentioning him, if he’d moved away and was never home.

      I sigh because the proverbial lid is swiveling off a can of worms I’ll never get closed again. “Younger. Eleven in September. Ty. Short for Tyler, but he hates that name.”

      Shri waits, arms crossed and eyes expectant.

      I rub my hands down my thighs. “He’s a little different, that’s all. One of those creative kids. Plays guitar like nobody’s business, thinks the sole purpose of a phone is to shoot video and that he’s gonna be the next Stan Lee. He’s highly distractible and next to impossible to get to do homework. In short, a pain in the butt.” Not a fair description of my baby brother, but I’m hoping it’ll convince Shri to let this go.

      “He sounds wonderful.” Her enthusiasm makes me think she really means that too. “You’ll have to introduce us sometime.”

      I force a smile. “Yeah.” Totally not happening.

      Shri glances toward her Jeep. “Guess I’m outta here. Hopefully Matt figured out what’s wrong.”

      I get out of the driver’s seat and rest my forearms on the car roof, while Shri throws her bag onto the Jeep’s passenger seat and starts the engine. The painful metallic groan, like a gearshift being forced without using the clutch, makes me shudder. The engine stalls and the driver’s door opens.

      Shri looks at me. “What does that sound mean?”

      I purse my lips because I don’t think she’s going to want to hear my diagnosis. “Problem with the transmission.”

      “As in it needs to be replaced,” Matt Thompson calls from the direction of the barn. He strides toward us in tan overalls and a long-sleeved denim shirt, rubbing his bristly wheat-colored hair. “Must’ve been giving you trouble for a while.”

      Shri’s face scrunches. “Yeah. I was hoping she’d last through the end of school.”

      Matt offers a sympathetic nod. “You got Triple-A? Because you’re gonna need to get her towed.”

      She nods and rolls her eyes at me. “I’ll call them.”

      In less than half an hour, the Cherokee is hoisted onto the back of a tow truck and goes trundling down the driveway, leaving Shri staring after it.

      “Get in,” I say. “I’ll give you a ride home.”

      She smiles her thanks and we head out. It occurs to me I don’t know where she lives and ask for directions.

      Is our friendship sad or what? That we know next to nothing about each other’s lives outside of work and school. I feel closer to Shri than anyone, yet I still don’t dare tell her the truth.

      Hell, what does that say about me?

      “This street here.” Shri points to a narrow road that passes between a couple of farmhouses, then winds up the side of a hill. “Gotta pick up the mail, so no need to turn in. I’ll walk from here.”

      The two farmsteads look rundown, one practically falling apart and the other with a front yard full of rusty trailers and gutted joyriders.

      I pull over beside a set of three mailboxes and she climbs out.

      “Thanks for the ride.”

      “Welcome. Hey,” I call after her.

      She turns back to look through the passenger window.

      “You need a ride in the morning?”

      Her face drops. “Tomorrow’s my last day. Can’t miss that. I’ve gotta say goodbye to all the goat kids.” Half of which she watched being born in the barn.

      The melancholy in her eyes hits me like a fist to the diaphragm because, for the first time, I have to acknowledge that after tomorrow we won’t be working together.

      “Meet you here at a quarter till five?” she asks.

      I wink at her. “You got it.”

      Her sad smile makes me swallow. She steps to the curb and waves as I pull away.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, I catch sight of her walking up the road toward the more ramshackle place.
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      I perch cross-legged on the black leather sectional in the basement of the Thorny Rose working through calculus problems. The Thorny Rose is an old station building and one-time nightclub, now owned by Marek’s mom.

      Marek is Idris’s best friend and a science geek. He helped Idris figure out how to use his sound manipulation abilities to cut through a steel door and find me on the other side of the wormhole.

      Idris sits at the opposite end of the sectional, fingering a romantic ballad on his acoustic guitar. His music is perfect for helping me concentrate, and I fly through my math homework and move onto physics.

      All’s good until he starts to sing. New lyrics. He whispers the words, but his voice sucks my attention like a vacuum.

      His gentle tones play like fingers up my spine and along my shoulder blades. My toes curl and my leg muscles tingle.

      Paper flutters to the floor and the physics textbook slides off my knee onto the seat. I untwine my legs and wiggle across soft leather until my jean-clad thigh touches his.

      Lost in the music, he doesn’t respond. So I watch his face. Emotions tighten and relax his features, telling a story all their own. So beautiful. So hypnotic. So sexy.

      My body picks up the beat, swaying in sync to the song, while my heart rate echoes its rhythm.

      Is he doing this deliberately?

      I discovered his control over sound the day we met, the like me signal he unknowingly transmitted and pledged never to use again. But this attraction isn’t the same. Nor is it like the tugging pull that connects us through our crystals. No, this is something different.

      Idris, what are you doing to me?

      He seems oblivious, even as my arms wrap around his neck like charmed snakes, fingers weaving into the tight curls at his nape, bringing me closer and closer until my proximity interferes with his playing.

      “Cadi, what are you…?” His eyes meet mine and widen. A puzzled frown settles onto his features as he sets aside the guitar.

      My thighs slide over his until I’m straddled across his lap, hips rocking back and forth, tighter and tighter, until I can feel his body pressed into mine.

      His arms circle my waist, long fingers cupping my butt and pulling me closer.

      God, I want him. Right. Now.

      There are a few rules at the Thorny Rose, guidelines Idris and Marek came up with when Marek’s mom gave them permission to use the place to practice music. For one, sex is allowed only in the bedroom with the door bolted. That way, no chance of inadvertent interruptions or embarrassment.

      The sectional is not in the bedroom.

      “Maybe we should—” he starts.

      My mouth lands on his as I shove him into the seat cushions.

      What is going on with me?

      But I can’t stop. My mind tells me it’s too much effort, and what are the chances Marek will show up in the next half hour, anyway?

      Idris escapes my lips long enough to say, “Cadi, love, what are you—”

      I cut him off again, my mouth on his, as my hips grind into him. This makes no sense, but god, it feels so…

      He rolls me onto my back, pressing me into the couch, and pulls his mouth away. “Cadi, what the hell?”

      “I need you.” I lunge for him, but he flattens me back into the cushions.

      “Cadi! Close your eyes and imagine jumping into the hidden lake. In winter. In the freezing cold. Wearing overalls, hip waders and a really ugly canvas hat.”

      A low chuckle rattles from my throat. “What color?”

      “Huh?” He stares at me like I’m speaking a foreign language. “Oh. Uh… puce?”

      I burst out laughing. “What kind of color is that?”

      His hold on me relaxes. “Dunno. A pukey pink, I guess.”

      A lot of deep breathing, but that crazy image broke the spell. “I-I think I’m okay now.”

      He lets me up and retreats to the opposite end of the couch. “What the hell just happened?”

      “You started singing and I… Well, I wanted you. Badly.” I shake my head, trying to keep the amorous fog from returning.

      Idris stands. “Come on, I could use your help with some backup vocals for this new song. Maybe that’ll distract you.”

      I nod.

      He grabs his guitar and leads me into what used to be the nightclub office. Its soundproof walls make the space perfect for recording, and Idris has all the equipment set up. I sit on the gray velvet couch across from the desk and wait for his direction.

      I’ve never been much of a singer, but when Idris is around, staying in tune is easy. He explains what he wants me to do, turns on the recorder, then starts playing his guitar. I close my eyes and feel the beat pulse through my crystal, keeping me in time. In a way, I become an extension of Idris and the words pour out.

      After several takes, Idris stops playing and switches off the recorder. “That was beautiful, babe.” He drops onto the couch next to me.

      The music has stopped, but the beat plays on inside my head. I lean closer, breathe in his citrus scent and a muskiness that triggers those jumping hormones again. “Idris,” I murmur. “I could seriously jump you right now.”

      He pulls me against him. “Well, we could…” His cheeks darken. “I mean, maybe it’s time we, uh… you know.”

      I pull back, suspiciously. “What?”

      “Like… make love in our natural form. That might release the hormonal whatever-it-is that’s going on with you.”

      He’s talking about turning Livran. Not a good idea. “But what if I get preg—”

      “You’d have to stay in that form for several hours afterward, right?” A suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows. “Why not do this and get it out of your system?”

      My hormones say, Yes! Oh, yes!

      But my mind’s playing devil’s advocate. In the cold light of reality, having sex in Livran form is such a bad idea.

      At least, right now.

      Of course, I want kids with Idris. Someday. Mr. Scrim talked about building a Livran colony, and I’m all for that. But our kids will need crystals and other kids growing up with them. The ar’n bala tree has only just been planted, and to my knowledge, there are no other Livran kids on the way.

      If anything, those like us who escaped Daïzani aren’t much more than kids themselves. I’m almost eighteen, but I don’t feel anything close to adult.

      I shake my head. “There’d still be risks. What if all that stuff happens in minutes? Before I change back?”

      He sighs and brushes my cheek. “I wasn’t suggesting we stop using protection.”

      My lungs fill up on his musky scent.

      Idris pulls me to my feet and into his arms. “You decide. I’m just saying I’m up for whatever you want.”

      I melt against him. “What I want probably isn’t…” My mouth finds his, making my desires all too clear, and what’s left of my resolve turns to smoke and blows away.

      His body shimmers, molten silver, then fills out under his clothes into a body more muscular, greener, scalier and… way sexier. “You’re sure about this?”

      Ugh! Why’d he have to shape shift and then ask me that?

      I’m really not sure. At all. In fact, I think I need to get out of here. Away from him, his scent and his sexy body.

      I close my eyes and try to block out the image.

      His scaled hands brush my bare arms. Hairs bristle under his fingertips. I think about chopping onions, peeling potatoes, scrubbing pans.

      His fingers skim my jaw. “I love you, Cadi,” he whispers.

      He has no idea what he’s doing to me. How out of control I feel right now. And I’m doing a terrible job communicating that.

      I want him so badly.

      My disapproving-busybody-old-lady sense kicks in, determined to save me. “I gotta go!” I exit the recording room and dive up the staircase.  Sunshine, fresh air, that’ll do the trick.

      I reach the top of the stairs, panting, and stop short.

      Mrs. Lakewood, Marek’s mom, steps through the back door.

      Oh my god.

      She swings to face me, her conservative high heels clacking on the wood floor. “Hi, Cadi.” Her smile morphs into a frown. “Are you okay?”

      I force a grin but know my face is as pink as a petunia. “Fine.” Think of an excuse that isn’t a complete lie! “I… um, just had this really strange reaction.” I reach a hand to my shoulder and scratch. “And it made me kind of… itchy.”

      Will she buy it? Will Idris come flying up the stairs all green and scaly, and scare the hell out of her?

      Footsteps pound the wood stairs behind me.

      I hold my breath.

      “Hey, Mrs. Lakewood, what’s up?”

      A quick glance over my shoulder.

      Idris is human again, gripping his guitar in one hand.

      “Nothing much, Idris. Just came by to check on the place.” Marek’s mom smiles, but a question lurks in the back of her well-mascaraed eyes. “What’s going on with you guys?”

      “Just came up to check on Cadi,” my smooth-talking boyfriend answers. “We were recording some vocals when she had this weird reaction. Spider bite, maybe.” He glances at me. “You okay, babe?”

      I grin like an idiot. “Great. Actually. Whatever it was seems to be gone.”
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      Telltale breathing, deep and throaty, drifts from the living room as I close the front door and rub Pepper, our over-enthusiastic Irish setter, on the head.

      It’s not even five and Mom’s already passed out on the couch. As I bend to drop my school bag on the floor, Pepper slaps me a wet one across the jaw. I push him away with a disapproving grunt.

      Before Gran died, Mom was holding her shit together. She kept a seat at a local hairdresser’s, working afternoons and evenings most days, where she earned enough to pay the bills and stock a case of Beefeater and another of cheap wine in the pantry to swill away the final hours of her day.

      I wish I could say it was grief over losing her mother that pushed Mom over the edge, but there was little love lost between them when Gran passed three months ago.

      My grandmother pumped all her love into her grandkids—Ty and me—instead. Up until Gramps died, she traveled to and from Florida in the green Subaru she left me, so she could take care of us over vacations. After my grandfather’s death, she moved local. Not too close, but close enough, which allowed me to rescue my GPA through high school.

      Then she died and my life fell apart. Almost.

      Thanks to Shri, study partnering me, and the help of a few teachers, I kept up my grades. Meanwhile, Ty took a turn for the worse, developing phobias bordering on OCD, and Mom quit work because she thought she no longer needed a job.

      Biggest mistake of her life. Maybe my grandmother’s too. Smart though Gran was leaving Ty and me college trust funds no one could touch, she also left Mom a few hundred thousand in cash.

      A few hundred thousand in the mind of this low-income working mother equaled early retirement and a spending spree. Rather than fix the roof, Mom replaced the stained couch and armchairs I grew up on with a fancy leather living room set, that’s no more impervious to spilled wine than the old chairs were. And now Mom doesn’t have a job to get sober for, spills happen more often than ever.

      I take a cautious look at the couch. Mom’s blonde head cranes back over the armrest. The perfect position for a passed out drunk to drown in her own vomit. While I slip a pillow under her shoulder to tilt her head, a rattle comes from the kitchen.

      Pepper gives the couch a wide berth as he follows me through the house. Mom has no patience for his wet loving, and he’s received a whack or three.

      Ty balances on a chair, reaching a scrawny forearm into a high cabinet as I walk in.

      I cross my arms, pulling the big brother pose. “Hey, what are you doing, Tiger?”

      He grins down at me, a lanky tower of mostly arms and legs. “Remember the emergency Cheetos we hid up here?” He pulls down the orange bag.

      “It’s almost time for dinner.” Mom’s line, not mine, but I heard it growing up so many times the words come unbidden.

      Ty pulls a face. “There’s nothing around, except leftover Chinese so old I had to use tongs to toss it.”

      Meaning a couple of days old. Ty never could handle leftovers, even before his phobias set in.

      He shudders. “Then I scrubbed out the fridge. Believe me, dude, it’s a void in there.”

      I stick my head in the pantry. “We’ll make pasta and there’s frozen broccoli.”

      Ty rolls his eyes and makes a move to open the Cheetos.

      “One cereal bowl full and you have to help me make dinner.”

      He nods. “After we throw ball.” He dumps Cheetos in a bowl and stuffs a handful in his mouth. One drops to the floor and Pepper snaps it up.

      “Sure.” I head for the sliding door to the backyard, picking up the baseball and mitts as I go. Pepper forces his way through the gap as the door opens.

      While Ty and I throw back and forth, my mind wanders to Tom Jacobsen’s job offer. I’d love to take the work just to get out of here, but I can’t leave Ty to deal with Mom alone. He’s just shy of eleven, for god’s sake, and she can’t keep enough food in the fridge for a single decent meal.

      “Come on, Dean, throw a fastball!” Ty shouts.

      I shake my head and grin. “I’ll knock your hand off if I give it my all.”

      “Then hit the post.” He tilts his head toward the nearest fence post.

      I focus on the chosen target, wind up and deliver. Hitting the post square on with a loud crack.

      “Yay!” Ty yells, bouncing up and down on his toes.

      We wrap up practice and head inside to make dinner and eat. I plonk a covered plate of food next to Mom, who has turned over on the couch into a fetal position.

      Ty and I head to our rooms, me to do homework. Ty’s workload has already petered out with summer approaching.

      Guitar music drifts from his room. I scrunch my forehead. At least one of those strings is off-key. Maybe I’ll buy him lessons for his birthday, so he can learn how to tune the thing properly. That said, he’s damn good, considering he’s self-taught with nothing but YouTube to guide him.

      Once my English essay is done, I drop back on the bed and cross my arms behind my head. What would it be like to spend the summer in the mountains? I wonder if the tasks Tom has in mind would be much different from the work I’m doing now. No goats, I assume. Work on the farm is hard, a lot of lifting and shoveling, to which I can credit most of my muscle. The job saved me a good few trips to the gym during football season.

      I sigh. At least I don’t need to rely on a football scholarship to pay for college. Gran pushed me to apply to a bunch of schools, even ones I didn’t think I had a chance at. I couldn’t believe it when I received an acceptance letter from MIT.

      But there’s no way I’ll be going there now.

      With Gran gone, how will I make it to college at all? The idea of taking a year or two off, delaying my education, sucks, but what choice do I have?

      Would two years be enough to get Ty to a place where he could fend for himself? Not likely. And then there’d be the homework. Would he make it through high school without me kicking his butt to keep up his grades?

      I brush my face with a palm. Almost ten. I should be asleep already. My phone alarm is set for four a.m., and I need to get out of the house a few minutes early to pick up Shri on the way to work. I twist off the bed onto my feet.

      After stuffing schoolwork and books into my bag, I head out to the living room to check on Mom. Still curled in a ball, her plate of pasta untouched. I shake my head and squat to pick her up. Another reason to be thankful for my job at the farm, given how often I’ve had to carry Mom to bed.

      I turn my face away, wrinkling my nose, at the smell of stale booze.

      Her arms loop around my neck, though her head half lolls. “Daniel,” she murmurs, a vague smile drifting across her lips.

      “I’m not Dad, Mom.”

      Her face puckers. “Deanie?”

      God, I hate it when she calls me that, like I’m three.

      Mom’s never been heavy. Too much drink and too little eating has kept her thin. I eye the untouched plate on the side table. Especially when she misses meals.

      Our house is single story. No stairs to carry her up. If there were, I’d probably have left Mom on the couch all these years.

      I’ve always thought waking up on the couch in the middle of the night would be awful, so most nights I schlep Mom to her room. It feels weird though, like I’m carrying a kid to bed, and not my mother.

      As I make to drop her on the bed, her arms tighten around my neck.

      “Let go, Mom.”

      Her eyes open and she stares at me through the shaft of light from the hallway. “Your hair’s just like your father’s,” she muses.

      Last time I saw Dad was three years ago. I try not to think about him. At all.

      “A golden halo. Like a sunset.”

      I almost smile, remembering my trips to the playground with Mom when I was a kid. She was so proud of her golden-haired boy.

      She sighs, blinking at me sleepily. “You’ve grown into such a handsome young man.”

      Awkwardness twists my gut. I disentangle myself and back away from the bed. “Go to sleep, Mom.”

      As I walk from the room, I feel the weight of a boulder sink into my chest.

      How am I going to escape this place when Ty and Mom need me?
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      After drying the last breakfast plate off the stainless dish rack, I hang up the towel. “I’m taking a walk before it gets too warm out.”

      I haven’t told Mama and Papa about the crystal tree yet, even though it’s been two weeks since we planted the cutting. I really need to come clean, but the timing hasn’t felt right.

      Papa glances up from his crossword, which lays nearly complete on the kitchen table. Crow’s feet crinkle up at the edges of his eyes. “Maybe we should get a dog.”

      My brow torques. In fact, maybe my whole face does. Dogs have got to be more trouble than they’re worth. Not that I’d know. The foster homes I lived in rarely had enough food for the people, let alone pets.

      Mama steps out of the pantry with a mason jar of flour. “There’s no one dangerous out in those woods, Tom. We’re in the wilds.”

      Papa sets down his ballpoint and rubs his chin. “Exactly. The wilds. Black bear country. And the moose are no pushovers either. Get between one of them and her calf, and you’d be in big trouble.”

      I glance over the granite bar into the living room and study the moose head mounted above the fireplace. Its rack is as wide as I am tall. “How’s a dog going to help against a moose?”

      “They mark their territory. Bark. Have teeth. Enough to scare a wild creature off, I reckon.” Papa nods to himself. “Wish I knew people in this neck of the woods. If we were still in Vermont, I’d know exactly whose bitch had pups ready for weaning.”

      Mama grabs a pack of butter from the fridge. “Well, we’re in New York now, and just as well. I’d rather not rush into that sort of commitment.”

      Papa chuckles. “A dog’s hardly a commitment.”

      After adding raisins to her pile of ingredients, Mama brushes the back of a hand across her pencil gray bangs, then reaches for a basin. “But you’ve got to walk them all the time.”

      Papa laughs out loud and slaps the table. “That’s the whole reason this discussion came up. Cadi’s been out walking the woods at dawn and dusk for the past several weeks. I should’ve thought of this sooner.”

      Mama’s hand drops to the counter. “Well, she’ll have company soon, right?”

      “I will?” I stare at Mama. Company on my trips to the crystal tree cave are the last thing I’m looking for. I really need to tell them about the tree.

      Mama gives Papa a pointed look. “You didn’t tell her?”

      An apologetic smile shapes his lips. “Didn’t want to get her hopes up, but Shri just confirmed she’s accepting the offer.”

      Huh? “What offer?” As much as I love Shri, the timing sucks if it means her coming out here and getting in the way of my crystal tree duty. She’s way too smart, inquisitive and observant.

      Telling my foster parents about the crystal tree is one thing. And I’m having a tough enough time doing that. Telling Shri would be dangerous. Not that I don’t trust her, but she knows nothing about me being a lizard creature from another planet.

      Papa’s smile broadens. “I offered her and Dean a job for the summer.”

      Dean? It’s all I can do to keep my jaw from hitting the floor. Dean is… God, I don’t know what Dean is, except that he definitely cannot be trusted. It’s because of him I had to leave Vermont in the first place.

      The thought of seeing him again sends my blood pressure into the outer stratosphere. But him working here? For two whole months?

      Memories flood back. The kiss under the mistletoe. Dean witnessing me using telekinesis to free Papa from the overturned tractor and leaking what he saw to his best friend, who told the whole world on Facebook.

      Then how Dean fell on his proverbial sword and proclaimed he loved me.

      Loved me? Ugh.

      Once I got here, I thought I was safe.

      Papa sighs. “Unfortunately, Dean turned down the offer.”

      Oh, thank god. The tension in my body withers. I bite my tongue before I say, There’s nothing unfortunate about it.

      “But I left the option open to him,” Papa adds.

      Argh. Just when I thought I was safe.

      Mama glances at me as she rests against the counter holding a recipe card. She knows what came to pass between Dean and me, that the last thing I want is to see him again. “Why’d he turn you down, Tom?”

      A good question, which might give me a clue as to how likely Dean will change his mind.

      Papa leans back in his chair. “His younger brother needs some caring. Dean told me a while back his mother works long hours and weekends. A hairdresser, if I remember rightly. And besides, Dean thinks Matt still needs him at the farm.”

      A reasonable assumption given Shri’s departure. She texted me a few weeks ago to say Matt gave her notice. Guess I should have responded, but I didn’t know what to say. Everything that went down in Vermont was so awkward. Then I found Idris and wanted nothing more than to put the whole episode behind me.

      Mama looks up from her recipe. “Have you heard from Matt?”

      Papa’s brow bunches up, then loosens again. “Spoke to him last week.”

      “And how are things running without you?” Mama was pleased when Matt offered to take the farm off their hands. She knew the place was getting too much for Papa, even before the accident.

      Papa sighs. “Very well. The herd had twenty-one kids this spring.”

      Twenty-one? The thought of having that many babies makes me rub my belly. I catch myself and stop. Having babies is a place I don’t want to go right now.

      “He’s up for the idea of expansion, anyway,” Papa continues. “And he has a brother who wants to go in on the business. I think Matt could do well for himself, as long as he keeps his products high-end. Artisanal and all.”

      “And loves what he’s doing,” Mama adds.

      Papa’s expression turns sad, then he straightens his shoulders. “Water under the bridge. We’ve got more important work to do now. Right, Cadi?” He winks at me.

      I smile. “Right.” Twenty-four family-size cabins to build. Papa wants to spend the summer laying out plans. If anyone asks, the Jacobsens are building a vacation resort, but in reality, the cabins are for twenty-one paired Livran teens and their three carers.

      When Mr. Scrim told them about the other Livran kids and that we needed to bring them together, Papa got all excited and suggested we settle them here. Only the cabin isn’t near big enough for that many kids.

      Yeah, the Jacobsens know their foster daughter, her boyfriend and her social worker come from another planet, which makes my weirdness over telling them about the crystal tree seem like small beans. Silliness.

      However, we didn’t tell them about our shape-shifting ability. And I’m going to have to mention that, too, when I get around to telling them about the gooey pink ar’n bala growing in that cave. On their property.

      I push the thought away and refocus on my bigger concern. What if Dean does come? What will he do? Proclaim he still loves me?

      I shudder.

      He can’t find out what I am or about Idris, let alone who Idris really is.

      In a moment of weakness, I’d let slip to Dean Idris’s Livran name. Dre—short of Dresandar.

      Dre, the childhood friend I’d barely remembered. My partner, I’d joked to Dean. Little had I known then, that’s exactly who Dre was. My bond mate. My life partner.

      As I head for the back door, I ask Papa, “Do you think Dean will make it out here?”

      He clears his throat and shrugs. “I guess if it’s meant to be, Cadi, it’s meant to be.”
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      If I thought I’d make it out the door on the last day of school without seeing Jake’s know-it-all smirk, I was clearly deluding myself.

      “Hey, Whittier.”

      His voice breaks into my personal space as I tug the final crumpled layer of old homework assignments from the bottom of my locker and stuff it into a plastic bag destined for the trash.

      I slam the locker door and stare into steel-gray eyes as he saunters up to me, amazingly on his own.

      “What happened? Your groupies take off without you?” I swing my backpack onto a shoulder and scan the rapidly emptying hall for the nearest garbage can.

      Jake grins like he thinks I’m a hoot, then he nods, eyes narrowing. “Thought you were headed to state in the fall. Bryce just told me you ain’t.”

      State on a football scholarship. Our discussion about that was months ago, before Gran told me about the trust funds and I got accepted to MIT.

      I lift an eyebrow. “Guess I changed my mind.”

      He shifts into a casual stance, one hand sliding into the pocket of his over-tight blue denims. “So you found a better school?”

      Why does he give a crap where I’m going? “Decided I couldn’t commit to four years of football.”

      His brow furrows. “How else you planning to get through college?”

      “Not sure I’m going to college.” I hope the down-and-out approach will steal his interest and make him go away, even though there’s plenty of truth to my statement.

      Jake shakes his bristly dark head. “Because of your brother?”

      Keep it simple, stupid. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      My former best friend knows more about the reality of my home life than anyone. And to his credit, he never once used that knowledge to humiliate me, at school or online.

      Unlike what he did to Cadi. My fingers clench thinking about that.

      His chin lifts in a half nod. “Too bad. Thought maybe we’d play together again.”

      My eyebrow creeps up. What’s he hoping? That now high school’s done, I’ll forget all the shit he put me through over the past six months? Just toss it away like the trash from the bottom of my locker?

      Jake’s never going to stop being an asshole. When I was his friend, I ignored the way he treated people—people like Cadi and Shri—but that didn’t make him any less of a prick. It just made me more of one for tolerating his shit.

      I drop a half shrug. “Sorry to disappoint.” Then I turn and walk away.

      

      Shri stands in the shade of a broad maple, waiting for me. Her car’s still in the shop, the cost of fixing it going up by the hour.

      “Hey, you wanna go somewhere?” I ask when I reach her side.

      Her head tilts. “Like?”

      I shrug. “We could grab lunch. There’s that café in the bookstore downtown.”

      She adjusts her purse strap and falls into step beside me. “You don’t think every other high school senior is going to be hanging out there?”

      I click my remote and the car alarm chirps. “Nah. A bunch of them are heading out to the lake, and the rest’ll hit the fast food places at the mall. Besides, no one’s gonna want to read this soon after closing their last textbook.”

      Shri climbs into the passenger seat and drops her bag between her feet. “True. Except for nerds, of course.”

      I chuckle, then shake my head. “Do you realize this is the first time we’ve gone anywhere together other than work or school?”

      Her lips twist into a smirk. “Desperate times require desperate measures, I guess.”

      I’d laugh, if there wasn’t so much truth to that comment. “Work sucks without you, y’know?”

      Shri tips her head against the seatback. “Uh, thanks. I think.”

      I glance over before turning out of the parking lot. “I’m serious.”

      “Well, I’ve gotta admit life sucks without work, too. Not to say I miss dragging my ass out of bed at four in the morning, but…”

      “You miss all those kids and nannies?”

      She glances at me and laughs. “Yeah. And the occasional buck.”

      I grin. “Hey, who’re you calling a buck?”

      

      As we head through the bookstore, the caption on an end-of-aisle book display catches my eye. Are you trapped in a toxic relationship?

      The question makes me hesitate long enough to catch the book’s title and author. Toxic Relationships, by Brandon Williams.

      I move on, then realize Shri has picked up a copy, and stop to wait for her.

      She reads the back matter, returns the book to its place and catches up. “That book reminds me of your buddy, Jake.”

      I hold the door into the adjoining café. “I didn’t need a book to shine the light on him.”

      She slides into a slatted chair at a table for two and crosses her forearms on its glass surface. “So what did shine the light?”

      I drop into the seat opposite. “Cadi.” Shri holds my gaze, clearly waiting for more. “She pointed out how I acted around him.”

      “You mean acted like him?”

      I study her features. “Yeah. But it was you who got me to do something about it.”

      Her mouth drops open. “Me? I figured Jake’s Facebook smear campaign about her did that.”

      My eyes shift to the table as I shake my head. “I could’ve sunk back into Jake’s quagmire pretty easily.”

      Shri’s fingers shift over the smooth tabletop in a slow circle. “So why didn’t you?”

      I glance up again. “Because of the way he treated you. The Addams Family bullshit.”

      A smile creeps onto her face, then she starts to chuckle.

      “What?” I demand.

      “Morticia is actually quite refined and very beautiful.” Shri purses her lips, restraining a smile. “There are a lot worse things he could have called me.”

      “He still meant to insult you.”

      Her smile widens. “But he didn’t succeed.”

      I lean back in my chair. “Well, he pissed me off.”

      She tugs her lower lip between her teeth, eyes still shining. “I know.”

      I stare at her. “You’re amazing. Did you know that?”

      She laughs. “Why? Because I refused to be bothered by the taunts of a loser like Jake?” She looks thoughtful, eyes drifting to a café poster and back. “Would you believe me if I told you this look…” she pulls at her fitted black jacket, indicating her Goth-style clothing, “started as a bet?” Her eyes turn up toward the ceiling. “No. To be honest, more of a social experiment.”

      What she’s suggesting is hard to swallow.

      She chuckles again at my expression. “I had this friend at my last school who got teased all the time. She thought the teasing was all about her, not the way she looked. I told her I’d dress all Goth at my new school and see if I got the same treatment. I did, so I won. And she sent me her wardrobe.”

      I frown. “Why’d she send you her clothes?”

      “Because that was the bet. If she lost, she changed her style and I got all of her black clothing. I figured I might as well wear it.” Shri tilts her head. “Besides, it was fun.”

      “Fun? Being picked on?” I’m incredulous.

      “Yeah. Because it never felt like Jake was picking on me, but on the Goth girl I played. Which meant the joke was on him.”

      I glance down at my menu. “So after today, what? You’ll get rid of the black?”

      “An overnight transformation might be tough. My closet’s pretty monochromatic right now. Besides, I’m kind of attached to the purple lipstick.” She studies me a moment. “Would you care if I did change everything?”

      I frown. “Why should I? What you wear is your business.”

      She nods as if some other question in her mind has been answered. “Do you know what you want to eat?”

      I blink at the question and drop my eyes to the menu. “Do you?”

      “There’s only one vegetarian option, so my choice is easy.”

      She’s vegetarian. Shit, how did I not know that?

      “Grilled ham and cheese,” I answer.

      “Great.” She gets to her feet. “This one’s on me.”

      I shake my head. “No way. I asked you here.”

      A smile I can’t quite decipher slides across her face. “Maybe, but I owe you like a hundred grilled ham and cheeses for all the rides you’ve given me since my car died.”

      I sigh. “Those were on the house.”

      “Then so is this.”

      There’s little point in arguing, because I know it’ll only annoy her. “Okay, but can I take a raincheck on the other ninety-nine?”

      She laughs and strides toward the counter.

      As she places our order, I study her profile, trying to imagine Shri wearing anything besides black eye makeup and purple lipstick. It’s funny that how we dress comes to define who we are, even to ourselves. The whole judge a book by its cover thing, I guess.

      Then realization hits me. This could be it. After graduation tomorrow, I might never see her or her Goth getup ever again.

      The thought is mind-blowing. I’ve worked with Shri, hung out at school with her, known her for two years, but it isn’t until now, when our time together is almost up, that I realize how much I value her friendship.

      The sense of imminent loss dumps over me like icy water.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      I take a quick breath and look up as Shri places two water glasses on the table.

      “Yeah, sure. Just…”

      Her brow pinches. “Just what?” Her voice has a husky edge to it.

      I force a smile. “Reality checking in. I can’t quite believe high school’s over.”

      Her eyes meet mine across the table. “Yeah. That feeling’s been hitting me all week, like I’m snapping yearbook pictures in my head whenever I think this might be the last time I see someone.” She smirks. “Sad thing is, there’re only a handful of people I’ll miss.”

      “Me too,” I admit. “And a good few I’d rather forget.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With graduation falling on a workday, I’d asked Matt for the day off.

      However, the need for cash prompts me to drop by at the farm for my paycheck. I’ve a gift to buy.

      Matt looks surprised to see me, but breaks from his task in the barn to fetch my money. “Come on in,” he says, rubbing a hand through his wheaten stalks of hair, like something’s on his mind.

      Walking into the farmhouse still feels strange now Matt owns the place. I can’t forget the smell of Mrs. Jacobsen’s fresh-baked bread and cookies. The kitchen was always a welcome place, even more so when Cadi arrived.

      “Have a seat.” Matt gestures to the kitchen table while he grabs an envelope from a letter rack on the counter.

      He avoids eye contact as he pulls out a chair across from me and drops the envelope onto the table. “I know the timing of this isn’t the best, Dean, being the start of summer and all, but I’m afraid I have to give you notice.”

      I don’t speak. I just stare at him, while Shri’s words over the phone to Tom Jacobsen slip through my mind, again. Writing was on the wall though, you know…

      Finally, I find my voice. “Wow. Nothing I’ve done, I hope.” My breath feels scratchy in my throat.

      “Nah.” Matt settles his hands on the table. “I mentioned my brother’s been talking about getting involved in the business.”

      I nod, vaguely remembering him saying something of the sort.

      “Well, he finally made up his mind. He’s heading out this weekend with his two boys to spend the summer learning the ropes.” Matt rubs his forehead with a grease-stained hand. “I was going to break the news to you on Monday, but as you’re here and you’ll be out tomorrow…”

      He pushes the envelope toward me. “Here’s your pay for the week, plus a bit extra to help while you find another job. I spoke to Tom the other day. He said he had work in New York if you’re interested.” He sighs. “I hate doing this to you, son. And if there’s anything I can do, a recommendation or whatever, let me know. You’ve been a dedicated employee and you’ll be missed.”

      I reach for the envelope with rubbery fingers. After working here for two years, the idea of not coming back on Monday seems too foreign to comprehend. And yet, an odd feeling of release, of freedom, hovers just beyond the shock and concern.

      “Thanks, Matt.” My mind scrabbles around for the right things to say. “I’ll miss this place, but family comes first. I understand that…” Once started, the words flow easily enough.

      When I’m done babbling, I shake Matt’s hand and head out, my mind still reeling. Today isn’t just the end of school. It’s the end of everything.
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      Are you trapped in a toxic relationship?

      I glance away from the tag line and straighten the books across the display of Brandon Williams’ latest self-help bestseller, Toxic Relationships, glad to be able to answer that question with a resounding No.

      Idris’s dad would not be pleased to see a single one of his paperbacks sitting askew. And given the chances are high that he might drop in at this bookstore, just to check, I’ve made it my mission to keep his book stand looking perfect.

      Headlights flash across the glass storefront as a car pulls into a nearby parking space. Idris. I don’t have to recognize the vehicle to know it’s him. I can sense his crystal, just like I know he senses mine.

      A tingle vibrates from the stone embedded in my chest. Anticipation. His.

      I smile.

      The hands of an old train station clock on the shop’s back wall click to ten. We’re officially closed. And I’m officially off work.

      I tug my blue apron over my head and wave goodnight to Manny, the store manager, who’s balancing the last register.

      “I’ll lock the door after you.” Manny loosens his caramel tie and unhooks the top button of his blue shirt as he heads to the front door. “Your ride’s here, right?”

      “Yes, thanks.”

      He nods as I step outside and locks up behind me.

      The BMW belonging to Brandon Williams idles. Inside the car, Idris rocks to a beat, his lips moving. He’s singing to the music playing in his head. No radio required. He reaches to open the passenger door as I round the vehicle.

      I slide into a gray leather seat.

      “Hey, babe,” he murmurs, and his lips meet mine.

      More tingling in my chest that quivers into my abdomen and below. I cannot wait until this mating cycle business is over. As much as I’d love to jump my boyfriend, doing so in front of my workplace probably wouldn’t go down too well with Manny.

      Idris grins as he pulls away. “Guess what?”

      “What?”

      His fingers pat the steering wheel. “The car’s officially mine.”

      “Seriously?” I grin.

      His lips turn up and his eyes gleam. “Yeah. All mine.”

      I push my eyebrows up to their full extension. “So you’re not going to share?”

      He shifts his gaze from the dash to me. “Love, I’ll take you anywhere you wanna go.”

      “But you won’t let me drive.”

      A panicked look widens his eyes, but he knows I’m teasing. I’ve had my driver’s license for all of a month.

      I settle back in my seat. “So, can you take me home?”

      “If that’s where you want to go.” He sounds disappointed.

      “I didn’t check the crystal cutting before work. Wanna come with me?”

      “Sure, babe.” He puts the car into reverse.

      “Papa suggested getting a dog the other day, so I’d have company on my walks,” I say as the car pulls out of the parking lot.

      A dark eyebrow lifts. “What’re you saying, Cadi?”

      I glance at him and laugh. “Nothing insulting. Just stating a fact.”

      “You think he’s serious?” Idris guides the vehicle toward the highway between Hopper and the turnoff to the cabin. Yeah, the place actually has its own turnoff.

      “Seemed so.” I relax back into soft leather.

      “Huh.” He frowns. “Wonder how a dog would react to you in Livran form.”

      “Do you think it would care?”

      He shrugs.

      We reach the Jacobsens’ turnoff. Idris guides the car up their long winding driveway and stops in front of the house.

      Once parked, we head down the back hill toward the forest.

      Idris pauses when we reach the seclusion of the trees. “You wanna shift?”

      I gnaw on my lip. Shape shifting to our Livran form would make it easier to see and the journey much faster, but I’m afraid what it will do to my libido. “I think it might be best if we don’t.”

      “How come? Oh, right, the hormone business.” He turns on his phone light and scoops up my hand. “A romantic walk in the woods then.”

      The wind rustles the leaves, making my responding chuckle turn into a shiver. Without sunlight beaming through the trees, the forest feels alien.

      Idris’s light offers a puddle of security, glowing over the familiar dirt trail scattered with rust-colored pine needles and crisp leaves.

      An intense whistle shatters the darkness. I jump. “What was that?”

      “A night bird. Relax, Cadi. I didn’t think you were scared of the dark.”

      I gulp. “I’m not. Usually. But it’s so isolated out here. And dark.”

      “We could shif—”

      “No, we can’t!” My voice cuts the darkness so sharp every predator within a ten-mile radius must have heard me. Ugh. I focus on the circle of light in front of us. “I’m sorry I’m making such a fuss, but if we shift, I’m afraid I’ll jump you or something.”

      Idris laughs. “You don’t think I’d be complaining, do you?”

      “I’m serious,” I grumble. “I hate feeling out of control.”

      “At least it’s not every guy that makes you want to—”

      “Enough.” I shake my hands in the air. “I don’t want to think about it.”

      He nudges me. “Better than thinking about ghoulies and ghosties.”

      I giggle. “Stop teasing me.”

      A loud hoot interrupts from above. My fingers hook into Idris’s and squeeze tight. Just an owl. Relax! I order myself.

      But my mind wends down the path ahead until it wonders about the Evatenon, those blue, four-eyed aliens who want to assimilate any Livran they can get their monstrous hands on. They could be wandering the forest searching for the crystal tree as we speak. Or worse, searching for us.

      Reaching the cave takes way too long with my imagination planting muscle-bound aliens behind every tree. I’ll be so glad when this fertility season is done, and I can shape shift safely and see in the dark.

      Why didn’t I ask Mr. Scrim how long these mating cycles last?

      Once we’re outside the cave, I connect my phone to the customized weather monitor and check the app. A set of green numbers flash up. All measurements are within acceptable ranges. I sigh with relief as I’ve no desire to contact Mr. Scrim this late, or start messing with water and salt, or whatever.

      Idris sidles up to me. “All good?”

      “Yeah. Let’s head back.” My voice sounds eager even to my own ears.

      He snags my hand, interlacing our fingers. “Wanna watch a movie tonight?”

      “Sure.” Neither of us has to rush out of bed in the morning. High school graduation doesn’t start until three.

      “Whatcha in the mood for?” he asks.

      Something not at all scary. Something happy. Maybe a romance. Or a musical. Idris recently discovered Bollywood movies, and I have to admit, they’re a hoot. “What’s that movie about an Indian stuntman in Hollywood?”

      “Umm…”

      As we head down the slope, a throaty grunt comes from our right.

      I freeze. “Did you hear that?” My fingers tighten around his as I peer through the trees and see only darkness.

      “A pine tree creaking. Nothing to worry about.” Idris leans close and presses his lips against my temple.

      I nod and we continue walking.

      A few yards further, another grunt breaks the silence of the night followed by a muttering sound.

      My heart rate goes from zero to a hundred in one-point-three seconds.

      “Shit,” Idris whispers. “Something’s out there.”

      “We so need to get out of here,” I croak.

      Idris pulls me further down the dirt path. “What do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know. You’re the one who’s from around here.” My mind reels back to what Papa said when he was discussing getting a dog. “A moose?”

      The worry in Idris’s chest notches up. “Moose are definitely dangerous.”

      Judging by the racked moose head above the fireplace, I have to agree.

      We take a few more steps and a screech erupts from the tree-knotted darkness.

      A responding scream explodes out of me. A hand slams over my mouth. I struggle against Idris.

      “Calm down,” he mutters. “I gotta shift.” He releases his hold around me.

      Fear shoots through my body at the absence of his touch. I’m drifting. Alone. Surrounded by wildlife of the most dangerous kind.

      Hands grip my arms and I almost jump out of my skin.

      “You’re okay. I’m right here,” comes my boyfriend’s soft voice. “It’s not a moose.”

      I let out a shuddery sigh of relief.

      “It’s a black bear.”

      My pulse shoots for the moon. A black bear? Aren’t they even worse than a moose?

      The invisible creature lets out a series of grunts.

      Idris pulls me closer, but his hold isn’t tight or particularly desperate. “That’s strange.”

      “What is?” I squeak.

      “I can understand her.” His voice is calmer still. “Hmm, I thought our crystals translated for us. Not that I ever understood an animal before today.”

      “What does she want?” I demand, not caring about Idris’s latest superpower.

      “For us to move away from her cubs.”

      My breath hisses out of my lungs. “Where are they? Which way is away?”

      “Ah, over there.” His body turns, like maybe he’s pointing some particular way, but I can’t see where. “Just back up, slowly. I’ll let her know we’re leaving.”

      I almost ask how, when a series of grunts rumble out of him. He can speak bear? That is so weird.

      “It’s okay, Cadi. Just keep walking backward with me. She’s crossing the path now to get to her babies.”

      I squint through the darkness, trying to make out the mother black bear, but she’s invisible. To my human eyes, that is. I could shape shift and see what Idris sees, but what if that startles her? “Should I change form?” I whisper.

      “Nah, you’re fine.” Idris pats my shoulder. “She’s moving away with her cubs.”

      I let out a soft cry of relief, spin around and bury my face in Idris’s chest.

      A soft chuckle vibrates from his chest as his arms close around me. “You’re fine now. We’re safe. She was more scared than we were.”

      “Speak for yourself,” I murmur into his collar. His musky Livran scent floods my senses. Oh, dear.

      Once my heart rate drops to a level approaching normal, I pull away. “I don’t think I want to come out here at night. Like ever.”

      “Good idea. Especially if you don’t understand bear.”

      My brain rattles in my head. “But how in the world do you?”

      “They don’t have a super complicated language. She wasn’t communicating with words, rather specific sounds that reflect her mood. I’m thinking that’s why I understand her, because of my ability with sound.”

      “And you talked back to her.” I’m totally impressed.

      “I only grunted back.” He almost sounds apologetic, as if I shouldn’t be as impressed as I am. “It’s a matter of hitting the right tonal range.”

      Of course. “Your perfect pitch.”

      “Let’s get going.” Idris grabs my hand and guides me through the darkness.

      My breath becomes ragged with him tugging me along the trail at Livran speed. “Umm, could you slow down a bit?” He cuts his speed, but I’m still gasping. “I need to break the news to Mama and Papa about the ar’n bala tree.”

      “You didn’t tell them yet?” His surprise reverberates through my crystal.

      “I’ve been waiting for the right moment. It’s kind of a Pandora’s Box, you know. Once the lid’s off, there’s no knowing what questions they might ask. And what if they want to see the crystal tree? I’d need to explain how we have to be in Livran form to enter the cave until it’s rooted, which means explaining…”

      He squeezes my hand. “Yeah, the shape-shifting thing. That is kind of awkward. I’m glad my parents already know.”

      “Well, I haven’t rushed to drop that bomb on mine. I don’t want either of them having a heart attack.”

      Idris huffs. “But they know we’re from another planet. Do you really think our shape-shifting ability will be that big of a leap for them?”

      “I don’t know.” I slow down, forcing him to do the same. “Papa loves the whole Ancient Aliens thing. You know, space people with extra large craniums and all. But it’s TV. This is real life, and I just don’t know…”

      “You’re afraid they’ll reject you.”

      I hate it when he reads my mind. Especially when he figures out something I’m trying to hide from myself.

      “Cadi, the Jacobsens love you. They took your telekinetic ability in stride. They’re eager to help our people, even knowing we come from another planet. Why would you think they’d reject you because you can change shape?”

      “They’ve only ever seen us looking human. Looking normal. I don’t know how they’ll react to me looking like a lizard.”

      He tugs gently on my arm, getting me walking again. “Mom and Dad took it okay. They didn’t reject me. If anything, Dad finally saw me for who I really am. And Mom’s become more protective than ever.”

      I swallow. “That’s because she hates me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you.”

      I glance in his direction. “Okay, she hates that we’re bonded and thinks you’ve been forced into some kind of an arranged situation against your will. Is that closer to the truth?”

      “Well, yeah… But that’s because she doesn’t understand the bond we share. I mean, how could anyone who hasn’t experienced having an embedded crystal that links them to someone else? She can’t appreciate how amazing it feels to never be totally alone. And she doesn’t know how much I love you or how close we were when we were little kids.”

      The trees thin as we reach the end of the trail, and the hillside leading up to the cabin spreads out, silvery blue in the moonlight.

      “I think Mama and Papa understand that a bit better.”

      “They’ve seen us together more than my mom has, Cadi. She needs time to get to know you. Once she does, she’ll discover how wonderful you are and love you too.”

      “Yeah,” I say with no conviction whatsoever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Dean

          

        

      

    

    
      The vacuum cleaner wails and whines from Ty’s room as I place a box wrapped in black and silver paper on the top of my dresser. A graduation gift for Shri. I compromised with the two colors, unsure if black would still be the in thing.

      I rap on Ty’s door, “Leaving in five!” and head for the bathroom to check my shirt collar, but my damp hair distracts me. Should’ve had it cut last week. The wave that’s supposed to sweep over my forehead hangs limp. I smear gel across my palm and get to work.

      “You look so handsome, hun.” Mom’s statement makes me jump.

      She’s using her morning voice, the enthusiastic sober one that used to last most of the day. These days, we’re lucky if her chipper tone makes it until noon.

      Her perfume hits me like a right cross to the nose. I try not to cough as I continue shaping my hair. High heels clack on the bathroom tile. Mom steps up to me and starts messing with my shirt collar. “Just a little crease,” she says.

      I catch her reflection in the mirror and stare.

      She’s wearing a floral sundress with spaghetti straps that expose an expanse of too-pale skin across her shoulders and arms. The pasty color of her face has been powdered over, and her lips match the scarlet poppies printed on her outfit.

      “How do I look?” She smiles.

      My eyes bounce up from a pair of ruby stilettos to meet hers. “Great.” The word escapes with more enthusiasm than I intend. What’s she so dressed up for, anyway?

      She fingers the front of my shirt, making me rock back on my heels to gain some distance.

      I glance at the gold watch on my wrist that used to be Gramp’s. “Jeez, we gotta go. Ty!”

      Passing Mom, I pound on Ty’s door. “Come on, Tiger, I don’t want to be late to my own graduation.”

      The vacuum cleaner shuts off and the door bursts open. Ty stands before me, shirt and slacks ironed and tucked. The only thing messing up perfection is the puckered frown on his face. “Pepper slept on my bed last night and it’s covered in dog hair.”

      “After all that vacuuming, it’s gotta be gone by now.” I huff. “Like we’re supposed to be.”

      A dramatic sigh echoes back. “It’s almost gone, but I’m gonna need a sticky roller to get the rest.”

      “You used up the last one cleaning your backpack.” I glance at my watch again. “We’ll buy more on the way home. Let’s go.”

      “Don’t forget your cap and gown,” Mom calls as I shuffle Ty down the hall.

      Damn it. I grab the still bagged items off my bed.

      Mom scoops a purse and wide-brimmed hat in the same red as the rest of her clothes. Did she shop for a whole new outfit? It’s not like graduation is that big a deal.

      “Whose car?” I ask as we head for the front door. There’s no question I’ll be driving.

      “Yours,” Ty shouts. “It’s cleaner.”

      “Get the door for your mom,” I call over my shoulder as I lock up and follow them.

      

      After finding bleacher seats for Mom and Ty, I leave them and search for Shri. Then I remember her gift still sitting on my dresser at home. Crap.

      I pull myself together. Forgetting her gift only means I have an excuse to connect with her later. No worries.

      Finally, I spot her among the sea of caps and gowns. Black eyeshadow and purple lips.

      The sun bakes me through my graduation gown as I weave between seniors, nodding and smiling at people whose existence I’ve barely acknowledged at school over the past six months.

      My gaze meets Shri’s and everyone else fades into the background; my only friend in the whole school eclipses them all. Black on black. What would I have done without her when everything went south with Jake?

      She stops in front of me. “Guess this is it.”

      For the rest of them, maybe. But I can’t let our friendship die or I’ll have nothing left. “An end means the start of something new, right? Let’s find seats.” I lead her to a row of chairs and sit. “Are your parents here?”

      She glances at me between her curtain of braids. “My dad.” The hesitation in her voice makes me pause. She’s told me as much about her family as I’ve told her about mine. Does she have something to hide too?

      “My mom and Ty came.” I nod vaguely toward the bleachers.

      Do I want Shri to meet my family? Do I want to meet hers? It’s not that I don’t want her to know everything about me. The good, the bad, and the ugly. She can hear it all. But I don’t want her learning any more. Not about my alcoholic mother, my asshole of a father, or even my messed up little brother.

      “Any news on the car?” I ask, shoving my family secrets back where they belong, under the wine-stained living room rug.

      She scans the blur of black polyester in front of her. “It has moved on to a better place.”

      The angle of my chair makes sitting forward more comfortable, so I rest elbows on knees. “Meaning?”

      “We donated it to public radio. If the Car Talk guys were still around, they’d be laughing their asses off.”

      I swing my head to look at her. “So you’re getting a new car?”

      Her shoulders shift. “Dad’s working on it. Meaning it’s gonna take a couple of weeks. Maybe longer. And as he’s paying, the only input I get is the color.”

      “Black?”

      She grins. “I told you, I’m turning over a new leaf.”

      I look her over. “Starting when?”

      Her chin lifts. “Tomorrow.”

      I nod but don’t believe her.

      “In the meantime, I’ve gotta get to New York,” she adds.

      “Your dad can’t take you?” I sit back as a couple of soon-to-be graduates shuffle past.

      She shakes her head. “His schedule’s all over the place next week and he hates driving at night.”

      “Then I’ll take you.” The offer comes with no forethought whatsoever, but who cares? I’m a free agent now.

      Her brow wrinkles. “Are you sure? What about work?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” I take a breath. “Matt let me go yesterday. Didn’t even give me—”

      “He what?” Her mouth stretches to form an O.

      I shrug. “Like you said to Tom Jacobsen, the writing was on the wall.”

      “Dean, that’s… awful.”

      Is it? I’m not so sure. Working at the farm hadn’t been the same since Shri left.

      “So, anyway,” I continue, “that means I can take you to New York any time you want.”

      She stares at me. “I was thinking Tuesday… but only if that works for you.”

      I shrug. “Calendar’s open.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Any thought about taking Mr. J up on his job offer?”

      “I can’t.” The words come out too sharply.

      She nods and says no more.

      The caps and gowns around us settle into chairs and graduation commences. The principal does a good job lifting the collective spirit, but with my future balanced on a razor edge, it’s hard to get excited.

      I’m glad high school’s over. I’m glad Shri is sitting next to me. I should be glad I’ve been accepted to MIT, but what good does that do me if I can’t go?

      When all’s said and done, we throw our caps in the air. I squint into the bright sky as black squares fall back to Earth with a clatter.

      Shri’s shoulder bumps mine.

      I look at her and part of me wants to start the semester over. Damn, I’m going to miss her. “What are you doing this afternoon?” I ask as we rise and slowly disperse with the crowd.

      “Car shopping, I guess. Dad wants to go out somewhere nice for dinner. That’s about it.” She glances at me. “How about you?”

      “Nothing planned. Maybe take Ty to a movie.”

      She smirks. “Sounds way more fun than car shopping.”

      I laugh. “Maybe we should switch places.”

      Her face crinkles up. “But could I trust you to pick the right color?”

      “That might be risky,” I admit.

      “Dean? Yoo-hoo!” Mom’s voice cracks the glass bubble around us.

      I look over and wave, mechanically.

      “Your mom?”

      Shri’s question sinks to the bottom of my stomach.

      Yeah. That’s my mom.

      Shri elbows me as she gazes at Mom’s outfit. “Candy apple red. That would be a cool color for a new-to-me car.”

      Ty shoulder butts through the crowd toward us, waving his phone. “I got the whole thing on video!”

      I high five my brother, but my attention is on Mom. Her eyes have tightened to pin points as she studies Shri.

      “Mom, Ty, this is Shri.” I glance at my friend. “Mom and Ty.”

      Shri smiles. “Hi, Mrs. Whittier. Ty. Nice to meet you.”

      They shake hands, perfectly polite, outwardly friendly, but I can feel the icy breeze blowing off Mom’s cheery exterior. Coolness flashes out of her gray-green eyes. “So nice to meet you too, Sherri.”

      My jaw tightens. What the hell is that about? I wasn’t looking forward to this meeting, but I didn’t expect Mom to be rude.

      Mom glances around. “Where’s Jake?”

      Shri flashes me a questioning look.

      Yeah, never did tell Mom that Jake and I were done. I answer Shri’s expression with a micro shake of the head.

      “Shri!” comes a voice from over the heads of our classmates.

      I spot a tall, dark-skinned man with concave cheeks making his way toward us.

      “Hey, Dad.” There’s a smile in Shri’s voice. “Meet Dean.” She glances at Mom and Ty. “And his family.”

      Shri’s dad has straight black hair like hers and a closely trimmed mustache. His slacks and collared shirt sit halfway between formal and casual, and there’s a relaxed confidence about him that makes the tension in my chest ease. The guy’s only said one word, and I already like him.

      “Dean, very nice to meet you.” His voice is soft with a musical undertone that’s pleasant and direct. He turns to Mom and Ty. “And a great pleasure to meet you, also.”

      Ty grins, while Mom makes polite noises that end with, “Well, we’d better get going, Dean.” Like we’ve got a train to catch or something.

      No chance to talk more with Shri, so I say, with a half wink only she can see, “I’ll be in touch.”

      She puts on a wide smile. “Have fun at the movies.”

      I roll my eyes. “Candy apple red sounds perfect, by the way. Have fun shopping.”

      A flash of dimples and she disappears with her dad into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      While I let Pepper in from the backyard, Ty races down the hall, sticky rollers in hand. There’s always been an intensity to my brother, but his behavior didn’t deviate from what I’d call normal until Gran died, as if she’d been the pier that moored him.

      Mom’s purse crashes onto the hall table and her heels hit the wall as she kicks them off. I’m not sure what that’s about, and less sure I want to find out.

      After succumbing to a series of eager licks across my neck, I push Pepper off me. Gotta be the sweat. I need a shower. “Okay, boy. On your mat.”

      Pepper gives me a doleful look but follows my command.

      I head down the hall toward my room, pulling at my shirt collar. As I enter, my eyes fall on the black and silver box resting on the dresser. I’m hoping it gives me a good enough excuse to meet up with Shri before we head to New York on Tuesday.

      Do I mention the New York trip to Mom? Better not for now, and let her think I’m still working.

      I pull off my shirt. The undershirt follows and I rub it against my damp chest.

      “Is she your girlfriend?”

      I jump and spin around.

      Mom leans against the doorjamb, a glass of wine in hand. Her eyes slide across my chest in a way that creeps me out.

      I cross my arms. “Some privacy might be nice.”

      She laughs. “Hun, it’s not like you’re naked.”

      “Half naked,” I grumble, striding to the dresser for clean clothes and dumping my shirt over Shri’s gift before Mom notices it.

      She takes a long sip from her glass. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Turning back to her, I shake my head. “She’s just a friend.” Not that I get why Mom should care.

      One side of her mouth curls into a sneer. “Are you sure? Friends don’t look at each other that way.”

      What the hell’s she talking about?

      I frown, deep. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      She throws back her head and gulps down what’s left in the glass.

      “I need to take a shower.” I push past her and head for the bathroom, eager to escape her strange behavior.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Cadi

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Idris straddles one of the fancy office chairs in the basement of the Thorny Rose. Rumor has it the old nightclub was owned by a gangster. Well, whoever the previous owners were, they had expensive taste.

      I sit on the leather-clad sectional, shoes off and knees pulled up to my chin. “How else can I give you Valdar’s memories?” Growling softly, I press my face into my palms. “Your mind transference worked just fine in the cave with Mr. Scrim.”

      “Yeah, but Mr. Scrim knew what he was doing, and all I had to do was play his weather memories back to you.” Idris purses his lips. “Are you sure you’ll be able to filter Valdar’s memories?”

      “How hard can it be?” I drop a smirk. “Seriously, Idris, what are you worried about? You know I don’t have anything to hide.”

      He rolls his eyes. “We all have secrets, even if they’re as lame as stealing some kid’s eraser in kindergarten.”

      I wrap my arms around my knees. “Would you think less of me if I had?”

      “No, but that’s not the point.” He huffs. “Maybe there’s stuff I don’t want to know.”

      “Like what?”

      “I dunno.” He thinks. “Your first kiss for example.”

      Ugh. Under the mistletoe. With Dean.

      I shake the thought away and pull back my shoulders. “My very first kiss happened when I was two-and-a-half and you were the recipient.” I gleaned that from one of Valdar’s memories.

      Idris pulls a hand through his hair. “I’m talking adult kisses.”

      “How about we try one specific memory? Something easy to isolate.”

      He crosses his arms over the top of the seat. “Yeah, okay,” but he doesn’t sound so sure.

      “If any other memories leak through, you can pull away and break the connection.” I drop my legs to the ground and stand.

      “Fair enough.” Idris rises from the office chair. “What memory are we sharing?”

      “There’s a cute one from when we were two.” I reach for his hands.  “We were sharing a bowl of dringor fruit.”

      He grins. “Okay, let’s go for it. Focus on that memory. I’ll try to pick it up.”

      The memory is an easy one to grab. Running through it is similar to watching a home movie taken from Valdar’s perspective, but with more than just sound and video. There are scents and textures and feelings, too. Valdar’s love for us is palpable, sparkling in the air around us like fireworks. He’s so happy to see us together.

      Idris blows out a breath. “Whoa!”

      “You got it?”

      “Yeah.” He shakes his head like he’s trying to clear it. “That was so cool.” He chuckles. “I loved the part where you kept lifting my chin, like you were trying to help me chew.”

      I smile at the memory. “You wanna try another?”

      He nods, eyes bright at the promise of more happy snippets from our past.

      Sorting Valdar’s memories from my own isn’t as easy as entering Valdar in Google, and the more scattered the memories, the easier I could lose focus. So we start small. Some teaching sessions. Family gatherings with both my parents and Idris’s. Trips to the playground, a rainforest where we crawl up purple trees and swing from turquoise vines.

      The remaining memories are disparate but few enough that I think I can gather them into a single stream. I’ll be so glad to finish up.

      “Last ones,” I say, glancing at the clock on the wall and taking Idris by the hands. It’s getting late and I’ve work tomorrow. Shri’s expected on Tuesday, and until she arrives, I won’t hear the final word on Dean’s summer plans.

      Best not to think about that.

      Idris looks weary and for good reason. Not all the memories I’ve shared have been joyous. He’s witnessed some frustration and regret, too.

      After pushing on a smile, he tightens his fingers around mine.

      I refocus on gathering those last memories, bouncing from one timespan to another, in no particular order. The crystal tree cutting comes into mind with a memory of Valdar and my parents discussing its preparation for storage. Mr. Scrim slips in with an image of the cutting wrapped around his chest. Then the forest around the cave and the black bear. Papa chats over the kitchen table about getting a dog, about offering Shri and Dean a job for the summer, and…

      Idris snatches his hands from mine. “Guess you got distracted.”

      I glance down at my palms, which still tingle from his touch. “Sorry. Those last memories of Valdar’s were harder to stay focused on.”

      “Yeah, they were all over the place.” His tone says he’s had enough of this emotional ping pong, anyway. He rubs both hands over his black curls. “So… who’s Dean?”

      A stone drops into the pit of my stomach.

      The frown on Idris’s face furrows deeper. He’s got to be picking up my dread at that question.

      I gnaw on my lip, then answer, “A friend.”

      An eyebrow lifts. “So how come you never mentioned him before? You talk about Shri plenty.”

      Subterfuge won’t work, not with our crystals tuned in to each other’s emotions.

      I drop onto the sectional. “Because Dean’s…” Where do I even start with Dean? “Different.”

      Idris crosses his arms. “That’s not telling me a hell of a lot, Cadi.”

      A sigh escapes me. “It’s complicated.”

      His lips flatline. “‘Kay, in what way?”

      My head drops against the padded leather as I press my knuckles into my eyes. “I don’t know. He… we…” I straighten up. “He kissed me, okay.” I stare into Idris’s frozen features. “On Christmas Eve.” I shrug. “A mistletoe thing.”

      Only it was more than that. He said he loved me.

      “Last Christmas? Like a few days before we met?”

      What is that weird emotion coming off him? Jealousy?

      His crossed arms press deeper into his chest. “So you liked him?”

      Accusation, too. Exactly the reason I didn’t mention Dean to Idris in the first place. The whole episode was better left in the past.

      I scoot deeper into the seat cushions. “I hardly knew him. Then he saw me lift the tractor off Papa and his idiot best friend posted what I’d done on Facebook.” I narrow my eyes as I meet his. “That’s why I left. So I guess I’m mostly mad at him.”

      Idris perches on the arm of the couch. “So why am I picking up a boatload of uncertainty from you?”

      Damn crystal, leaking information. “I don’t know. I’d hoped I’d never see him again. Then Papa went and offered Dean a job.”

      “Did he take it?”

      “No.”

      Idris nods, his face looking anything but placated. “Seems to me there’s unfinished business between you.”

      “Dean turned the offer down, so it doesn’t matter.” I reach for Idris and curl my fingers around his. “I left Vermont because of what Dean did. He opened his mouth and my life there hit the fan. So I doubt I’ll ever trust him again.”

      “Okay.” Idris slides onto the seat beside me, nodding, slowly. “If you want me to kick his ass—you know, for old time’s sake—just let me know.”
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      Sunday afternoon. The wait at the mall hairdresser’s is half an hour. Ty sprawls in the chair next to mine, messing with something on his phone, while I lean back and watch Florence, the hairdresser who used to work alongside Mom, twist tinfoil around some lady’s highlights.

      I close my eyes, more tired than usual. Falling asleep took forever, because Mom was up half the night chatting loudly on the phone in her bedroom.

      Her strange behavior after we got back from graduation still baffles me. And the way she acted when she met Shri was plain weird. Like she was jealous. Which makes no sense. My friendships hold no bearing on my home life, and now I’m done with school, I’ll be moving out at the first opportunity.

      Ty’s survival is the only thing holding me back.

      If Gran were alive, none of this would matter. I’d be moving to Boston. With the trust fund, I could focus on school, on getting an engineering degree and building a career. Now my life is stuck in a holding pattern until Ty is old enough to fend for himself.

      My eyes fall on my brother, his thumbs pecking away at his phone screen. He’s too young and too smart to be treated like trash, to have his life stolen away because his parents aren’t worth shit.

      Gran, why’d you have to leave us?

      “Hey, Dean. You’re up.” Florence waves a spray bottle at me.

      I blink, smile at her and tap Ty’s leg.

      He looks up and pulls out an earbud. “What?”

      “Don’t move. And if anyone touches you, yell like you’re being murdered.”

      Ty rolls his eyes and plugs his earbud back in.

      I head to the barber’s chair and sit. “How’re you doing, Florence?”

      She’s an all-smiles platinum blonde. “Dean, it seems like forever since we last saw you.”

      “A few months.” I glance up at my sagging bangs. “As if you couldn’t tell.”

      She runs a comb through my hair. “How come your mom doesn’t cut this for you?”

      “She’s too busy with other stuff, I guess.” I glance at Florence in the mirror. “And she never cuts it right, anyhow.”

      Florence laughs. “Same as usual then?”

      “Maybe a little shorter in front.”

      The hairdresser spritzes my hair until it’s damp, then pulls scissors from a drawer. “Every time I cut your hair I think what a shame it is to cut off all that lovely color.”

      My lips twist. “Thanks… I guess.”

      She chuckles. “I know boys don’t care about such things. So tell me, how’s your mom doing? Haven’t heard from her in a long while, but it seemed like she took her mom’s passing real hard.”

      I guess it wasn’t Florence Mom was chatting to half the night. I’d half figured it was. She has so few friends.

      “Mom’s fine. Keeps herself busy.” What else can I say? The truth is out of the question. The whole drinking thing is a family skeleton that stays well and truly hidden in the back of the hall closet.

      “So what’s she doing with herself? She talked about taking beautician courses with the money her mom left her, maybe opening a nail salon or something.”

      Or something. “Yeah, maybe in the fall.” I’ve been covering up Mom’s drinking for so long the lies roll off my tongue.

      Florence nods. “And how about you? College bound?”

      I offer too broad a smile and nod. “Yeah.” One day, at least.

      “Where to?”

      As far away from Nowhere, Vermont as I can get. “I’m thinking Boston.” If I ever escape this place.

      The way Mom’s been acting lately makes me want out of here more than ever. Since I turned eighteen, she’s called me The Man of the House. A responsibility I don’t want.

      Since Dad left three years ago, I took on some of the fathering role, and I’m okay helping out my brother. But I won’t play parent to Mom too.

      Florence chitchats about all the people she’s known who moved out to the Boston area.

      Happily, I let her ramble until the buzz of the electric shears kills all conversation.

      Once Ty’s hair is shorn, we head out, after thanking Florence for charging us for only one cut. It’s not like Mom gave me money. And weirdly, something tells me Florence might have guessed as much. Maybe she’s figured out more than she’s letting on. She’s known Mom for years. Is it even possible to work with someone for that length of time without figuring out things don’t quite add up?

      Having no desire to head home, we wander the mall, hitting all the interesting shops first, then grab lunch in the food court. When we’re done, I take Ty to the sports shop near the mall entrance and buy him a new catcher’s mitt. He’s been getting blisters from his old one, now he’s outgrown it.

      “I wanna record my songs and post them on YouTube,” Ty announces as we head back to the car. “I mean, the ones I’ve made up.”

      “Didn’t know you’d been writing your own songs, Tiger.” I shorten my pace to match his.

      “Yeah. Just recently. And I think they’re pretty good. Even made up lyrics to go with some of them.”

      I glance at him. “How come you’ve never played your tunes for me?”

      He shrugs. “Didn’t think you were interested.”

      I knock his shoulder with my elbow. “I’m always interested in your creations. Your art projects are way better than mine ever were.”

      “I don’t mean school stuff. I just figured you probably didn’t like my playing.”

      “You only play in your room, so I don’t get to hear it that well.”

      His lips twist, then he glances at me. “You could always come in.”

      “I could, but I respect your privacy. You’ve gotta tell me if you want me to come listen.”

      His shoulders lift in a shrug. “Mom doesn’t have a problem coming into my room.”

      All thoughts in my brain freeze. I try to sound casual. “Why does she come into your room?” Definitely not to get the laundry, because she never does it.

      Ty huffs. “To tell me not to make so much noise.”

      I nod.

      On the way home, Ty disappears into his phone, so I turn on the radio.

      After a plug for donations, a talk show host with a calming voice says, “We’re here today with Brandon Williams, author of the New York Times bestselling self-help series, To the Power of I, to talk about his newest book, Toxic Relationships.”

      I remember that same guy’s display at the local bookstore when I visited with Shri. After some polite banter, the host asks, “Who’s the target reader for your new book?”

      Brandon Williams’ relaxed baritone voice rolls out of the car speakers. “Anyone who answers the question, Are you trapped in a toxic relationship? with Yes, I think so, or Maybe. Anyone can become victim to unhealthy interactions with another person.”

      The host asks, “And how would you define unhealthy?”

      “Any relationship defined by controlling or manipulative behavior. A husband who makes his wife feel guilty for spending time with their kids, instead of doting on him. A lover who calls or texts excessively while his partner is at work. An adult who surrenders parenting responsibilities to her children.”

      The host chuckles. “So if your parents want you to do the laundry or wash the dishes, is that toxic?”

      Mr. Williams clears his throat. “Not necessarily. But if a parent expects his child to do the grocery shopping, cook family meals, clean the house… and do the laundry and wash the dishes, while that parent isn’t ill, handicapped, or working a seventy-hour workweek. Then, I would say the likelihood is strong that their relationship is toxic.”

      I switch off the radio and glance in the rearview mirror at Ty. He gazes at his phone screen, ears plugged and bobbing his head to a beat.

      Shit. Maybe I need to take a look at that book. Maybe I can do something about Mom. Fix this mess of a life we have at home. If I could get her to quit drinking, that would be a start. She’d likely go back to being a semi-functional parent. A nontoxic one. And I could go to college and move on with my life.

      I’m about to pull into the driveway when I notice another vehicle, a truck, parked next to Mom’s car, in my space. I roll the Subaru past the entrance and stop at the curb.

      Has Mom finally got a contractor in to do some work? About time, if she’s thinking of having the roof redone. Things could be looking up.

      I glance at my brother and smile. “Come on, Tiger. We need to break in your new mitt.”

      The front door’s unlocked. We walk into the house, talking about baseball stats and the pitch velocities of our favorite players. Ty shuts the door, while I tolerate an enthusiastic licking from Pepper and try to guess where Mom would be talking to this contractor. The living room, about new carpets? Or the bathroom with the leaky shower faucet?

      I reach the living room door and stop short.

      Mom’s on the couch, making out with a guy. The urge to back down the hall, grab my brother and haul ass away from here almost overcomes me.

      Then I notice the color of the guy’s hair, or what’s left of it. Golden brown. Identical to my own. Dad.

      “What the fuck!” The words explode from my mouth like a gunshot.

      Mom and Dad jump apart.

      Mom’s shocked expression morphs into a self-satisfied smile. “Hi, Deanie. Look who’s home.”

      I advance into the room, staring at Dad. “Get. Out. Of. This. House,” I growl, low and menacing.

      Dad slides a few inches across the couch, away from Mom. “Well, hi to you too, son.”

      The gravelly sound of his voice makes me want to choke him until there’s nothing left of his larynx but a twist of crumpled vocal cords, useless and forever silenced.

      Mom jumps to her feet, blocking the path between me and my dick of a father. “Honey, calm down. I invited him here.”

      I turn flint eyes on her. “Why?”

      “Because…” her voice turns soft, but the condescension is all too clear. “What else am I going to do? You’ll be leaving soon, and I can’t manage a job and Ty on my own. You know that. All those hours. Working seven days a week.”

      I grit my teeth. “You don’t have a job, Mom. All you do is sit around and drink.”

      She slinks toward me. “But I will.” Her voice is bitter. “As your grandmother gave the lion’s share of her money to you boys, my pittance isn’t going to last long.”

      “Not if you spend it all on gin,” I snarl.

      Her back stiffens. “What I spend my money on is my business!”

      I curl my fingers into fists. “What you should be spending that money on is getting help.”

      “Well, that’s what I’m saying. With Ty being special needs, I—”

      “Ty is not special needs! He’s an intelligent kid who needs something better than a wino for a mother and a deadbeat dad.”

      The front door slams behind me. Shit. Ty must have heard all that.

      Dad bolts to his feet, like I’ve finally crossed the line by insulting him.

      At one time, he towered over me, intimidated me. Not anymore. His average height doesn’t make the grade, nor do the extra pounds he’s packing.

      I never wanted to play football—baseball was my thing—but Dad pushed and prodded, and all that pestering and pressuring came around and bit him in the ass. Because, between working out and football training, I gained enough strength and muscle to stand up to his plumber’s crack and beer belly.

      Mom rises to her full, if moderate height, almost a foot shorter than me. “You take that back, Dean Matthew Whittier! You will not talk to me or your father like that.”

      I laugh. “Seriously, Mom. You can’t demand respect. Quit drinking and get him the hell out of here, and then, maybe you’ll earn what you’re looking for.”

      I stalk out of the living room, back into the hall. Ty and Pepper are gone, and so is the dog leash. I check Ty’s room to be sure he isn’t hiding out. He’s not, and I can’t stick around any longer, because once my pent-up fury wanes, so will my resolve. And Mom’ll win, like she always does.

      Once outside the house, I look around for my brother. No sign, so I cruise the nearby streets searching for him and Pepper. They must have headed to the park trails.

      Giving up on the search, I drive into town and wander the mall without aim for several hours, my thoughts a thick fog that refuses to resolve into anything helpful.

      By the time I get home, it’s dark outside. The front porch lights don’t come on automatically when I approach, sending Mom’s You’re not welcome! message loud and clear.

      If it weren’t for Ty, I wouldn’t have come back at all.

      No light shining under his door. After a soft tap, I push it open. The luminous numbers on his alarm clock offer enough of a glow to make out his blond head on the pillow and Pepper curled up in a tight ball on the bed at his feet.

      The room is immaculate. The silver vacuum cleaner sits, just visible, in the corner of the room, like a butler ready to suck the dog hair off the bed the moment it’s unoccupied, and a row of sticky rollers lines the window sill like waiting cleaning staff.

      “Sorry, Tiger,” I whisper, and close the door.
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      “What are the chances the Evatenon will track down the crystal tree?” I say, more to myself than Idris, as we walk through the darkness down the wooded trail that starts at the Thorny Rose and ends near the hidden lake.

      The question has been weighing on my mind ever since Mr. Scrim assigned me the task of protecting the otherworldly plant. I frown to myself. Or would the ar’n bala be considered a creature? It’s sentient, after all.

      The path weaves between stately pines and mountain spruce, leading to the pristine swimming hole. I’ve hiked this trail many times, in daylight and darkness, human form and Livran, and even through rain and snow. It’s a journey and destination I love because I share it solely with Idris.

      He finishes humming a few bars of music, then says, “Microscopic. But Mr. Scrim said we must practice using our abilities, because we’re gonna have to face those four-eyed four-armed maniacs sooner or later.”

      A prickle runs down my spine. “Hopefully not all of them at the same time.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope. That warrior dude who followed us through the wormhole was tough enough for us to deal with on his own.” Idris rubs his neck, no doubt remembering being choked by the monstrous blue maniac. “Mind you, dealing with his overloading mega-weapon freaked me out more.”

      “You were amazing. Even Marek was impressed,” I admit.

      Idris laughs. “Yeah, well, it’s lucky I was in Livran form when that guy attacked me. I wouldn’t have stood a chance against him as a human.”

      “Even so, you were half his size.”

      “And had you backing me up. We beat him together.”

      I grip his fingers. “Then we’d better be together the next time we run into one of them.”

      “We will, and we’ll be even better at using our abilities after this trip.”

      “In the dead of night,” I murmur.

      He chuckles. “Safer that way. We don’t need an audience.”

      My thoughts drift to Shri and Dean, eye witnesses to me using my abilities to save Papa months ago. I certainly know what it feels like to get burned. “Shri arrives on Tuesday.”

      Idris pulls at my hand, slowing me down. “So I finally get to meet her.”

      “Yeah. Finally.” Unfortunately, she’s not the only one coming.

      “Whatcha not telling me, babe?”

      I chew on my lip, hating this inability to keep my feelings from him. “I guess Dean’s bringing her.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I try to pick up my pace, but Idris slows me down again. “So I’ll get to meet him too.”

      “Not if I can help it,” I mutter.

      He pulls me up short. “You mean you’re planning to hide him from me?”

      No, the other way around. I’m hiding you from him! “He’s giving Shri a ride out here, not staying. I work till closing on Tuesday. Dean’ll be long gone by the time I get home.”

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t meet him.”

      He has got to be kidding me.

      “Seriously? Why do you want to meet him in the first place?”

      He chuckles, darkly. “Always smart to size up the competition.”

      “Idris, he is not competition,” I growl.

      “That’s what you keep telling me, but that’s not what I’m picking up in here.” He pats where his crystal is embedded.

      “So what are you picking up?” I ask, because I sure as heck can’t interpret how I feel at the idea of running into Dean.

      His hands drop to his sides. “Confusion. Nervousness. Curiosity… Anticipation.”

      Ugh. I drop my eyes to the ground, unable to meet his gaze, even though I can scarcely see him in the dark, anyway. “So what do all those things mean?”

      “That you still like him, of course,” he grinds out.

      “But I don’t.” I shake my head. “I mean, I don’t know what I feel about him. I told you that already.”

      “Well, it seems pretty clear to me. You’re still interested.”

      I throw my hands in the air. “But interested in what? I have you in my life. I don’t need anyone else.”

      He sighs. “Are you sure about that, Cadi?”

      I hesitate. “The only thing I’m sure about is that I wish things would go back to the way they were, before Dean’s name came up.”

      “Okay, okay.” Idris finds my hands in the darkness and pulls them to his chest. “Maybe it’s better you do catch up with him, so you can figure out how you really feel once and for all.”

      “You have to know I love you,” I whisper, squeezing my eyes shut.

      He pulls me closer. “Yeah. I can feel it.” His forehead bumps against mine. “Stronger than anything else.”

      I sense the echo of his feelings, and I’m relieved.

      “Let’s go play on the water.” He loops an arm across my shoulders and draws me along the trail.

      “On the water?” I say, clinging tightly against him.

      Before Idris can answer me, a buzzing comes from his back pocket. He pulls out his phone and studies the screen. “Dad,” he murmurs, reading the text.

      “Anything wrong?”

      “He’s set up a meeting for me with a record label exec in NYC,” he answers.

      I sense the nervousness tripping through him. “That’s good news, isn’t it?”

      Another buzz. He types back, then says, “The meeting’s on Tuesday, but Dad wants to leave tomorrow. He says if things go well, we may have to stick around for the rest of the week.”

      “Well, I’ll miss you, but this is what you’ve always wanted, right?” I don’t understand the anxiety building in him, but it comes across loud and clear.

      Is he worried about Dean arriving while he’s away?

      Idris groans. “Your birthday’s coming up and—”

      “That’s days away, and if you miss it… that’s okay—”

      “It’s not okay.” He grabs my hand, weaving his fingers between mine. “You’re turning eighteen, Cadi. That’s a big day. I’ll be here. I promise.”

      But something else lurks, reflecting off his crystal onto mine. Like he’s worried about leaving me. Like, maybe, he doesn’t completely trust me.
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      I’m out of the house before dawn and curled up in the backseat of my car waiting for the bookstore’s café to open. Part of me regrets not waking Ty and dragging him with me, but right now, I need time alone, to think. Because I have no clue what to do.

      I cannot spend another second in the same house with my jerk of a father, but I can’t leave Ty to the mercy of that abusive monster, either. The kid’s not built for football. He’s creative and way too sensitive to criticism. Dad will break him in every imaginable way.

      The second the store opens, I hurry inside and scoop up a copy of Brandon Williams’ book to study at the café table. I choose the same spot Shri and I shared on the last day of school, hoping for some good karma.

      A venti Americano holds me over for the next two hours as I read through the introductory chapters, then jump to Chapter Five, Physical Abuse. A section devoted to Dad.

      By the time I’m done reading, blame rests entirely at my father’s feet. Lunchtime arrives, but my stomach is a churning mess of locked up emotions screaming to get out.

      For the distraction as much as anything, I text Shri to arrange our departure time to New York tomorrow morning.

      Which house is yours? I ask.

      End of the road.

      I don’t recall a house at the road end but know I’ll find it. ok. See you then.

      Great. Thx, she replies.

      I text Ty next, and sigh with relief when he answers. He says he’s okay, has eaten and is holed up in his room, working on a new song. I promise to check in and let him know when I’ll be home.

      The afternoon slips by while I take the Subaru in for an oil change, then head to a self-service car wash. As I ruthlessly vacuum the floors and under the seats, I realize my fixation with my car’s cleanliness may have more to do with control than with pride or hygiene. Maybe Ty’s obsessive room cleaning is the same. We’re trying to maintain order in some part of our lives while we watch the rest fall apart.

      At three, I text Ty and get no answer. After fifteen minutes of silence, I head home.

      Dad’s truck is gone, so I park my car in its place—my space—as if that will somehow keep him from coming back. I kill the engine.

      Pepper’s continuous barking from over the backyard fence makes me stiffen. Why would Ty leave him outside making such a ruckus?

      The answer is, he wouldn’t.

      I jog to the front door, trying to convince myself nothing’s wrong. Ty’s wearing his earbuds, that’s all. Or he’s in the shower.

      “Ty?” I shout as I burst through the door.

      No answer.

      “Mom? Ty?”

      Still nothing. The parents must have taken him out to an early dinner is all, but I hurry to his bedroom door, anyway, heartbeat racing.

      Closed.

      I knock. “Ty?”

      A faint sob.

      Shit! I thrust open the door and face total devastation.

      Broken pieces of wood and wire lay scattered across the floor. The shattered remains of Ty’s guitar.

      Stifling a gasp, I turn toward the bed. Ty lies curled in a ball, his face hidden in the pillow, crying.

      “Ty?” I bend over him, rub his shoulders and gently peel his fingers from a death grip on the bedding.

      He twists in my arms and buries his face into my chest.

      “What happened?” I whisper, trying to keep some semblance of calm in my voice. “Did he hit you?”

      When he doesn’t answer, I push Ty far enough away to see his face. Blotches of red mar his features, but no swelling or bruising.

      I swallow. “Tell me if he touched you.”

      “He pu-pu-pushed me.” Ty’s slender frame trembles as I pull him close. “And b-b-broke my guitar.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, wrapping a tourniquet around the fury building in my chest, and take a deep breath. “Don’t worry about your guitar, okay? We’ll get you a new one. But I need to know if Dad hurt you in any other way. Where did he push you?”

      The events come out in as many broken pieces as the guitar strewn across the floor. I reassemble them into a story that starts with Ty practicing his guitar with his earbuds in, and not hearing Dad yelling at him to stop making noise. It ended with our father bursting into Ty’s bedroom, shoving him into the wall and smashing his guitar across the floor, then stamping on it.

      Once Ty has calmed down, I snap photos of the mangled guitar, for what it’s worth. Once I’ve confirmed neither Mom nor Dad are on the property, I let Pepper inside and tell Ty to pack a bag, because we’re leaving.

      Ty throws a sports duffel on his bed and turns to me. “We have to take Pepper.”

      Part of me wants to argue, but Ty’s right. Pepper’s no less prone to abuse than either of us. I throw clothes, toiletries and my most valuable belongings into a bag, including the graduation gift for Shri.

      This whole situation reminds me too much of the past, of how powerless I was at Ty’s age. I grip the zipper tab and swipe it across the bag. History can’t be repeated. I won’t let it.

      Ty drops his duffel by the front door. He kneels and hugs Pepper tight, then scoots away to fetch his food, leash and favorite toys. I add to the pile our catcher’s mitts, bat and baseballs.

      We load the trunk, bundle into the car and drive away.

      I pull into a gas station and call Shri, not sure what else to do. Her phone goes to voicemail. I hang up and send her a text, then sit and wait.

      A half hour later, my phone dings.

      Shri. Hey, what’s up?

      Family crisis. Kind of an emergency. Can we come over? I respond.

      Who’s we? she asks.

      I purse my lips, liking the idea of descending on her less and less. Ty and me. And Pepper.

      Wow. Sounds bad. Sure. Come over. But give me 20. Just finished yoga. Gotta shower.

      K. cu. I drop my head against the seat back and let out a heavy sigh. What am I going to tell Shri when I see her?

      Ty’s head pokes between the front seats. “We going to Shri’s house?”

      I look over my shoulder and push on a smile. “Yeah.”

      Twenty minutes later, we’re heading up Shri’s street. As we pass the two rundown farmhouses, I remember wondering which one she lived in.

      I’m glad the answer is neither.

      The road climbs, twisting and turning up a steep hill, until it crests and dips back among the trees, ending abruptly at the entrance to a driveway with a three-car garage adjoining a single-story structure that seems small by comparison.

      A roofed entryway edging the garage ends at a double front door with tall side panels of frosted glass.

      I ring the doorbell and the three of us wait.

      The left side door opens.

      A girl in a tight blue T-shirt and silver-gray sweat pants answers. My gaze flashes across her flat exposed midriff where a short silver post pierces her belly button, then speeds upward, past a narrow waist and moderate chest, to take in the girl’s short Euro hairstyle, tawny skin and lips.

      When my eyes meet hers, I gasp.

      Her lips twist into an amused smile. “Took you a while, didn’t it?” says Shri’s ever-sarcastic voice.

      I shake off my total shock. “You weren’t kidding about losing the black. What the hell did you do to your hair?”

      She glances from me to Ty, eyes taking in our fresh cuts. “Same as you two, I guess.” She pulls the door wider. “Come in.”

      I hesitate. “We can leave Pepper outside, if you’d rather.”

      Shri shakes her head of now-very-short hair. “Come one, come all.”

      She closes the door and guides us down the hall to a wood staircase leading to a sunken living room walled on three sides by glass. An open-plan kitchen and dining area fill the space that must sit below the three-car garage, because the house appears to be built into the hillside.

      Ty takes in the space, his mouth stuck open. “Wow, your house is awesome.”

      Shri grins. “Glad you like it.” She looks from one to the other of us. “Have you had dinner?”

      “No.” I realize I haven’t eaten all day. Haven’t felt like food. Until now.

      “Well, I was going to cook. You’re welcome to join me.”

      Awkwardness creeps into my cheeks. “Is your dad around?”

      “Nope,” she answers, “he’s on shift. Won’t be home till tomorrow afternoon. We said our goodbyes already.”

      “What does your dad do?” Ty asks.

      Having an uninhibited almost-eleven-year-old brother has its advantages.

      “He’s a doctor,” Shri replies.

      I glance around the house. Jeez, no wonder he can afford a place like this.

      “Can I get you guys a drink? Lemonade?” she offers.

      We both nod and Shri heads to the kitchen.

      “Let me help.” I follow, with Ty and Pepper tagging along. “Thanks for having us over. We owe you one.”

      “Big time,” Ty adds with gusto.

      She smiles over her shoulder and opens a stainless steel refrigerator, from which she pulls a tall jug and sets it on a granite counter.

      “So what kind of emergency?” she says, facing a cabinet as she pulls out glasses.

      I lean into the counter. “We’ve left home. And we’re not going back.” At least, not until Dad is out of there. For good.

      Ty nods emphatically. It’s hard to tell what he’s feeling, other than being in total agreement.

      Shri turns back to us. “Code red, then.” She pours out lemonade and returns the jug to the fridge.

      Handing a glass to Ty, she says, “Would you like the grand tour? The place is a bit over the top, but Dad’s job is kinda high stress, so an oasis to come home to is important for him.”

      Ty grins. “I’m game.” That’s the first smile I’ve seen on him all day.

      I sip my lemonade. The tangy sweetness wets the dryness at the back of my throat and sends cool relief to my knotted belly. “What kind of doctor is he?”

      “Emergency room. He’s also Director of Emergency Services for three hospitals. An eighty-hour workweek is normal for him.”

      I study her face, wondering if she feels neglected. “Sounds like a hell of a job. Must be tough spending so much time at home alone.”

      She’s never mentioned her mom, but standing in Shri’s home makes the absence of a mother obvious. The place is perfect in a cool masculine way, completely lacking in feminine touches.

      “You get used to it.” Her casual half smile tells me she’s happy, almost. “As you know, I’m a loner.” She guides us through the lower level to a gym with a heated yoga room attached.

      Ty looks around, eyes curious. “Your dad does yoga?”

      Shri nods. “He studied the health benefits of yoga as part of his doctoral thesis. He’s practiced for years.”

      The upstairs grabs my interest, mainly Shri’s room, which is actually two. Her sparse bedroom, with a small window, connects to a bright study space. This room contains a wall of books, desk and couch. Sundry items from Hindu statues to molecular models lay scattered about, creating a relaxed and colorful living area.

      Ty swings in a circle. “How come your bedroom’s so dark?”

      “Because we sleep better in complete darkness, and everything else I do gets done in here.”

      She shows us to a guest room with two single beds, then glances at me. “You’re welcome to stay the night.”

      “Are you sure?” I try to hide my relief at her offer but fail miserably. “Thank you.”

      Shri shakes her head. “That’s what friends are for, right?” She winks at Ty. “Does Pepper need to be fed? I don’t know much about dogs, but judging by those solemn eyes, I’m thinking yes.”

      “Way past dinner time,” Ty admits.

      We head downstairs, and while Ty feeds Pepper, I collect our bags from the car and take them to our room.

      Shri’s busy cutting vegetables when I return to the kitchen. I offer to help, and she directs me to a rice cooker, then into the most amazingly organized pantry I’ve ever seen for rice and saffron.

      Ty stops beside Shri at the stove as she pan fries spices in oil. “What are you making?”

      “An Indian dish called malai kafta. It’s flavorful and just a little sweet.” Her lips curl into a half smile. “I hope you like it.”

      “Well, it sure smells good,” he effuses, making me chuckle.

      She teaches us how to operate the rice cooker, then shows us how to make the pan-fried dumplings that are part of the dish. Before long, Ty is laughing, his hands covered with a sticky mix of flour and potato.

      We sit down at an intimate table overlooking an expanse of emerald hills warmed by the last pink threads of evening light.

      “This food is amazing,” I say between bites.

      Ty nods as he shoves a forkful of bright yellow rice into his mouth.

      Nine o’clock has come and gone by the time we’ve eaten, and my brother’s eyelids are slowly sinking.

      “Time for bed,” I announce.

      Ty agrees without protest, and once he’s settled, I head back to the kitchen to help Shri clean up.

      “Let’s go outside,” she says, when the chores are done.

      I follow her through a French door onto a wide patio with a lap pool and in-ground hot tub.

      She leaves the lights off except for those in the pool, which glow blue, then leads me to a pair of padded lounge chairs.

      Lying back, I gaze up at the night sky. Each speck of light is a sun surrounded by planets and moons just like ours.

      I am the center of my own universe, and yet, my life and all my troubles are microscopic in the scheme of everything out there. So I let them drift away. For a short span, I imagine them thinning out like evening mist and disappearing into the silent darkness.

      “I can see why your dad loves this place,” I murmur.

      Shri sighs. “He chose this plot because there’s almost no light pollution. And it’s peaceful. Out in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Sure seems it, yet you’re not so far from civilization.”

      She laughs softly. “Or its complications.”

      “Yeah. Right now, I wouldn’t mind living in the middle of nowhere.”

      Her head shifts in my direction. “You wanna talk about it?”

      God, no! And yet, yes. “I wish I knew where to start.”

      “I could tell you a little about my family, and when you find a segue, you can pick up and talk about yours.”

      I stare at her through the darkness, feeling overwhelmed. “Yeah, okay.”

      “My dad was born in the US,” she begins. “He worked hard to become a doctor, dedicating all of his time and focus to his profession. He got a job, made money, got a better job, made more money. And then one day, his mom came to visit and asked him when he planned to get married.”

      I watch her silhouette through the darkness, lips moving as her soft words flow.

      “Dad didn’t have a clue about finding a wife or even dating, so he let his family find him a suitable lady. And they did. Or thought they did.” Shri pauses a moment, as if organizing her thoughts. “Dad met her in Sri Lanka. He liked her, so he proposed. They married and he brought her to the US, and within a year, she was pregnant with me.”

      I breathe in the warm summer air and the faint smell of flowers, and imagine Baby Shri. The thought pulls up the edges of my lips.

      “So I was born,” she continues, “and my parents and their families were happy. Dad worked hard at his career, and Mom stayed home and looked after me. The years passed, and my mom grew lonely, and less and less happy. She told Dad she wanted to go back home, to Sri Lanka, to see her family. He couldn’t take time off, so he arranged for her to go alone.”

      Shri looks at me through the pale glow from the pool lights. “He didn’t let her take me. Because he knew. Somehow, he knew she wasn’t coming back. Not for me. Not for anyone.”

      “And you haven’t seen her since?” I ask gently.

      “She didn’t communicate with Dad. Not once. Didn’t even tell him she’d made it there safely.” Her next breath shakes a little. “I was six.”

      I can’t help swallowing. “Who took care of you?”

      She tilts her head way back. “My dad’s mom and his two sisters. Between them, they filled in for my mom.”

      “But never replaced her,” I finish, so Shri doesn’t have to.

      She sighs. “I was fortunate to have them.”

      Fortunate. I find my segue. “Our gran did the same for Ty and me.” I blow out a deep breath. “My dad’s a total loser, but Mom worked hard, tried to make up, and put up. Life was like walking a minefield around him. You never knew when or how you’d trigger the next explosion.”

      Shri’s shoulders tense. “Was he violent?”

      I hadn’t planned to go there, but her question knocks me off balance. “Mom kept him from touching us… until I turned twelve. Guess I became an extension of his ego, somehow. He pushed me to get into The Sport, into becoming a football player, a jock.” A cold shudder runs between my shoulder blades. “The better I got, the more he pushed me around. Said he was toughening me up.”

      “How did your mom handle it?” Shri’s voice is soft, undemanding.

      “She’d put herself between us, but he still got in the shots, knew how to hurt without leaving marks. I took it for three years, until I grew big enough—and yeah, tough enough—to plow him over. It shocked him, and Mom eventually got up the guts to kick him out.”

      I flex my fingers, recalling that brief triumph when Dad first left. “Problem was, Mom needed a man about the place. On her own, she got depressed, destabilized and started drinking. A glass of wine turned into a bottle, then she moved on to stronger stuff.”

      Shri sits forward and rests a cheek against her palm. “And somehow, you didn’t fall into the same trap.” There’s a hint of surprise, almost wonder in her voice.

      “Probably because Gran stepped in. Once Dad was out of the picture, she gained a foothold, but Mom mostly saw her help as interfering.”

      Twisting in my chair, I sit upright and face her. “I can’t take much credit. It was Gran who saved me.”

      “Don’t shortchange yourself,” Shri murmurs.

      I shake my head. “She saved Ty too. But for whatever reason, she couldn’t reach Mom, couldn’t get her to give up the drink.”

      “Addictions are complicated.” Shri speaks with enough authority to make me curious. Maybe she learned about such things through her father’s work.

      “Yeah, well, we were getting by okay, and then Gran died.”

      “And everything came tumbling down,” she adds.

      “Like a house of cards,” I agree. “She left us money. You’d think that was a good thing, but Mom has no clue about finances. She quit her job and went on a spending spree, thinking she was loaded. And her drinking got worse.”

      Shri draws in a sharp breath. “Did she spend everything?”

      I laugh without humor. “Not yet. Gran put money into educational trusts for Ty and me. According to the lawyer, Mom can’t touch them. The rest, who knows. It’s not like Mom tells me anything. And then out of left field, he shows up.”

      “Your dad?”

      I clear my throat. “Yeah. I came home yesterday and there he was. After three years, he’s freaking back.” I still can’t believe it. “Mom invited him, and when I called her on it, she said it’s because I’m leaving, like it’s my fault.”

      “How awful.” Shri’s eyes are deep pools of sympathy.

      “Yeah, and I went ballistic, which made things worse. When I got home this afternoon, I found Ty crying.” A chill cuts through me. “Dad had pushed him around and wrecked his guitar.”

      My hands ball. “I can’t leave Ty alone in that madhouse, but I can’t stick around either.” I bury my face in my hands. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Fingers settle around my wrists, a light touch that pulls my hands from my face. I look up through the darkness into Shri’s features. The only lights I see are the glossy reflections in her eyes.

      “You don’t have to deal with this alone.” Her arms slip under mine as I press my cheek against her shoulder and breathe in her citrus and cardamon scent.

      How did I get so lucky to find a friend like her? I used to think the number of friends I had mattered, like popularity was an accomplishment. But that’s all wrong. None of those people were really friends. Even Jake, way back when. He only made it part way there.

      When you have a true friend, the numbers don’t matter. One’s enough. And I’m so glad I have her.

      I pull away. “Sorry. That was kind of a car crash.” I sigh at the embarrassing damp patch I’ve left on her T-shirt.

      Her head tilts. “Don’t be. We all have our skeletons. One day, I might ask you to return the favor.”

      Shri’s always struck me as being grounded. Like Gran, a protective harbor for lost souls. It’s hard to imagine her needing me.

      By the time we go inside, I mostly have my shit back together. Shri busies herself with something in the kitchen, while I take a slow circuit around the living room, studying Indian sculptures on pedestals. Larger, more intricate versions of the god statues in Shri’s room. Some are made of dark stone with sparkles that glimmer off its polished surfaces. Others look worn, like they could be centuries old.

      I study a particularly scary looking statue of a woman with ten arms and a string of skulls around her neck.

      “That’s the goddess Kali,” Shri says, wandering up beside me. “Destroyer of the ego and savior of the soul.” She hands me a mug.

      I draw in the spicy scent. “This smells amazing. What is it?”

      “Chai. Cinnamon, clove, cardamon and a bunch of other spices mixed into fresh goat milk and honey.”

      “Fresh-from-the-farm goat milk?”

      “And the honey, too. Mrs. Jacobsen gave me a few jars before she left.”

      I take a sip and taste warmth and sweetness. “Nice.”

      She smiles, then her eyes widen and brighten up. “I’ve got something for you. A gift. I meant to give it to you at graduation, but our parents showed up, and…” she scrunches her nose, “the timing was all wrong.” She puts down her drink. “Be right back.”

      I remember the gift I have for her but wait.

      She returns with a white package in hand. “The antithesis of black.” She smiles as she hands it to me. “Guess I chose that color to prove a point.”

      “And there I was, not believing you’d give up the Goth.”

      She smirks. “I’m always happy to prove a boy wrong.”

      I finger the gift. A book, definitely. I tear away the smooth white paper, revealing its title. The Power of I. Brandon Williams’ first book. Smiling, I look up. “So which is it? The Power of I or The Power of One?”

      “Synonymous, I figure. It’s about what’s going on in there.” She pokes me lightly on the chest. “Kind of what Kali’s about. Losing the ego and gaining the soul.”

      “Have you read it?”

      “Uh-huh. Had to know it was good before I gave it to you.”

      My gaze drops back to the book. “It’s perfect, thanks. Think I need all the self-help I can get right now.”

      Her grin tells me she’s pleased and relieved.

      “I have something for you, too. Maybe not as on target as this. As in, it’s majorly geeky.”

      Her lips twist. “I love geeky.”

      “I figured you might. I’ll go get it.”

      Outfitted with blackout curtains, our bedroom lies in complete darkness. The light from the open doorway shows Ty on his back, fast asleep, his face relaxed. Pepper lets out a whiney yawn from his position on the floor beside Ty’s bed.

      “Hey, Pepper. Thanks for looking after him,” I whisper, then grope through my bag for Shri’s gift and head downstairs.

      The black and silver wrapped box twists and turns in her hands, while she weighs and measures it.

      “Any guesses?” I ask.

      “Geeky?” A frown twists her features. “I have absolutely no idea.”

      A quiet chuckle escapes me. “Open it then.”

      Trapping her lower lip between her teeth, she pulls off the wrapping with painstaking slowness.

      I dig my hands into my pockets and shift from one foot to the other.

      Will she like it? Love it? Shake her head and wonder why I chose it?

      “Leatherman, huh?” She glances at me, brow twisted. “For all the black eye shadow and piercings, you’ve got to know I’m not into kinky, right?”

      I can’t help laughing at her expression. “I said geeky.”

      She opens the box.

      Inside is a heavy silver bracelet. Well, stainless steel.

      She snaps the item free of the container, holds it up and studies its hex-pierced rectangular segments.

      Her lips part and her eyes widen as its true purpose dawns on her. “Oh my god!”

      She folds the bracelet in half, transforming it into a screwdriver, then folds it again into a bottle opener. “This is so awesome!” She opens it back into a bracelet, slips it over her wrist and stares at the band. “Damn cool.” A grin stretches across her face. “This is the totally perfect gift. Thank you!”

      And she hugs me.

      Relaxing into her arms, I close my eyes and realize that hugging her is a habit I could easily get into.
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      My work shift ends at ten on Tuesday evening and Manny lets me out.

      Excitement swirls in my belly. Shri will have arrived by now—it’s been six months since I’ve seen her—and Dean, thankfully, will be long gone.

      The drive home takes fifteen minutes. In that time, I receive five texts from Idris. None of which I can answer because I’m driving.

      I pull the old Suburban up outside the barn, grab my phone and read his messages.

      How was work?—Did I ever tell you how much I love NYC?—You’re probably heading home, so don’t answer.—Mtg at 9am.—Wanted 2 make sure you made it home ok.

      I answer, Work’s good. You said 1000x. Good luck. I’m home. Love you!! then grab my purse and head for the cabin.

      Another text lights my screen. Sleep well, babe. Love you 2.

      I smile at the message, then notice an unfamiliar, light green Subaru parked a few feet away. My head bounces toward the cabin. The living room lights are still on, like Mama and Papa are entertaining.

      Just Shri, I’m sure. She must’ve got a new car. She was always complaining about her old Jeep. Maybe Dean didn’t give her a ride after all.

      No matter how many times I reassure myself, my steps to the front door get slower and slower. I turn the handle and push. I’m met by brightness and the murmur of voices. Then a “Woof.”

      Huh?

      Jingling approaches, coinciding with the appearance of a dog. A red-haired one. A setter.

      Did Papa get a dog? I reach down and pet the friendly mutt, who sniffs eagerly at my hand and legs.

      “Pepper, come,” a male voice calls.

      Oh my god. Dean!

      “Hey, Pepper, get over here,” comes a second voice. A boy’s voice.

      I frown.

      The dog, Pepper, turns around and heads back the way he came, tail wagging madly.

      I follow.

      Shri spots me first. Her hair’s cut short and she’s lost the Goth makeup and clothes, settling for a tight tee and hip-hugging jeans instead.

      “Hey, stranger.” She launches herself from the love seat and wraps me in a hug.

      I hug her back, remembering the awkwardness of my departure from Vermont. How Dean didn’t come say goodbye, even though he was around. Like he couldn’t face me. Like I’m not sure I can face him now.

      Shri and I pull apart.

      Acting natural is an even bigger challenge with everyone staring at me. I scan the faces around the room, sliding over Dean’s so quickly I only see a flash of golden hair. My eyes land on a skinny boy of eleven or twelve. His hair is blond, not golden, but his blue eyes and high cheekbones match Dean’s exactly, minus a half-dozen years.

      The boy circles his long arms around the Irish setter who welcomed me.

      Shri answers my questioning gaze. “This is Ty, Dean’s brother. And this is Pepper, their dog.” Her eyes stray to the three and an even brighter smile lights her face.

      My frown deepens, questions multiplying at Shri’s obvious warmth toward the boys and their dog, then I relax my expression and turn back to Dean’s brother. “Nice to meet you, Ty… Pepper.” My eyes meet Dean’s as a cyclone plays havoc with the contents of my stomach. “Hi, Dean.”

      He smiles, but a matching weather phenomenon lurks in his eyes. “Hey. Good to see you.”

      I want to run away from that perfect smile. From those sea-blue eyes that seem to measure me up. From the coil of confusion that’s pressing on the back of my skull.

      Instead, I paste on a happy face and stand there, motionless, like an idiot.

      “Cadi, have a seat.” Mama stands and pushes me gently into her place on the couch. She knows what went down between me and Dean. She knows I’ve been dreading this moment, probably figured I tried to avoid it.

      “Guess what, Cadi.” Papa beams at me from the armchair across the room, oblivious to the cyclonic motion in my gut. “We’re going to have more company this summer. Dean and Ty are staying.”

      A wide smile cracks my face, but I think I’m going to die. “Great,” I force out. “A full house.”

      Shri clears her throat, drawing my attention. “Mrs. Jacobsen said you’re working in a bookstore.”

      I blink. “Um, yes. With books.” No duh, Cadi. “I mean, stocking and inventory and… stuff.”

      “You like it?” Shri’s trying to distract me, do me a favor, but I’d rather someone else were in the hot seat.

      “Love it. How’re things with you?”

      Conversation shifts from Shri to the goat farm. Papa has questions, which Dean mostly answers. Every now and again, his eyes drift my way.

      What is he doing here? What is he thinking? And god, what does he want?

      My mind slowly drowns in those questions, until Shri says, “Ty’s a musician.” My focus locks on the boy, who is settled on the bench of the baby grand in the corner of the room.

      “Do you play piano?” I ask. A harmless enough question. I hope.

      Ty drops his hands between his legs. “Nah. Not yet. Guitar.” He looks down at his feet. “But I had to leave mine at home.”

      There’s an undercurrent. Something’s not right. Why would he have to leave the instrument behind?

      Mama leans on the armrest beside me. “Cadi knows a very good musician.”

      Oh, no, Mama, please. Why did you have to mention Idris?

      All eyes are on me again. What do I say? “Um, yes. He plays guitar too.” And that’s all you’re getting out of me.

      “Well,” Dean says, standing. “We should hit the hay.”

      Agony almost over. Thank heavens.

      Ty slides off the piano bench and heads toward the stairs. “What’s your musician friend called?”

      “Um…” Oh, hell. “His name’s… uh, Idris.”

      Dean’s aquamarine eyes flash across my face, reading it. They narrow as a question rises in them.

      Crud.
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      I throw a questioning look at Cadi and her face pales. Vulnerability shines from her eyes, and an all too familiar desire to help her surfaces, some protective instinct that pulls at my chest.

      Shri catches my eye. Her eyebrow lifts with her own questions.

      I shrug and try to shake the disconcerting feeling away. It’s been months; I should be over Cadi by now. She rejected me, flung my feelings back in my face. For that, I should hate her.

      After taking Pepper outside to relieve himself, I head upstairs to the room Mrs. Jacobsen showed us to earlier, with space enough for Ty and me to share.

      I told them Mom was overwhelmed at home and needed a break. They welcomed Ty with more enthusiasm than I could’ve hoped for and didn’t ask many questions.

      Staying here seemed like the perfect solution an hour ago, but Cadi’s arrival has thrown that idea to the wind. She was anything but pleased to see me.

      Well, there’s nothing I can do about that. Ty and I need a safe place to stay. Away from Dad. Until I can get Mom to see sense.

      Shri catches up to me before I reach the bedroom door. “Well, that was interesting.”

      I stuff my hands into my pockets. “Guess you could call it that.” I keep my voice low.

      Her lips purse like she’s holding back a smile. “So I wonder who this Idris guy is.”

      “A friend, I guess. Good to hear she has one, at least.”

      Shri sucks in her lower lip. “You don’t think she counts us as friends?”

      I rub the knot at the back of my neck. “I’m certain she counts you as a friend. Me? Who the hell knows. But it doesn’t really matter. Cadi’s gonna have to deal with the fact that Ty and I are staying.” I rest my back against the wall and sigh. “She’s got to warm up sooner or later.”

      “Ya think?”

      Yeah, the polar ice cap has to be warmer than the reception she just gave me. “All I can do is try to clear the air,” I murmur, eyes darting down the hall, in case Cadi should appear.

      “Fair enough.” Shri pats my arm. “Go to bed. You look exhausted. I’ll do what I can to pave the way, okay?”

      I bob my head. “Thanks.”

      Ty’s half asleep, in the bed across the room, when I close the door behind me. I lower the light and trudge to the connecting bathroom to get ready for bed.

      As I reach to turn off the bedside light, my phone flashes with a text message. I pick up the device and stare at the screen.

      Dean, where are you guys? Mom.

      I text back, At a friend’s. Let’s talk in the morning.

      You should have told me. I’ve been worried sick.

      I bite back my doubts. She didn’t exactly miss us last night. Did she even notice we were gone? Sorry. It got late. Last minute decision.

      Okay, Deanie. Take care of your bother for me.

      My body stiffens with anger. Your bother? What a freaking Freudian slip.

      I throw my phone into the pillow and come a hair’s breadth from punching the wall.

      How is it possible she can piss me off so much with so frigging few words?
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      Silently, I close my bedroom door and tiptoe down the hall. It’s still dark out, but a nightlight by the stairs makes navigating downward a breeze. Gripping the railing, I avoid the fifth step. That one creaks. Loud enough for a dog to notice, I’m pretty sure.

      My thoughts drift back to last night’s arrival home, of seeing Dean for the first time in months. The first time since I left Vermont and started anew.

      Idris—my Dre—means everything to me, so why does the mere thought of Dean make my heart beat faster? I’m not in love with him. I never was.

      What I feel is this undefinable awkwardness, the need to protect myself from him by concealing every detail of my life. Because I fear that if I don’t hide my happiness from Dean, he’ll destroy it. That’s what he did in Vermont. What’s to stop him wreaking havoc on my life all over again?

      My sneakers touch down on the slate floor. I navigate the passage, avoiding the hall table, pass through the living room, feet pressing into the thick pile of an Indian rug. A glance over my shoulder and I unlatch the back door, pull the slider and exit.

      Jogging down the back slope helps to overcome the predawn nip in the air. Even so, I wish I’d worn sleeves. I rub my arms and narrowly avoid a bush that looms out of the darkness. In a few more steps, I’ll be among the trees and can shift to my Livran form and see more clearly.

      Without Idris here to send my sex hormones into overdrive, I’m content traveling in my natural state. The early darkness keeps me safe from prying eyes. I pause to look back at the cabin. A light shines from the Jacobsens’ bedroom window. Papa’s an early riser. I just got out in time. Not that Papa would give me any trouble, but he might wonder what the heck I’m doing at this hour.

      I really need to tell them about the crystal tree, but I’m afraid the conversation might spiral out of control, and then I’d have to tell them about my ability to shape shift. Would they freak out if they saw me in lizard form? What if Papa had a heart attack from the shock?

      The deep darkness of the forest closes in around me. I shift, and my night vision brings the trees and bushes into sharp definition. Increased lung capacity and stronger legs allow me to pick up the pace. My jog turns into an invigorating run.

      It’s been a week since I last looked inside the crystal cave. With the phone app Mr. Scrim provided, I’ve been able to check the temperature, moisture and pH levels remotely. Today, I’ll check the crystal cutting is doing what it’s supposed to be doing. Growing. According to Mr. Scrim, its vines can extend as much as a foot in one day.

      Dawn’s light slips through the tall pines, laying bright patches across the cliffside and making the fern, sprouting from crevices in the rock, glow. I sprint up the trail to the head of the narrow path leading to the cave. There, I stop, focus on the hefty rock cover and push it clear of the entrance. Pebbles and loose dirt clatter down the hillside. As the boulder settles against the stone wall, I trot along the path and slip inside the cave.

      The musty dampness fills my nostrils and the memory of Idris standing there, in his sexy Livran form, brings a smile to my face, followed by a flash of embarrassment over Mr. Scrim picking up my hormonal reaction.

      I chuckle to myself and wander further into the cave. A pinkish glow catches my attention. Holy moly, the crystal tree has spread over a third of the cave ceiling, its bubblegum vines clinging to the rocky walls. The vines closest to its center have widened in diameter to the thickness of my arm, and their tips wave like sea anemone tendrils caught by a sea current. There’s no breeze inside the cave, so they must be moving under their own volition. Searching, maybe, for a new surface on which to grow.

      A soft scraping noise catches my attention, over the ever-present drip of water. I listen hard. My Livran ears are more sensitive than my human ones. The sound seems to come from the interior of the cave. A squirrel or a mouse? The scratching stops for a space, then starts up again, followed by a scrabbling and what sounds like a chirp.

      Worse case, it’s a rat, I reassure myself. Would rodents harm the crystal tree? I study its fleshy vines. They’re smooth and appear soft, like human flesh. Guess I’d better investigate the possibility of an infestation.

      I venture further into the cave, wishing Idris were here. Brushing my breastbone, I focus on the crystal buried in my chest and reach through it to touch his. He’s sleeping. I sense his feelings—peacefulness, happiness, excitement—but they’re soft-edged and nebulous like clouds.

      The damp and cold of the cave makes me shiver, breaking my connection with my slumbering boyfriend. I twist my lips and head for the rear of the cave, wishing our situations were reversed. Idris wouldn’t be nervous in here. He’d be enjoying the adventure, when all I want is for this exploration to be over.

      What I expect to be the rear wall of the cave isn’t. When I reach it, I discover a bend that twists into a switchback. After a pause to listen, I pick up the scrabbling noise again, and continue.

      The cave ceiling declines at a sharp angle, and I have to stoop to keep going.

      The scratching seems much closer.

      After checking the solidity of the rock overhead, I drop to my knees and crawl forward, fingers clearing stones from my path and heart pumping harder with my growing anxiety.

      What if the roof caves in? What if I’m buried? What if no one ever finds me?

      A few yards further, I notice natural light sneaking through a gap up ahead. Relief slips through me, even though finding another opening to the crystal tree cave is terrible news. Another point of entry means another avenue for impending danger.

      Maybe it’s a rabbit hole or a crack between immovable granite walls. Or better still, the opening is high in a cliff face and impossible to reach.

      A squeak makes me freeze. Moving slowly on my hands and knees, I creep forward. A thump, crackle and series of squawks stop me again. I stretch forward to peer beyond a stubby rock and see movement.

      My heart leaps into my throat, then falls back into my stomach. Two black bear cubs tussle through a bed of leaves and twigs.

      Oh my god. They are the cutest things.

      Another cub joins the fray and gnaws on its sibling’s hind leg until the victim squeaks in protest and scampers away. They’re like fuzzy balls on legs.

      I want to scoop one of the little guys up and snuggle him or her close.

      Not a good idea, Cadi, unless you want to become this bear family’s lizard lunch.

      I scan the area, assessing the situation. The cave’s oval opening is less than a yard in diameter. Big enough for a person to climb through, assuming that person is dumb enough to enter a black bear’s den.

      What am I saying? I’m apparently dumb enough.

      On the upside, the space is guarded by a mother bear who won’t take kindly to a home invasion. On the downside, if that furry black mama bear catches so much as a whiff of me in here, she’ll be licking her lips in anticipation.

      Do lizards taste like chicken?

      A shadow blocks the light at the entrance.

      Too bad I’ll be dead before I can ask her.

      I back-shuffle as silently as I can, which isn’t very. As soon as the passage widens, I turn tail and crawl with surprising speed and grace back the way I came. Livran are pretty fast on all fours.

      The cave ceiling rises and I scramble to my feet, then pause and listen.

      Nothing.

      I take another step, heart pumping hard, and my phone dings.

      Crapola! How’d it even get cell coverage down here.

      A grumble from down the passage answers my text notification.

      I take off, not waiting around to find out how close that mama bear is.

      Please don’t follow me! Please don’t follow me!

      Gasping, I stumble into the crystal tree cave.

      What should I do now? Is the ar’n bala in danger?

      Bears eat berries, leaves, insects. Probably lots of fish. Roots… vines?

      I stare up at the magenta tendrils and shake my head. They’re from another planet. They’re made up of minerals. They’ve got to be poisonous to black bear, anyway.

      My phone dings again. Damn it. Who keeps texting me?

      I grab the phone to silence it and peer across the cave, uncertain whether to take off, or stand my ground and prepare to protect my crystal-bearing charge.

      I keep my eyes on the far side of the cave, tension spiraling into my throat.

      The phone in my palm vibrates with an incoming call. There should be a one-touch do-not-disturb button on this stupid thing.

      Maybe there is. Idris would know. Idris!

      Of course, he must’ve picked up on the fact I’m freaking out.

      I answer the damn phone with a whispered, “Hello?”

      “Cadi!” Idris’s voice assaults my eardrum. “What’s going on? Why are you scared?”

      “I’m not,” I whisper-lie.

      “Bullshit, you are too. What’s wrong?” comes his tinny response.

      “I’m in the crystal cave.”

      No sign of any bears. So far. The drumming rhythm of my heart starts to slow as I backstep closer to the cave entrance.

      For god’s sake, think, Cadi. You’re telekinetic. You can push that bear away if you have to. You don’t need to panic.

      “Cadi?”

      As my stress level drops, I pick up on Idris’s emotions. Worry. Fear. Helplessness.

      “I’m fine,” I say in a normal voice.

      “Yeah, okay. I can tell you’ve calmed down. What happened?”

      I explain about the passage leading to the bear den.

      Idris lets out a long breath. “Holy crap, no wonder you were freaked out. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “She didn’t follow. If I’d been using my head, I would’ve remembered I could push her away with telekinesis, anyway.” I rub my arms, feeling the cold.

      “You should get out of there.”

      I gaze out the cave entrance where sunlight streams across the path, calling me out into the warmth and freshness of early morning. “You don’t think I need to protect the crystal tree from that bear?”

      “What’s she gonna do?” Idris asks.

      “Eat it?”

      He laughs. “Seriously, Cadi. I wouldn’t go near that neon pink plant if I was about to die from starvation. Besides, bears aren’t aggressive creatures, unless their territory or cubs are threatened.”

      Territory? As in the cave we apparently share?

      I harrumph. “Okay, fine. I’m leaving.” I can’t get out of here fast enough.

      The sunlight bathes my scaly skin, then I panic over the fact I’m still Livran and transform back to human. All I need is for someone to stumble upon me looking like an upright lizard girl.
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      It’s after eight when I slip through the back door. The journey home was slow in human form, and my close call with that black bear drained the life out of me.

      Shri sits alone at the kitchen table, studying her phone. She looks so different with short hair and no makeup.

      “Morning.” I offer her a big smile and hope she’ll accept it as an apology for last night’s distance.

      She smiles back as she puts down her phone and picks up her empty cereal bowl. “You’re up early.”

      “I love the peace and solitude first thing.” Not that I had much of that this morning. “Kind of meditative, I guess.”

      “That’s why I practice yoga. Exercise and meditation in one package. And a great way to put all of life’s crap into perspective.”

      I never considered that Shri might have a lot of crap going on in her life. But then she can be pretty darn stoic. Who knows what unhappiness or pain lurks behind that ever-sarcastic demeanor of hers.

      Mama steps out of the walk-in pantry. “Oh, Cadi, there you are. Be a dear and get me some beets from the root cellar, would you? A couple of pounds. And maybe two yellow onions. You can use the wicker basket by the side door.”

      “Sure,” I say, though I’m thinking about breakfast.

      Shri washes her bowl and sets it on the drying rack. “If you’re heading out for those veggies, I’ll go with you. A root cellar sounds pretty cool.”

      I cock an eyebrow at her. “In more ways than one.”

      She smirks back at my joke.

      “Sure, come on. Where’s everyone else?” Meaning, what are the chances we’ll run into Dean?

      “Ty’s still asleep and Dean went out with Tom to get started taking measurements.” Shri follows me past the stairs and down the hall to a side door. “He’s going to give us the rundown of his plans in about an hour.”

      I grab the wicker basket off a low bench by the door. We head to the log barn tucked in among tall pines that edge the driveway.

      The barn door stands open. Papa has a workshop inside and must have stopped by already, for tape measures and the like.

      The barn smells of dry earth edged with pine resin and a hint of cedar. “Access to the root cellar is in here.” I point to a bulkhead door across the barn floor. “The cellar itself is out back, but someone had the sense to provide access from here. Otherwise, it would be buried in snow all winter.”

      The bulkhead lock resists. I tug and finally release it with the help of a kick. I toss Shri a quick grin. “The latch is pretty old. Probably needs oiling again.”

      I lead the way down a set of stone steps, flipping a light switch as I go. A short passage takes us beyond the barn’s outer wall to a stout wood door with an old-fashioned key. A quick turn of that key, and the door swings open. Cool air brushes across my cheeks as I reach for another switch and step inside.

      The walls of the root cellar are lined with broad shelves holding slatted wood boxes, and loose-weave baskets. Some are empty, but others hold stores of apples, squash and root vegetables.

      Shri pulls a red potato from a crate. “I’ve got to tell my dad about this place. I bet he’d want one.”

      “It’s great for seasonal veggies, which we buy by the crate at the farmers’ market.” I grab a few red beets and place them on a hanging produce scale, then transfer them to my basket and add two onions.

      Shri pops the red potato back into its box and glances at me. “So what’s this project of Tom’s?”

      “He wants to build a bunch of vacation cabins.” I pull open the cellar door.

      “So, like a resort?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Shri nods. “Cool. And how are you doing?”

      “Good.” I indicate for her to go ahead and close the door behind us.

      “As in?”

      “I’m glad Mama and Papa moved out here. I love it even more than the farm.” Which I wouldn’t have thought possible, but then Idris is out here too. My life contains a perfect combination of loving foster parents and the coolest boyfriend on the planet—hmm, make that two planets.

      But I can’t tell Shri that, because if I tell her, she might tell Dean. The risk is too great.

      “So you’ve made new friends out here?”

      “A few.” I include Marek and his girlfriend, Brianna, though they’re Idris’s friends first.

      “Mmm-hmm,” Shri says as we head up the stone steps. “So what about Dean?”

      I pause. “What about him?” I take a deep breath and jog after her.

      She reaches for the bulkhead door as I step out. “Well, it was kind of obvious seeing him last night didn’t go down so well with you.”

      I groan. “Was it really that obvious?”

      “Uh, yeah. Well, to me, at least. And him.”

      “I thought he wasn’t coming. To stay, I mean.”

      Shri closes the door and the latch clicks. “So are you still mad at him or is there something else going on?”

      My throat goes dry. “Something else?”

      She tilts her head, a not-so-happy smirk hovering. “Yeah. I mean, there was something going on between you guys before you left.”

      The question is, what? And I wish I knew the answer. From Dean’s perspective, at least. “Why? Did he say something?”

      “Only that he wasn’t sure you’d want to see him.”

      Ever again. Yep, that’s accurate. “We didn’t part ways on the best foot.” As in, he screwed me over by telling Jake about my powers. And then, said he loved me.

      Thinking about that moment in the old barn with Roly-Poly’s kittens makes me shudder. Dean’s apology. His shock when I said I was leaving. His proclamation.

      I rub at my belly, trying to ease the tangle inside it. Six months have passed since we last saw each other. He can’t still feel that way about me.

      Can he?

      Shri crosses her arms. “He was pretty upset after you left.”

      If she knew what he’d said, she might understand why. I roll my eyes up to the ceiling, then drop my head back down to look at her. “I think because he hoped things weren’t over between us.”

      Not that anything really started, aside from some kissing practice. True, I’d felt something for Dean, though I’m not sure what. Affection? Tenderness? Desire?

      Ugh. Back then, maybe. But not now.

      Shri’s eyebrow picks up a Beyoncé arch. “Weren’t over, as in…?”

      I take a few steps backward. “You remind me of the Spanish Inquisition.”

      Shri laughs, but it’s only half humorous. “Just wait till I pull out my thumb screws.”

      “Like he wanted to start over. Straighten things out with Jake. Defend me. Take on the entire school if he had to. Then he said…” I swallow.

      Her laser beam gaze pokes me. “Said what?”

      I growl and walk away, then turn back to face her, lips pinched in a hard line. “That he loved me.”

      Her chin jolts and she looks pained.

      “Argh! Why did you ask? I feel like I’ve tattled on him now.”

      Shri glances away. “Well, he kept his end of the bargain.”

      I blink. “What do you mean?”

      “That he defended you. He ended his friendship with Jake and took on the whole school… for you.”

      I stare down at my toes. “God, Shri. I wish he hadn’t done that.”

      “He’s a good guy, Cadi. Please talk to him. He deserves that much, even if you don’t share his feelings.” Her voice cracks at the end.

      I study her for a long moment. “So, did you figure him out?”

      She frowns. “What d’you mean?”

      “You said you were going to make it your mission to figure him out.”

      “Oh. Right. Yeah, I guess I did. And sticking up for you did make him a better person.” She shakes her head. “No, that didn’t come out right. What he did proved that he already was a better person.”

      “You like him, don’t you?”

      “He’s my best friend, Cadi. Of course I like him.” She harrumphs. “After you took off, I had nobody to bitch to about life, and after the shit went down with Jake, neither did he. We were two disassociated molecules that just kinda stuck together.”

      I can’t resist a smile. “That’s so sweet.”

      Shri rolls her eyes. “No, Cadi. It was survival.”
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      “Wanna come into town with us?” I ask Ty, as we clear the table after lunch. Tom gave Shri and me the afternoon off, telling us to head into Hopper and get to know the place.

      Ty hands a stack of dirty dishes to Shri, who stands at the sink full of sudsy water. “Nah. Mama Jacobsen wants help stacking logs out front, and she’s giving me a lesson on the piano afterward.”

      I elbow him. “Mama Jacobsen, huh?”

      He grins. “She’s a nice lady. Papa Jacobsen’s nice too.”

      Shri catches my eye and smiles.

      “So where to?” I ask her, as we drive into town an hour later.

      “How about the bookstore?”

      A familiar twist tightens in my belly. “Isn’t Cadi working there?” Part of me wants to see her, to clear the air and start over, but another part wants to run and hide.

      “We can say hi. She’ll be working, so I doubt she’ll be able to talk.”

      Or want to, I’m sure. I sigh inwardly. “Are you setting us on an intercept course?”

      She smirks. “Not if it means you’ll crash and burn.”

      The road takes a sharp turn, pulling my attention to the approaching intersection. “I doubt any conversation between us would be that colorful. Assuming we got past the stony silence.” Is there any hope of breaking through the granite wall she’s erected?

      Shri spots the bookstore and points.

      As I pull in and park, my phone buzzes with an incoming call. I check the screen. Mom. As if dealing with Cadi wasn’t enough.

      “I’d better take it.”

      Shri nods. “Okay, see you inside.”

      “Hey, Mom.” I hide my total lack of desire to talk to her.

      “Dean, where are you?”

      At her tone, the kid inside me cringes, but I stuff him into my inner dungeon and slam the door. “Somewhere safely away from Dad.” My voice sounds strong, at least. This isn’t about me anymore. I’ve got to be tough for Ty.

      “But, hun…” she says, nursing a dramatic sigh. “You can’t go running off without saying a word.”

      I lean my head into the seat back. “Mom, I won’t sit around and let Dad beat up on Ty. I can’t believe you let him back into the house.”

      “This is my house, Dean. And I get to decide who comes inside.” Her voice is sharp, and there’s a slight slur at the end of her sentences, which tells me she’s had at least two glasses of wine in the past half hour.

      I abandon anger for indifference. “Fine. Let him in. Let him stay. I don’t care. But don’t expect us to stick around and take his abuse.”

      “Dean, why are you making a mountain out of this? Are you jealous?”

      What the hell? “Jealous?” I don’t hide my incredulity. “Jealous of what?”

      Mom sighs down the phone line. “Because I’m not giving all my attention to you boys.”

      “When did you ever give us your undivided attention, other than while telling us what to do? What I care about is Dad laying a finger on Ty. And it won’t happen again,” I say, sharply.

      “You just listen to me, young man,” she snaps. “You will not raise your voice to me like that!”

      “God, Mom, where are we? Back in grade school?” I bend forward over the steering wheel. “I turned eighteen two months ago. I’ve graduated from high school. I’m an adult.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can just take off with your brother. He’s my responsibility, not yours.”

      Responsibility? Like you’ve taken any responsibility for him over the past few years. “Then I’m helping you out by protecting him from a child abuser.”

      “Your father never abused anyone.”

      A scream of frustration grapples at my throat. I clench my fist and stuff the feeling back into my chest. “I guess shoving his son into a wall and smashing his guitar into a thousand pieces doesn’t count?”

      “I saw Ty’s guitar.” There’s the merest hint of distress in her voice. “That was just an accident.”

      “An accident?” My volume elevates. “With what? A steamroller? Is that what you’re going to say when Dad does the same thing to Ty? When he’s lying, broken in pieces on his bedroom floor. It was just an accident?”

      I throttle the anger writhing in my chest, so I can speak coherently. “No way, Mom, because by then it’ll be too late. I won’t let that man touch my brother. Period.”

      I don’t wait for an answer, just disconnect.

      The phone rings but I ignore it. I eject myself from the car and storm toward the bookstore.

      Shri’s standing near the entrance when I walk in. Her eyes widen when she sees my expression. Not surprising, because I’m angry enough to plant a baseball in my father’s face.

      She gestures me down an empty aisle between bookshelves. “Okay, talk to me.” Her voice is soft, calming.

      With the help of a few deep breaths, I pull myself together. “More of the same shit. What else should I say?”

      Her lower lip twists as she pinches it between her teeth. “Maybe what you’re feeling?” Her voice is tentative.

      “Like I’m hemmed in at the end of an alley and a garbage truck’s headed straight for me.”

      “Parkour,” she says.

      “What?”

      “Parkour,” she repeats. “It’s a sport where you climb over obstacles and run up walls and such. The best way out of a hemmed-in space may be up.” A gentle smile settles on her mouth. “Especially if someone’s standing above, offering you a hand.”

      “Guess I’d better start looking up more often then.” I give her a narrow look. “You’re not getting all religious on me, are you?”

      “Seriously?” She punches my arm.

      I smile and my frustration dissipates. Man, I’m glad I have a friend like her beside me.

      “Hey, I want to show you something,” she says.

      “Okay.”

      She leads me to a bulletin board tucked at the back of the shop and points to a poster.

      

      
        
        Join local author

        Brandon Williams

        in a talk about his new book

        Toxic Relationships

        Sunday, June 25th from 10am - noon

      

      

      “That’s this Sunday.” I glance at her. “You wanna go?”

      “Sure, why not.” Shri grins. “You’d better hurry up and read the book I gave you.”

      “No worries. I read the first few chapters last night.”

      We browse around the store for a while. When I reach the teen section, I search out a world-on-the-brink-of-destruction adventure for Ty. The first book in a series I’ve never heard of, but the cover looks interesting.

      Next, I wander to the self-help section, curious about Brandon Williams’ book on toxic relationships. What I read last night made me realize I don’t deserve to be treated like a child. It helped me stand up to Mom half an hour ago.

      Shri wanders by while I’m reading Toxic Relationships, “Chapter Eleven, To Forgive or Let Go.” And I’ve just come to the conclusion that where my dad’s concerned, forgiveness will never happen.

      “Maybe you should buy that one too,” she suggests.

      I slip the copy behind the book I chose for Ty and head to the register.

      “I can help the next person,” a familiar voice calls.

      Wouldn’t you know it?

      Huffing a sigh, I head over. “Hi.”

      Cadi looks up and does a double take. “Hi. Did you find everything you were looking for?”

      Jesus, is she in automaton mode or what? “Yes, thanks.”

      She pulls the books toward her and scans the top one. When she gets to the second, she hesitates, then scans that, too.

      I bite back a laugh. Maybe she thinks I’m buying Toxic Relationships to figure out how to deal with her. “So you like working here?”

      “Yeah. Love it.” She answers, too quickly, then gives me a plastic smile. “That’ll be $29.30, please.”

      I pull out my wallet.

      “Would you like a bag?”

      “Uh, no, thanks.” My eyes slide over Brandon Williams’ book. Between Cadi and my mom, I need all the help I can get.

      I hand over the cash.

      She rings it in and gives me the change. Her jade eyes meet mine. “Have a great day, Dean.”

      Wow, she actually acknowledged she knew me.
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      A quiet buzz. I turn over in bed, groggy with sleep.

      Another buzz. I grumble and reach for my phone. It’s barely seven a.m.

      Idris. Happy Birthday, babe.

      A sleepy smile stretches my lips. Thx. How are things going in the Big Apple?

      One more meeting this morning and we can come home.

      So I’ll see you later?

      As soon as I can get there.

      I grin and roll onto my back. Eighteen. Should I feel grown up? I stretch like a cat, from fingertips to toes.

      Once showered and dressed, I jog downstairs. I’ve the whole day off and I plan to make the most of it.

      Shri and Dean are eating breakfast at the kitchen table. “Hi guys.” Even Dean’s presence won’t get me down today.

      “Hey. Good morning,” come their combined reply. Clearly, they’ve been hanging out together too much.

      I glide across the kitchen tile, headed for the fridge to assess my options. Today, I can have anything I want. No guilt.

      An omelet, with feta, mushroom and spinach. Hmm, that sounds way too healthy. Add fried potatoes. A waffle topped with Mama’s homemade strawberry syrup and whipped cream. Hmm… And maybe a scoop of vanilla ice cream.

      The sliding door pulls open. Mama steps through and sees me. “You’re awake already.” She wishes Shri and Dean a good morning. “What’ll you have, Cadi?”

      I reel off my menu.

      Mama crosses her arms and laughs. “Where are you going to put all that?”

      “No idea. Maybe Ty can help me.” I glance at the others. “Or these two.”

      Dean frowns. He would. “We just ate.”

      Shri shifts her head. “What am I missing?”

      My phone buzzes. I pull it out of my jeans pocket.

      “Cadi’s eighteen today,” Mama answers.

      Idris. Mtg delayed till 2. Late dinner 2night?

      I pull back a sigh. That’s fine.

      Sorry, sweet stuff.

      “Happy birthday, Cadi,” Dean and Shri say at the same moment.

      Whoa. They’re totally in sync.

      Recapturing my smile, I meet their gazes. “Thanks. Sure you can’t eat more breakfast?”

      Dean stands. “I’m good, thanks. Gotta get to work, anyhow.”

      Shri looks apologetic. “Me too. Catch up with you at lunch.”

      “Sure.” I pour myself a glass of juice and help Mama make the food.

      Ty arrives in time for waffles. I manage one bite and surrender my plate to a boy who, it turns out, has a bottomless pit for a stomach. “Bon appetit!”

      He grins and stuffs a creamy forkful into his mouth.

      Mama refuses to let me help clean up.

      “Guess I’ll go for a walk then,” I say.

      Dean and Ty’s dog, Pepper, leaps from the mat by the back door and rushes me.

      I squint at Ty. “Did he just read my mind?”

      The boy finishes chewing. “He heard you say walk.”

      “Oh, right. Should I take him along then?”

      “Sure.” Another forkful heads down the hatch.

      “Is he okay without a leash?”

      Ty nods enthusiastically.

      Papa talked about getting a dog. Guess this is my opportunity to test out his logic. Not that Pepper’s going to be able to protect me from a black bear. Or that he’ll need to. If I can keep my head on straight, I’ll be able to protect myself.

      I discover Pepper loves sticks, especially when thrown, and I spend a good portion of the walk tossing a short stubby branch with favorable aerodynamics.

      He races back and forth, grabbing the stick and bringing it back, and takes the odd break to chase squirrels that chatter at him from high in the trees.

      We reach the path to the cave. I’ve no plans to go inside today. Seems smart to give Mama Black Bear a few days to forget about my visit to her den.

      I pull out my phone and switch to the monitor app. The readings come back all zeros, lit up in red. What the heck does that mean?

      Panic sends me rushing down the narrow path toward the cave opening. I’m about to push aside the mammoth boulder when I remember I need to be in Livran form before entering the cave.

      Pepper arrives at my side with his stick.

      Crud. How will he react if I shape shift in front of him? Guess I’ll have to give it a go and find out.

      I pat his head and keep hold of the stick. “Okay, buddy. Here goes…”

      The dog stares at me as I transform, then whines.

      “See, it’s still me. Let me throw the stick for you.” I toss it as far as I can.

      He barks and takes off at high speed.

      While he’s gone, I shift the massive rock aside and slip into the cave. The crystal tree looks like it did yesterday. I snag the weather monitor. It’s dead and shaking it doesn’t help. Why did I think doing so would?

      Batteries, I hope. I joggle the four AA batteries. The LED screen lights up, then goes dark again. I pop out the batteries and drop them in my pocket, then hightail it outside.

      Pepper sniffs at the edge of the path, his stick abandoned a few yards away.

      I shape shift back to human. “Hey, boy.”

      He barks and jumps up and down, like he’s saying, Great, you’re back! Now throw the damned stick!

      I grin and hurl the branch through the trees, then slide the boulder across the front of the cave.

      The moment we get back to the cabin, Pepper passes out on the mat, while Ty practices scales on the piano and Mama busies herself in the kitchen.

      “Mama, do we have AA batteries?”

      She looks up from her mixing bowl. “In that drawer, over there.”

      I grab four fresh batteries and stuff them in my pocket. There isn’t time to go back to the cave before lunch, and I can’t skip the meal. Mama is making something special for my birthday.

      While she’s buzzing around the kitchen, finishing up the meal, I help Shri lay the table and Dean fetches his brother and Papa.

      We’re gathered in the dining room, eating grilled cheese gourmet style, when my phone buzzes.

      “Excuse me.” I slip from the table and dodge into the kitchen.

      Idris. Mtg now @ 3. This really sucks.

      NP. I’ll take you when I can get you. I type, biting back my disappointment.

      You are an angel.

      Right now, I feel like I have to be. How can I be mad at Idris for missing my birthday? I told him it didn’t matter before he left, and it’s not like he can control other people’s schedules. Being signed with a record label is super important to him.

      I put on a smile, like nothing’s wrong, and rejoin the others for lunch.

      Afterward, Mama insists on taking me to the mall. A good distraction from Idris’s absence, but we don’t get back until five. I’m antsy to go to the crystal cave with the fresh batteries, but there isn’t time before dinner.

      At six, we gather. Eggplant Parmesan—my most favorite dish ever. We’ve just sat down when my phone buzzes.

      I apologize and zip to the kitchen to check my messages.

      Idris. Leaving NYC. Be there by 11. I pick up through my crystal how bad he feels not being here.

      Ugh. Only an hour together, but better than nothing. K. See you soon, I type.

      Love you 4ever.

      Back in the dining room, everyone is waiting.

      My cheeks heat up. “Sorry. You should have started without me.”

      “Couldn’t do that. It’s your birthday, Cadi,” Papa says, lifting his knife and fork.

      Except for the odd looks cast my way from Dean and Shri, dinner is perfect. We move to the living room for cake and I’m inundated with gifts. I’ve never received so many. Even Pepper delivers.

      “That was fun, Cadi,” Shri says on her way upstairs. Dean and Ty wish us good night and follow.

      As Mama pours herself a glass of water to take to bed, I tell her Idris is coming to pick me up. “He and his dad didn’t leave the city till six.”

      Her smile is full of understanding. “I thought maybe that was him texting.”

      I look down at the slate floor. “I’m sorry.”

      Mama pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, dear. Have fun with Idris. I know if you’re with him, you’re safe.”

      After a quick good night, I head to my room. I come across the new batteries in my jeans as I undress to take a shower and slap my forehead.

      Even if I ran in Livran form I couldn’t make it to the crystal cave and back before Idris arrives, and I refuse to spend the last hour of my birthday groping through the dark and having run-ins with the local wildlife.

      It’ll have to wait until morning. I’ll go early, before anyone else is up.
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        * * *

      

      Headlights flash across the driveway as Idris pulls up.

      Finally! I close the front door and zip across the drive to the BMW.

      The second I’m in the passenger seat, Idris pulls me into his arms. “God, Cadi, I’m sorry I’m so late.”  Warm lips meet mine and sweet tingles spread from my chest as our crystals resonate.

      I sense his love and my heart responds. “It’s not over yet,” I whisper.

      He grins. “And the best is yet to come.”

      The Thorny Rose is swathed in darkness when we arrive. Idris unlocks the back door and we head downstairs.

      “Man, I’ve missed you.” He wraps his arms around me. “Happy Birthday, beautiful.”

      His lips feel so good against my skin and my hormones start jumping.

      “I’ve got something for you,” he murmurs.

      I giggle. “I bet you do.”

      He laughs into my neck as he nuzzles me. “That too, but…” He pulls away. His face turns serious as he holds out a small green box. “I bought you this for your birthday.”

      My brow pinches as I take the gift. The box is hinged. I open it and gasp.

      “Oh, Idris!” My mouth hangs open as I look up at him.

      He smiles so wide his teeth all but fill his face.

      “It’s…” A ring. “Beautiful! Stunning!” A round cut emerald sits amid a circle of tiny diamonds. These stones cannot be real. But somehow, I know they are.

      Idris nudges me. “Put it on.”

      “Oh my god. This must have cost a fortune.” I look at him. “Oh, Idris, I can’t possibly—”

      He frowns. “You can possibly. And you will.” His eyes soften. “Seriously, Cadi.”

      “But this is crazy.” How much did this cost him?

      “Cadi, this isn’t crazy. The only thing that’s crazy is how much I love you. Dad fronted me the money against my advance from the record company.”

      I gasp. “You got an advance? They signed you?”

      He grins and nods.

      Clutching the box, I throw my arms over his shoulders. “I’m so happy for you. God, we’ve so much to celebrate.”

      He pushes me away, and says, eagerly, “Try it on.”

      “But…”

      “No, wait.” He takes the box out of my hand. “I’ll put it on.”

      I bite my lip as he extracts the ring.

      “Hold out your left hand.” He slips his palm under mine and slides the ring onto my ring finger. A perfect fit.

      “Idris, you’ve just put your ring on my—”

      “I know. It’s an engagement ring, Cadi.”

      My eyes can’t pull away from the bright green gem resting on my finger. This is a promise. A commitment to spend the rest of our lives together. Not that I ever doubted we would, being bonded and all, but still, he’s asking me to…

      My eyes narrow and doubt crowds in. “Aren’t you supposed to, sort of, ask me to… you know… to—”

      He grips my fingers tightly. “Marry me, Cadi. Please.”

      I can’t help staring at him, open-mouthed. His proposal—as uniquely Idris as it is—confounds me. “I…”

      His eyes shine with anticipation, then worry. “Cadi?”

      I laugh. “Of course I will. But aren’t we already, sort of… engaged?”

      He lifts one shoulder. “Yeah, but I thought we ought to do the human thing too. I mean, there’s no rush to go through a ceremony or anything.”

      “But why now?” It’s not like we’ve ever talked marriage before.

      He shrugs. “I’ve been thinking for a while that the day you turned eighteen would be the perfect day to do this. You’re legal now and can make your own decisions.”

      “And your dad went along with it?” I’m amazed.

      “Why wouldn’t he? He knows we’re both from another planet and bonded to boot. What’s he gonna say?”

      I bite my lip. “And your mom?”

      “Yeah, well, Mom’s another story, but she’ll come around.” He scoops up my hand and shifts it so the light catches the polished stones.

      I stare at the ring. “It’s beautiful, Idris. Thank you.”

      “Green.” He smiles. “Like the color of your eyes… and your skin.”

      “Do you…” My cheeks flush hot. “Do you think we should…”

      “Make love in our natural form?” he suggests, eyes sparkling.

      My heart pitter-patters like webbed feet on wet pavement. The risk is small, virtually nonexistent, as long as I shift back within a few hours. I pull in a breath. “Yes.”

      In the blink of an eye, Idris changes into a Livran. In another, I shift, too.

      We stare at each other, eyes saying a thousand things at once.

      My hormones kick in, but I push back. You’ll get your way tonight, but we’re doing this at my speed.

      I mosey up to him, slowly, slide my arms over his shoulders and skim his neck with a pointy fingernail.

      He shivers at my touch, his smile widening. “You are the sexiest lizard girl ever.”

      I chuckle. “You’re not so bad yourself, Lizard Boy.”

      He leans in, lips brushing a sensitive spot on my neck, and my whole body hums and starts to melt.

      Buttons yield with a bit of effort, given our long nails, and I suspect Livran tailors must’ve avoided them on our homeworld.

      Clothes slide over silken scales, piece by piece, without hurry, both of us aware of how special and important the “first time” is. As humans we followed the same, mindful pace, but a deep awareness tells me this time is going to be so much better.

      As a flame of anticipation flickers in my chest, I consider that sex in Livran form with my bond mate is going to be a thousand kinds of amazing.

      My fingers draw back the bedcovers as Idris clicks the bedside lamp down low. The emerald on my finger catches the light and glistens, bright green like the scales on our skin.

      My Livran sight makes Idris’s body glow like some ethereal creature.

      “You look like an angel,” he whispers, reading my mind.

      The first time I saw him, really saw him, I said he was beautiful. The intense colors and detailed markings on his skin are incredible.

      God, he brings me to life, makes me aware of who and what I am. Something wondrous.

      My scales slip smoothly across cotton sheets. The mattress cradles my weight. His body slides close and the subtle musk of his skin vitalizes my senses. Flesh meets flesh. Crystals quiver in synchrony. A soft melody ripples through my ears and into my brain, enlivening nerve endings and stimulating my core.

      Warmth and joy, tenderness and love, comfort and the sweetest music permeate every cell of my body, soaking deeper and deeper until they saturate my soul.

      This is what it means to be. I am. He is. We are. One. Joined by an eternal thread that will never be broken.

      Together, we are the manifestation of love.
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        * * *

      

      Batteries. I wake up, eyes wide. I’ll go early, before anyone else is up, I told myself last night. Crud.

      The bedside light is still on. Idris curls like a cone shell around me.

      I’ve no idea what time it is. The bedroom in the Thorny Rose basement has no windows. It could be noon for all I know, and with my birthday…

      “Idris?” I shake his arm. “I need to go.”

      He mumbles and his hand curves over my hip. The effect of his touch sends those hormones jumping all over again, and I realize we’re still in Livran form.

      Holy crap! How long did Mr. Scrim say it took for fertilization to occur? Hours to days? It doesn’t matter. I shape shift back to human.

      “Idris, wake up!” I twist in his embrace, then grab his wrist and check his smartwatch. Four a.m.

      Four hours. Jeez. Let’s hope we didn’t reach the short end of that fertilization window.

      I shake him.

      “Cadi… God, I’m so tired.” He buries his face into my naked chest. “How many times did we…?”

      Yeah, Livran sex is beyond amazing, and addictive when you’re a girl in heat. Meaning, I lost count of how many times.

      We used protection, at least. Most of the time.

      Ugh, don’t think about the biological side of it.

      “Idris, I need to get back to the crystal tree. The batteries need replacing in the monitoring device.”

      He sucks in a sleepy breath. “Isn’t it like the middle of the night?”

      “Not for much longer. I should have gone back yesterday, but it got too late.”

      He sits up and drags a hand over his smooth scalp. “What am I still doing…? Shit!” He stares at me. “When did you turn back?”

      I sigh. “A couple of minutes ago.”

      “So how long—”

      “About four hours.” I’ve already been through this mental exercise. “Forget about that for now. I need to go home before anyone wakes up.”

      “Who’s going to be awake at four a.m.?”

      I drop my head against the pillow. “No one, I hope. But Papa wakes early.”

      “You really think he’s going to care what you’re doing at that time of the morning?”

      “Yes. Given that I haven’t told him or Mama about the crystal cutting yet,” I say gruffly.

      “Okay, okay.” He shape shifts and starts dressing, tossing my clothes onto the bed as he sorts out his own.

      I smile, watching him, then shake myself out of it and pull on my underwear.

      We roll into the cabin driveway before five. I hurry inside and grab the batteries out of my room, praying Pepper stayed in Dean and Ty’s room last night. While I’m there, I slip on a light cotton jacket.

      No sign of the canine.

      I head back outside, and we hurry down the hillside as the sky takes on the pinkish hue of dawn.

      The darkness under the trees slows our trek, but I’m not going Livran given our recent activities.

      Finally, Idris loses patience and shape shifts. He grabs my hand and guides me through the low light. “I sure hope all mother bears are sleeping.”

      “Me too,” I say, hurrying along beside him.

      By the time we reach the cave, it’s approaching six. I push aside the doorway boulder and send Idris inside to change the batteries. While I wait, I watch the crystal tree monitoring app on my phone. The screen refreshes and a set of green numbers appear.

      Thank heavens for that!

      I hear a dog bark and freeze.

      A shout disturbs the cool morning air. “Pepper, come!” Dean.

      What the hell is he doing out here at this hour?

      I hurry to the cave entrance, and call, “Idris, we’ve got company.”

      “Shit,” comes his unsavory response.

      A flash of dark red signals Pepper’s approach.

      “Hey, boy. Go fetch a stick,” I whisper, hoping not to alert Dean of my presence.

      Good luck with that.

      While I’m gnawing on my lip, not sure what to do, a branch presses into my leg.

      “Good boy.” I pat the dog’s head.

      “Pepper! Where the hell did you go?” Dean yells, still a fair distance away.

      I realize leading Dean as far away as possible from the cave and Idris makes the most sense.

      “I’ll get rid of them,” I call into the cave.

      “Okay,” Idris answers, from just beyond view.

      I hurry down the path.

      Dean’s eyes fall on me as I stride toward him. “Cadi? Are you okay?”

      Slowing my pace, I try to look relaxed, like I was taking a walk and minding my own business. Unlike some people. “Yeah, I’m fine. What are you doing out here?”

      His brow crinkles. “I let Pepper out the back door and he took off. Guess he picked up your scent.”

      Well, it was fresh enough. They couldn’t have been that far behind us. But how do I get rid of them? “Yeah, an extra-long walk this morning,” I say. “That’s why I left the house early. Working on my endurance.”

      Pepper headbutts me, stick in mouth. He releases it into my hand, then bounces around like Tigger, until I hurl it back down the path.

      And off he goes.

      As Dean turns to watch the dog fly off, I lift a hand to my unbrushed hair. The low light catches the facets in the emerald on my finger.

      Oh, crap. If Dean sees Idris’s ring, he’ll start asking questions I really don’t want to answer. I twist the stone so it’s on the inside of my hand and yank down my sleeves.

      He turns back to me. “You sure you’re okay?” His penetrating gaze makes me swallow.

      “Yeah.” The word comes out off-key. Why am I such a crappy liar?

      “So why don’t I believe you?”

      I shrug. “Maybe I’ll head home with you guys and make sure you find your way.”

      His face puckers up again. “What about your endurance training?”

      “I’ll turn back once we reach the cabin and repeat the loop.” I stride on up the path as Pepper dashes back, ready for another stick throw. I oblige.

      My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket. Crapola, now what?

      Idris. Who is that guy and why is he freaking you out?

      I stuff the phone away just as Dean, with his long legs, catches up.

      “Cadi, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” God, why is he so insistent?

      He huffs out a breath. “Then why are you walking so fast?”

      “This is supposed to be exercise.”

      Dean tugs at my sleeve. “Look, maybe it’s time we talked.”

      Breath catches in my throat. “A-About what?” I don’t stop walking.

      “About us?”

      My heart threatens to burst out of my chest. “There is no us, Dean.”

      The phone in my pocket buzzes like an angry bee. I ignore it.

      “Cadi, I didn’t mean it like that.” Dean’s tone is irritated. “I’m talking about everything that happened before you left. I made a mistake… several mistakes, and I’m sorry. Hurting you was the last thing I intended.”

      “Well, I got over it. Coming here worked out for me. Everything’s fine.”

      “Then why won’t you talk to me?”

      My eyes drop to the ground. “I am talking to you, Dean.”

      He barks out a laugh. “This isn’t talking, Cadi. You act like you’re dodging bullets.”

      I sigh and drop my pace. “We’ve been down this path before.” I roll my eyes at my own cliché. “Not this literal path…” Ugh, obviously. “I mean… you know what I mean. There are some things you’re better off not knowing.”

      Like I’m an alien, a refugee from another planet, who is green and scaly in her natural form and has a bond mate who could fry your eardrums and kick your ass to the moon. At the same time.

      “Why is telling the truth such a scary thing for you?”

      I drag my fingers through my hair. “Because I seriously don’t think you could handle it.” I glare at him, anger blooming in my chest. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

      His hands clench. “I had no choice. Do you think I wanted to come face to face with you again, knowing you hate my guts?”

      “I do not hate your guts,” I growl. “I just wish you’d…” I huff, “stayed out of my life.” I expect him to storm off, but he doesn’t.

      “Well, I can’t,” he responds, icily. “Tom hired me to do a job. If you want to treat me like shit, go ahead. I’m used to it. But I’m not leaving.”

      My heart clenches. Now I feel like shit. “I never meant to treat you like… anything. Or hurt you.” I stop short and stare at him. “But I have to protect myself.”

      His eyes reflect pain and disappointment. “I’m your friend, Cadi. You shouldn’t have to protect yourself from me.” He shakes his head and strides away.

      I let him. I feel like a jerk, like I should chase after him. Bare my soul to him. But what I am isn’t my secret alone. So I don’t. I let him go. And when he’s out of sight, I turn around and jog back down the trail.

      An irate voice bursts out from among the trees. “Who the hell is that guy?” Idris is human again and jumps down to the trail beside me.

      I throw back my head, like a wolf crying to the moon. “He’s Dean!”
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      I can’t get away from Cadi fast enough. She’s like my mom, holding all the cards, like I have no right to know what the hell is going on.

      I tighten my jaw, grinding my teeth. Okay, so maybe Cadi has a right not to trust me, but she could at least hear me out. After Jake unleashed his Cadi slur campaign, I would’ve done anything to take back what I’d told him.

      By the time I reach the cabin, it’s time to get up. Just as well, because I couldn’t have gone back to sleep anyway.

      The BMW sitting in the driveway at dawn is gone by the time Shri and I head out to the barn to help Tom. Another mystery that has everything to do with Cadi.

      Tom rolls out a plan of the property across the workbench and describes the layout and orientation of the vacation cabins he plans to build. Two dozen seems a lot, but there’s plenty of land to distribute them across. The challenge is keeping them within comfortable walking distance from the common spaces while maintaining some level of privacy.

      “The biggest problem I see is locating the central dining hall,” Tom says, pointing to a spot on the map. “The most obvious place is here.” He means right where we’re standing, in the barn. “But renovating the place will take more work and money than building something new.”

      “An annex to this structure?” I suggest.

      Tom rubs his chin. “That would mean cutting trees, and I’d rather work around them.”

      As we walk the property, discussing the challenges posed by the terrain, my enthusiasm rises, and thoughts of Cadi and her concealment are quickly banished. This is engineering. These are the challenges I want to learn about, put effort into and overcome. This is the kind of work I’ll do in college.

      Someday.

      I can’t give up that dream.

      Cadi left for work early, probably in that damned BMW. Mrs. Jacobsen picks her up in time for dinner, but Cadi no-shows the meal.

      I drag my brother to bed early. I’m tired but I don’t change out of my day clothes. I have some secret agenting to do.

      Ty exits the bathroom in undershorts and drops his clothes in a messy pile on a chair. He’s been a lot less obsessed about neatness since he got here. He tucks himself under the bedcovers and disappears into the book I bought him. By nine-thirty, he’s asleep.

      A flash of light outside the window and a soft engine purr alerts me to the arrival of a vehicle. I hop from my bed and look outside. The mystery BMW swings in front of the cabin. Cadi hurries across the driveway and climbs in.

      Curiosity fuels the fire inside me, while I vehemently deny the obvious. Cadi has another guy in her life.

      Another? What am I thinking? Like she’d ever let me back in. But some determined part of me—the piece that sacrificed my reputation and friendships at school—can’t let her go.

      I reach the front door as the vehicle pulls away. No one’s around so no explaining to do. I slip out to my car and follow.

      As I trail the other vehicle, I question my sanity.

      Cadi’s like a puzzle I can’t help but try to solve. But what can I possibly gain from spying on her? Most likely, learning a few things I’d rather not know. Still, I can’t seem to help myself.

      The Beemer heads into Hopper, past the bookstore where Cadi works and through downtown. The tourist shops and restaurants peter out and so does the traffic. I slow, letting the distance between me and the other car lengthen. It takes a left.

      After waiting for a couple of cars to cross my path, I turn after the BMW. The street morphs from closed-up coffee shops to grander and grander Victorian homes, then to a stretch of empty lots. The road intersects a wide street with a raised median.

      The silver-gray vehicle swings smoothly onto the thoroughfare. I follow at a guarded pace, keeping the Beemer’s headlights just in view. The car takes another left.

      I speed up to keep from losing them. Ahead, the vehicle turns into a parking lot and swings around the rear of a building, I pull to the edge of the road and snap off my headlights.

      I’m out of the Subaru in time to hear the BMW’s engine cut. A quick look around confirms there’s only me out here and whoever’s in that vehicle.

      The moon offers enough light in the open, but the shadows are another story. I don’t want to alert Cadi by using my phone light, so I head down the sidewalk and pass through the wide entrance the Beemer used.

      The building before me sits in total darkness. I follow the path of the vehicle and trip over something, saving myself, narrowly. Holding back a curse, I listen for sounds to suggest they heard me.

      Soft voices slip through the quiet and the jingle of Cadi’s laugh, loose and comfortable. My eyes narrow and I creep forward.

      “Nah, let’s go straight there,” says a voice I don’t recognize. A guy’s voice.

      Rustling of leaves alerts me to the fact that, rather than enter the building, they’ve climbed the embankment at the edge of the lot and headed into the woods.

      I should stop right now. Let her go. But I can’t. I have to know who this guy is.

      Their chatter allows me to track them, and the crackle and crunch of twigs and leaves under their feet cover my own not-so-silent footfalls.

      “You wanna change,” the guy says.

      After a pause, she answers, “Better not. It’s only been twenty-four hours and you know what Mr. Scrim said.”

      The guy sighs. “Yeah, it’s just a pain in the ass to see in the dark this way.”

      What the hell are they talking about?

      She giggles. “But more of an adventure, maybe?”

      I don’t hear his murmured reply.

      After a nightmare hike that leaves me scratched and bruised from a hundred collisions with the copious undergrowth, the forest opens to a moonlit oasis. Trees thin to a pale shore surrounding an inky lake flecked with white reflections from the half-moon.

      Their voices carry.

      “So you want me to walk all the way across?” Cadi’s voice quivers with laughter. Her silhouette wavers as she steps over the stony shore. The guy follows. He’s more steady on his feet and comes to her rescue more than once when she loses her balance.

      More giggles and I find myself smiling. This is the Cadi I wish I’d gotten to know. The girl I sensed was inside the first time I saw her. The girl I watched for weeks from afar. Dreamed about. Fell in love with.

      A sigh slips out. That was months ago. Contemplating what could have been is stupid.

      So what am I doing here? Spying on her?

      “Okay, go ahead,” the guy says.

      I squint through the darkness as Cadi steps into the water. Another step, but waves don’t wrinkle the thread of moonlight shining across the lake. It remains unchanged.

      Another step. Another. And Cadi’s standing a good two yards out. Not in the water, but on it. Like the surface is a sheet of glass, holding her up.

      My jaw slackens, then I remember her telekinesis. Apparently, there’s a lot more she can do than tossing ping pong balls and shifting tractors.

      I step around the edge of a juniper for a better view of her antics. A branch snaps underfoot.

      The guy’s silhouette jolts at the sound and he twists in my direction.

      I freeze.

      Cadi screams, “Idris!” and her shape disappears under the water.
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      The glassy surface of the water shivers and turns liquid.

      And I’m falling. “Idris!”

      I take a breath as the water closes around me. It’s freezing compared to the summery evening air. I kick and swim back to the surface, jeans and sneakers saturated and pulling on my legs.

      Panic makes me shape shift into my lizard form. Lungs and thigh muscles expand and make fighting the added weight of my sodden clothes easier.

      Why didn’t I think to take my shoes off before walking out across the water? Probably because I was confident Idris wouldn’t let me fall.

      What the heck happened?

      “Cadi?” A loud splash follows Idris’s shout. His smooth scaly head pops out of the water in front of me. “Are you okay?”

      I tread water and watch the moonlight glint off the ridges of his head. “What happened?” I ask, when we’re nose to nose.

      Embarrassment radiates off him. “I heard something in the trees and got distracted. I’m sorry.”

      I laugh. “It’s okay. But next time, remind me to undress first.”

      He chuckles. “I stripped before I jumped in. You can borrow my shirt.”

      We swim until our toes touch the silty lake bottom, then stand and walk to the shore.

      Idris grabs my hand. “Hey, Cadi. Check this out.”

      He turns me to face the lake. The rush of churning water fills my ears, then a jet squirts skyward. The stream splits into a Y, then curls over to meet itself at the center forming a perfect heart that sparkles in the moonlight.

      “Oh, Idris. It’s beautiful!” I cry, and give him a soggy hug.

      He laughs and kisses my wet forehead, then guides me to where his clothes lie in a heap.

      I strip down to my underwear.

      He drops his boxers.

      “Idris!” I gasp, transforming back to human.

      He stands before me, stark naked and completely irresistible.
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      As I walk across my bedroom, morning sunlight catches the diamond facets in my ring, sending points of light scattering over the wall.

      I draw a snaky silver chain from the maple jewelry box Dean gave me last Christmas. My crystal used to hang from this chain, until the stone fused into my chest. The metal feels cool and silky, like Livran scales. I tug off my engagement ring and slide it onto the chain, then latch the pendant around my neck and watch the emerald disappear behind my snug gray T-shirt.

      A smile pinches my lips as I recall last night’s unexpected dip in the water and everything that followed on the lakeshore afterward. I managed to stay human, though it hadn’t been easy.

      Having dragged out my morning ritual, I head downstairs hoping Dean and Shri will be done with breakfast by now.

      No such luck.

      “Morning.” My gaze skims over Shri and Dean.

      “Hey,” Shri answers, while Dean’s shoulders stiffen and his cheeks turn red.

      He must still be mad at me after our conversation yesterday morning.

      Struggling with a yawn, I catch Mama’s knowing look and hold back my smile. Yeah, I’m usually tired after an evening spent with Idris.

      “I’m making mushroom tortellini for dinner tonight,” she says, as I reach into a kitchen cabinet for a glass. “Idris’s favorite.” I freeze. “Why don’t you ask him over?”

      “Uh, sure,” I mumble into the cupboard.

      Silence overtakes the kitchen. Or am I imagining it?

      Chairs scrape the tiled floor behind me, dishes clatter into the sink.

      “Leave those, dear,” Mama says to Shri as I close the cabinet door. “I’ll take care of them.”

      Shri voices her thanks, and when I look around, both she and Dean are gone.

      I let out a silent sigh of relief.

      When I’m done eating, Mama sends me to the root cellar for mushrooms.

      On my way to the barn, Shri catches up to me. “So who’s Idris?”

      “A, um… friend.” I pull on the barn door.

      Why am I afraid to tell Shri who he is?

      Right, because she’s friends with Dean and will probably tell him everything I say. And Dean? He’s way too inquisitive.

      Idris isn’t just my boyfriend; he’s my everything—my past, present and future. And I’m afraid if Dean meets him, the whole truth will be exposed.

      Shri follows me inside. “Friend, huh? The one who’s been picking you up late at night.”

      I swing around to face her. “Have you been spying on me?”

      She grins. “Heard the car engine more than once, and my bedroom window faces the front.”

      So does Dean’s. Crud. Does that mean he’s been spying on me too?

      “Just a friend, then?” Shri presses.

      “Okay. Maybe a bit more than a friend.”

      Her smile widens. “I can’t wait to meet him.” She studies me for a long moment. “So why the secret?”

      I bite my lip. “Because I’m trying to keep my private life private from… certain people.”

      Shri’s head bobs slowly. “And why would that be, exactly?”

      “Why do you think?” I kick the bulkhead door with more ferocity than intended, leaving a scuff mark on the paint.

      “It’s not like Dean’s going to announce to the world that you’re dating, or that anyone’s going to care. High school’s over, Cadi.” Shri sighs. “And Dean turned out to be one of the good guys. If you’d stayed, you’d have seen that for yourself. You wouldn’t believe the shit he put up with after he stood up to Jake. He was one hell of a hero.”

      I harrumph. “Then let him be your hero.”

      Shri straightens and crosses her arms. “Aside from my dad, he’s the most admirable person I know. He doesn’t deserve to be treated like dirt.”

      The bulkhead door comes free, sending me staggering. “I never treated him like dirt.”

      “As good as,” she counters.

      My jaw tightens. “So what do you want me to do? Shed every thread of detail about myself till I’m standing naked in front of him?”

      Shri shouts out a laugh.

      “What?” I demand.

      “Visualizing what you just said.” She shakes her head. “Cadi, you don’t have to tell him everything. All you have to do is let him in. It doesn’t matter how much or how little. Just stop treating him like he’s an alien holding a death ray to your head.”

      The reality of what she just said hits me. Dean. An alien. If Shri only knew. I fight off a chuckle, but my smile can’t be hidden. “Okay. Okay. Starting tonight, I’ll try to be more open.”

      When she’s gone, I text Idris to invite him over.

      So this Dean guy’s gonna be there? he inquires.

      A small shudder runs through me. Yeah, guess it’s time you 2 met.

      And Shri? he texts back.

      Yeah, she’ll be here 2. Oh, can you bring your spare guitar?

      Sing along?

      I type back, 4 someone to borrow… I might jump you if you sing.

      Can’t wait!!!

      I shake my head. Funny. See you @ 6?

      I’ll be there.

      Ugh. But I’m not sure I want to be.
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      My phone vibrates in my back pocket.

      Another text from Mom. Bring Ty home by Sunday or face the consequences.

      Her messages have become more succinct. I haven’t responded to any over the last two days. Mom might call the police. Maybe she already has. A risk I have to take. I’m waiting for her message saying Dad’s gone because I won’t take Ty home until that happens.

      I’m sitting on my bed, speed-reading To the Power of I, since Brandon Williams’ book signing is tomorrow, when I hear the smooth purr of an engine through the open window.

      Ty looks up from his adventure novel. “Cadi’s boyfriend?”

      Hearing those words makes me cringe.

      After Cadi fell into the lake, I crept away, the second I knew she was okay. The moon kept me oriented as I stumbled through the dark, and eventually, I found my way back to the car.

      My gaze connects with Ty’s, then I scoot off the bed and race him to the window.

      The silver BMW, sure enough. The door opens and a guy gets out. Can’t see much detail, except for a slender frame and short black curls. He opens the rear passenger door and pulls out a guitar case.

      “So he’s Cadi’s musician friend too,” Ty whispers.

      I look at him. “Or a gangster with a hidden machine gun.”

      He giggles. “Come on, let’s go find out!”

      We reach the top of the stairs as the front door opens. The murmur of voices.

      “Is that Idris?” Mrs. Jacobsen calls from the kitchen.

      “Yes,” Cadi shouts back. “Come on,” she adds more softly.

      They pass the staircase without noticing us watching from above. The guy is dressed in jeans and a white button-up shirt, open at the collar. The white cotton accentuates his brown skin.

      “Spying, boys?” Shri’s hand lands on my shoulder. Her other drops onto Ty’s.

      “He’s got a guitar,” Ty says.

      “Or a machine gun in a guitar case,” I challenge.

      Shri chuckles as she gives us both a gentle push. “Let’s go meet this mariachi then, shall we?”

      Tom Jacobsen is settled in his usual armchair, while the new guy, Idris, stands beside Cadi, hiding her from view. His guitar case sits on the floor, held vertically by his resting hand.

      Ty hurries ahead of us. “Hi,” he says, loudly.

      Cadi steps away from Idris and his arm slips from her waist.

      Identity confirmed. I stiffen and silently swear. He’s her boyfriend.

      A nudge at my elbow makes me glance at Shri.

      “Don’t be too obviously disappointed, will you?” she whispers out of the side of her mouth.

      I tug in a breath and wonder if Shri realized the strength of my feelings for Cadi back at the farm. Feelings I’m struggling to disengage.

      Cadi makes an awkward introduction, our names tumbling from her lips into a tangled heap.

      “Hi, nice to meet you.” Her boyfriend’s calm collectedness contrasts sharply with her crippling discomfort. “I heard someone needed a guitar.” He glances at Ty. “Don’t suppose that someone is you?”

      Ty’s face lights up as Idris hands him the case.

      Idris meets that smile and raises it. “Maybe you could play us something later.” His warmth and charm borders on irritating.

      Ty squirms. “Uh, sure. I’m not that good though.”

      “You’re great,” I interject. “He writes his own music.”

      Idris looks genuinely impressed. “Wow. A composer. Then I can’t wait to hear some of your work.”

      Ty wipes a hand down his jeans. “I might need to practice first.”

      “Maybe you two could jam later,” Cadi suggests, a smile tugging her lips.

      Shri takes a step forward. “So Idris, what do you do?”

      Her inquiry takes me by surprise. I figured I was going to have to be the interrogator.

      “I just graduated with Cadi.”

      “So you’re heading to college next year?” Shri probes.

      “Probably not next year. I’m working on a business opportunity in the city.”

      Shri’s nod seems friendly enough. “Great. What industry?”

      A slow smile pulls at Idris’s lips. “The music industry.”

      I step forward. “What instruments do you play?”

      Idris glances at the case he’s just handed over to Ty, maybe thinking that should be obvious. His gaze returns to me. “Guitar and keyboard, mostly.” This guy is cool and has no plans to give his game away.

      Mrs. Jacobsen arrives with a tray of lemonade, and chat drifts to the building project. Idris seems fascinated as Tom lays out his latest ideas. In fact, he’s a good bit more interested than I’d have expected.

      Is he putting it on, or what?

      “Dean and Shri have been helping.” Tom glances our way. “Shri’s got the creative eye and Dean’s turning out to be quite an engineer.”

      Mrs. Jacobsen motions us to the dining room a few minutes later.

      Dinner progresses with a surprising lack of forced pleasantries. Idris seems like he’s already part of the family, and Cadi relaxes in his company and becomes a different person.

      When the meal’s over, Cadi and Shri insist on cleaning up and abandon me, but Ty makes short work of getting Idris settled in front of the piano.

      “I’ve just started learning,” my brother tells him. “Mama Jacobsen’s teaching me, but I’ve only practiced chords so far.”

      Idris shifts along the bench, inviting Ty to sit by him. Then he plays a few notes and gets Ty to follow.

      At the next pause in play, Ty says, “Mind if I record this?”

      Idris shrugs his approval.

      Ty grins. “Is video okay?” He positions his phone against the piano lid.

      “Idris is a nice young fella,” Tom says as we watch them from across the room. “In case you’re concerned.”

      Am I concerned? If I’m honest, I’d rather Idris was a jerk. Then I could hate him and do everything in my power to convince Cadi she could do better.

      The guitar comes out of its case, and Ty starts playing. I recognize one of the pieces he’s been working on. He plays it once, and Idris repeats the tune on the piano. Exactly.

      Tom notices my parting lips. “Perfect pitch.”

      I return a questioning look.

      “Idris has perfect pitch,” the older man explains. “He can recognize any note he hears, so he only has to listen to a piece of music once to play it back. Clever, huh?”

      “Amazing.” Somehow, I manage to keep the dripping sarcasm out of my voice.

      Ty seems content to play music with Idris all night long. I fail to get him to bed by ten o’clock. All hints, suggestions, comments and cajoles fall on deaf ears. Deaf to me, that is, because he’s hanging on Idris’s every word.

      Shri drops on the couch next to me. “Have you ever seen Ty having this much fun?”

      “No.”

      My glower makes her chuckle. “Jealous, are we?”

      “Of Mr. Perfect Pitch?” I roll my eyes. “He has my brother under mind control. So, yeah.”

      Still, it’s hard to hate the guy when Ty’s such an exuberant kid around him.

      I wish things were as comfortable between Cadi and me.

      She’s right. It would’ve been better if I hadn’t come, if I’d let go of the guilt and my lingering infatuation with her and moved on.

      Idris leaves his guitar behind for Ty to use, elevating himself to god status in my brother’s eyes.

      As we see Idris to the door, the Jacobsens invite him back for a barbecue the following afternoon. He accepts, which sends Ty spinning off into another adrenaline high.

      I hook an arm around my brother’s shoulders with a sigh. It’s going to take hours to get him calmed down enough to sleep. “Come on, Tiger. Bedtime. Let’s go.”
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      I follow Idris outside and close the front door behind us. The porch lights turn on automatically, so we wander past the recently filled firewood store to the end of the veranda.

      Gently, he presses me into the railing, his fingers curling around mine. “So how come you’re not wearing your ring?” Irritation ripples from his crystal into mine.

      My heart rate kicks up a few beats. “I am. It’s around my neck.”

      His lips press together, and he strokes a finger across my chest, making my skin tingle, and finds the ring. “Hidden,” he murmurs.

      I look down at his hand and try to contain my rising jumble of nerves. “Only because I haven’t told Mama and Papa. We should do that together, don’t you think?”

      An eyebrow lifts. He is so not believing a word I’m saying right now. “Yeah. Let’s do it at the barbecue tomorrow, then you’ll have nothing to hide. Right?”

      “Right,” I agree, too quickly.

      He drops his hands to my waist. “Cadi, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” Another too-quick answer.

      “Then why’re you so uptight?”

      There’s no point denying it. “Because this is so awkward,” I answer, exasperated.

      His eyes narrow. “You mean, my being here?” A tiny ball of anger spins up inside him.

      “Not you. Dean!”

      Idris shrugs. “So, make him leave.”

      “I can’t. Papa invited him here and wants his help. Besides, Dean already said he’s not going.” I recollect what else Dean said and feel awful, all over again.

      “Do you still like him?”

      “Huh?” I pull back and look up at Idris. “Like Dean?”

      “Yeah.”

      I scramble for a clear thought. “You mean like-like?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about.” His voice is gruff, edging on impatient.

      With slow, deliberate motions, I shake my head. “No, I don’t. Seeing him again mostly makes me mad. Like he symbolizes the mess I thought I’d left behind me.”

      Idris nods. “Okay, I get it.” His head dips close and his lips brush mine. With relief, I kiss him back, deeper and deeper, until my whole body is humming.

      “Wanna head to the Thorny Rose?” he whispers.

      I groan. “Yes, but I’m working tomorrow and your dad has his book signing. Manny asked me to do the setup, which means going in early. And being alert.”

      Idris slides a finger under my chin. “I’ll be there, so I can help.”

      “Then we’ll be able to hang out at the sidelines together.” I snuggle closer to him.

      “Yeah,” he murmurs, and kisses my forehead.
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      I’m Winnie the Pooh and a squadron of bees is chasing me through the forest. Their determined buzzing finally breaks me free from my coma of sleep.

      My phone hums angrily on the bedside table.

      Who is calling me in the middle of the night? Surely not Idris.

      Sleep-muddled, I focus on the screen. Mr. Scrim. At three in the morning?

      “Hello?” My voice crackles.

      “Cadi?” He sounds like he’s talking down a plastic drain pipe.

      I tuck the phone closer. “Yes. What’s up?”

      “Cadi. I need you to go to the crystal tree. Take some vinegar. Two cups should do it.”

      “Huh? When?” I mumble.

      “Now. I’m sorry, Cadi.” His voice is strained. “This is urgent.”

      Clarity sharpens and I sit up. “Mr. Scrim? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I’ve had a long day, and then the ar’n bala messaged me.”

      “Messaged you?” I’m baffled.

      “The cutting bonded with my crystal when it leapt on me. That connection is like the one you and Idris share, but the crystal communicates its needs, rather than feelings. Similar to a child crying for food. And the infant tree needs more acid.”

      “Got it!” I roll out of bed. “So tell me what to do with the vinegar when I get there?”

      “Spread it out along the wall. Not all the way around. Pour it on the side where the crystal tree isn’t growing.”

      “How’s that gonna help?” I struggle with my jeans, one-handed.

      “The vapor. It needs the vapor, but not directly beneath the branches. Slow and steady absorption. Are you clear on what you need to do?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Call me if you have any other questions.”

      I hang up and finish feeding my legs into my jeans, then grab a sweatshirt and slip out of my room.

      Silence.

      Mama keeps the vinegar in the pantry. Three types. Red wine. Apple cider. And white. Does red wine contain alcohol? Will the crystal tree care? I go for the pint bottle of apple cider, rather than the gallon jug of white.

      I glance over my shoulder as I pull the back door slider, then step outside. There’s a chill to the air, and a touch of fear that tickles the back of my neck.

      Crud. I should’ve called Idris. He didn’t want me out at night on my own, but this can’t wait.

      I text him. Scrim says 2 go 2 crystal cave. Urgent. Will be careful. Promise. Love you.
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      A sound wakes me. I sit up in bed, alert.

      Pepper must want to go out.

      Squinting, I make out his body curled in a ball on the floor beside Ty’s bed.

      Something else then. Cadi heading out on one of her early morning hikes? I tap my phone. At three a.m.? It can’t be her.

      Someone might be inside the house. The Jacobsens don’t have alarms or security cameras.

      I twist out of bed and grab pants off the side chair. Once my jeans are on, I stuff my feet into sneakers.

      Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I hear a soft whoosh and a click. Someone closing the back door. There’s no one around by the time I reach it. I pull the door open, slow enough to remain silent.

      A shadowy figure steps from the stone stairs off the back porch, passes between the swimming pool and storage shed, and scampers down the slope, carrying something.

      A thief? Doubtful, but I follow, just in case.

      The gray silhouette disappears among the trees, taking the path Cadi did. Has to be her. What the hell is she up to at this hour?

      I wish I had Pepper now, but maybe it’s just as well I don’t. He’d catch up to her and then she’d know I wasn’t far behind. If I’m going to find out what she’s doing out here, so secretively, I’ve got to stay out of sight.

      A flash catches my attention. A silver glow ripples, then disappears. I blink a few times and hurry on.

      Thank god for that gibbous moon. Its light filters through the trees, making the worn trail visible as I squint through the darkness. Cadi moves with surprising speed, considering she’s relying on the moonlight to guide her too.

      I’m disoriented, immediately, but guess she’s following the trail I found her on before. She leads me to a cliff face well lit by the moon. Her figure climbs a narrow ledge and stops before a rocky outcrop.

      Rumbling erupts from the cliffside. I dive for the cover of a pine, fearing the cliff is about to come tumbling down, but only one rock moves, rotating like a misshapen wheel, leaving behind a black scar in the stone wall.

      I’ve no doubt that person is Cadi now because only she could move a rock as big as a tractor.

      Her figure crosses the moonlight, revealing a light-colored hoodie, then disappears into the dark slash.

      With the promise of finally finding out what she’s up to, I sneak after her. I’m almost at the opening, when a figure emerges and rams into me.

      In the light of the moon, I see the person’s face and my heart runs cold. It’s not human.

      Rocks slip under my feet as I stagger backward. The ground disappears, and I tumble and roll, landing at the bottom of a steep incline.

      Pain erupts from my tailbone.

      Above me, the rocky cover rumbles back into place across the opening, raining stones and dust on top of me. I shy from the onslaught, shielding my face with an arm.

      The pepper of rocks subsides, and whoever I ran into races down the cliff path and disappears into the forest.

      Who the hell was that?

      Someone playing tricks. I shake my head, anger stabbing me as much as the pain in my lower back. Must have been Cadi. She heard me coming and covered her face with a mask. That’s the only explanation.

      I struggle to my knees. Or try to. Gasping with pain, I topple onto one side. I pull in a breath and steady myself. It’s only a bruise, I tell myself, and clamber to my feet.

      My journey back turns into a nightmare of confusion. Even with my phone lighting the way, I get lost. And then I hear a howl.

      Jesus! A wolf?

      God, why didn’t I bring Pepper? He could’ve led me back. But would he have stood a chance against a wild dog?

      I stumble through the night, gasping at the pain pulsing from my tailbone into my hips with each step.

      Another howl, closer. I catch myself against a pine trunk and hear a low growl. My senses spin, drawn into a whirlwind of agony and fear.

      That creature’s going to tear out my throat. I’ll be shredded, dragged away and eaten.

      No. That can’t happen. Who’ll protect Ty if I’m dead?

      “Dean?” Hands grip my forearms.

      Pain overwhelms me and my vision wavers. I’m slipping. My head slumps forward as the darkness of the forest swallows me.

      

      I wake with a groan and lift a hand to my head. Where am I?

      Nightmare images roll through my mind like the preview to a movie I’ve already seen. An endless forest. A lizardy face that belongs in some science fiction saga. Falling. Pain. A growl so menacing my blood curdles.

      I sit up with a jerk and whelp. I didn’t dream that agony in my lower back.

      Predawn light has turned the sky to a muted blue-gray. I’m on the rear porch of the cabin. How the hell did I get here?

      Pain spasms through my coccyx as I twist onto my knees and haul myself to my feet using the porch railing.

      The back door is unlocked, just how I left it.
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      I lift a box containing twenty-four hardbound copies of Toxic Relationships from the stockroom and groan. My shoulders ache after hauling Dean, who must weigh two of me, back to the trail last night.

      Once free of the prickly bushes he’d wandered into, I carried him using telekinesis. Sounds easy, but the heavier the weight, the more effort needed to guide it. And for that long a hike, transporting him was beyond awkward.

      The wolf, or whatever that howling creature was, followed at a safe distance. Safe for it, that is, because I felt anything but secure until Idris showed up. His arrival seemed to shift the odds in our favor, and the animal took off into the undergrowth.

      I groan quietly to myself as I carry the box of books from one end of the store to the other.

      Idris appears from a lane between bookshelves. “Let me take that.” He relieves me of the load. “I should’ve given you a massage last night.”

      “I figured the ache would go away when I shifted back.” I follow him. “Over there is good.”

      He sets the box on a gray foldout table. “How many more do you need?”

      “Three boxes, maybe. With your dad being a local celebrity, Manny’s expecting a good turnout.” I unpack the books into neat piles, while Idris fetches more.

      “Morning, Cadi.” Brandon Williams strides down the center aisle, smiling broadly. His confident air and good looks remind me so much of Idris, it’s hard to believe they aren’t biological father and son.

      That’s all thanks to the chameleon effect, the shape-shifting ability Livran children have that blends them with their environment until they can shape shift at will.

      I smile back. “Hi, Mr. Williams.” For all the trouble Idris has had with his dad, I’ve always found the man personable and friendly. Surprising, given that he knows I’m from another planet. But then, so is his son.

      Idris returns carrying all three boxes at once, like they weigh nothing. He sets them down and helps me finish stacking the books.

      By nine-thirty, fifty people have gathered in the open area at the back of the store. Mr. Williams stands by the table, chatting to his fans, completely in his element.

      I lean toward Idris. “Will he need anything else?”

      “A bottle of water, maybe. Talking’s thirsty work.”

      Manny keeps a supply of bottled water and glasses in the staff kitchen out back. I grab a bottle and wipe off a glass, then return and set them beside Idris’s dad.

      “Howdy, stranger.” Shri waves a hand as I retreat to the stacks.

      My cheeks heat at the sight of her and the promise of more awkwardness. “Are you here for the signing?”

      “Dean is,” she answers, surveying the crowd.

      I blink. Oh, right. He bought a copy of Toxic Relationships the day he came into the store. I glance around. “Where is he?”

      “Coming. Slowly.” She catches my questioning frown. “Fell and hurt his back. He’s none too happy, either.”

      “Oh my god, I’m not surprised. Is he okay?”

      No wonder he passed out when I found him. I’d figured being chased by a wolf after seeing me in Livran form had thrown him over the edge, but he’d hurt himself too.

      Dean appears from an aisle. “Ty’s in the manga section. He should be good for a while,” he says to Shri, then nods at me, barely making eye contact.

      “I’ll check on him in a few,” she tells Dean, “if you wanna sit.”

      He leans against a stack of shelves. “More comfortable standing, to be honest.”

      I swallow my guilt. If I’d known he was hurt, I’d never have hightailed it like I did. “Sorry to hear about your back.”

      His gaze flashes my way, eyes narrowed. “It’s fine.”

      He’s clearly pissed. At me.
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      I turn away from Cadi, unsure whether her concern is genuine or not. It had to be her I followed last night.

      Shifting rocks and lizard faces?

      Maybe I imagined the whole thing. Yet that doesn’t explain the agony in my back or the pine needles I found jammed in the heels of my sneakers.

      Shri touches my arm. “Want me to run next door for some painkillers?”

      “Nah, I’ll be okay.” Given my mom’s history with self-medication, I’ve developed an aversion to every kind of drug.

      “Hi, Shri. Dean.” Idris steps up behind Cadi. “Are you here for the signing?”

      We both nod.

      “Excellent.” He looks toward Brandon Williams, who nods our way, then nudges Cadi. “That’s your signal. Dad’s ready.”

      “Oh, right.” She hurries away and starts hushing the audience.

      With a painful twinge, I turn toward Idris. “Your dad?”

      He smiles. “Yeah. He’s speaking today. Brandon Williams.”

      Shri’s lower jaw drops. “Brandon Williams is your dad?”

      Idris seems bewildered this should surprise us. “I figured Cadi would’ve told you.”

      “Not so much,” Shri responds, sounding annoyed.

      Idris wanders closer to the gathering as Brandon Williams starts his introduction. Yeah, I see the similarity now. Same medium frame, straight nose and level brow. Not to mention, the black hair and dark brown eyes. Definitely father and son.

      Cadi returns, holding a copy of Toxic Relationships against her chest. My eyes catch the glimmer of green against the gray and yellow book jacket.

      I double take, then say, “Nice ring.” Not a cheap one either, and it’s sitting on the ring finger of her left hand. An engagement ring?

      My comment catches Shri’s attention. “Oh my god,” she croaks.

      Cadi’s cheeks flush bright red.

      “Toxic relationships can exist in any home, any family, any workplace…” The baritone voice of Brandon Williams fills the space around us, cutting further conversation. “Are you trapped in a toxic relationship?”

      I almost sigh, because I really think I am.
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      The stacks of books dwindle to a handful as Mr. Williams smiles up at his last fan—a lady with a baby on one hip and a two-year-old running circles around her—and signs two copies.

      Idris turns to Dean, who hasn’t moved from his place propped against the bookshelves. “Wanna meet Dad?”

      Dean looks hesitant, so Shri answers, “Sure. He’d love to.” The uncertain frown on his face dissolves into willing acquiescence as she hooks his arm.

      Manny sticks his head around the nearest stack. “Cadi, can you restock the Toxic Relationships end-of-aisle display?”

      “Sure.” I head to the stockroom while Idris leads Dean and Shri to the signing table.

      Passing the manga section, I catch sight of the blond head of Dean’s brother. He sits cross-legged with a pile of books at his side. “Hey, Ty. Having fun?”

      He looks up and grins. “Idris is still coming to the barbecue, right?”

      “Absolutely.” I wave and continue on.

      Idris catches up with me as I finish restocking the display. “What time are you off?”

      “As soon as everything is put away from the signing. Manny only had me come in for event support.”

      “Great. Then we can go to your place together. Dad and Dean might be a while.”

      “Really?” I pick up the last couple of books that won’t fit in the display. “Dean has a lot of questions?”

      Idris shrugs. “Parent troubles. He’s worried about Ty.”

      “Jeez. I didn’t know. That explains why he brought Ty with him.” What could be going on with their parents? Ty seems such a happy kid, but I’ve seen my share of strange family dynamics, and I learned to grin and bear it too.

      Idris draws me out of the way of a customer eyeing the shelves behind us. “Dad’s got plenty of contacts. Heard him mention a lawyer friend, if Dean wants to go that route. He talked about the burden of proof, but the hardest part is breaking out of the cycle of abuse, finding the courage to do something about it.”

      I press into his side as a lady with a stroller pushes past. “You sound like an expert.”

      He smirks. “Remember all those speech competitions I entered? The topics were mostly about people who’d made it out of those kinds of relationships and survived. But for every success, there’s like a hundred failures. Tough odds.”

      I consider this. What I do know about Dean is that he’s determined and persistent. “Dean could be that one in a hundred,” I say with confidence.

      “Glad to hear it,” Idris responds, his tone bordering on icy.

      I nudge him, rolling my eyes. “And so are you. Stop being paranoid.”

      “Yes, dear.” He grabs the half-empty box of books and stalks toward the stockroom.

      For crying out loud. “Idris?” I follow him. “I wasn’t comparing you.”

      “Uh-huh,” is all the answer I get.

      Once everything’s cleaned up, we head out to his car. He catches the gleam off my ring as he opens the passenger side door. “You’re wearing it.” He strokes my hand, then leans in for a kiss.

      “And I still have the repercussions to look forward to,” I comment, clicking my belt as he slides into the driver’s seat. “Shri almost fell over when she saw it.”

      Idris chuckles. “Then we’d better corner your parents as soon as we get to your place.”

      I smile through the windshield. Mama and Papa will be happy about our engagement.

      I imagine a small ceremony on the back lawn with our parents, Mr. Scrim and a few select friends in attendance. I’m wearing a cream-colored wedding dress. Something simple and elegant that goes well with both human and Livran skin. Soft music and pure happiness surround us.

      “So,” Idris says, interrupting my fantasy. “What’re we doing about Dean and whatever he saw last night?”

      Yeah, that. I sigh inwardly. “What can we do?”

      “Tell him the truth.”

      My lips part. “Everything?”

      Idris presses the ignition and turns up the air. “Yeah.” He’s not kidding either, but his suggestion is insane.

      “Why?”

      “Why not?” he counters.

      “Um, because Dean squealed about my telekinesis. Why would you want to trust him with the truth?”

      “Because he already saw you, Cadi. What else do you want to do? Let him think he’s crazy?” He gives me a hard look. “Seems to me he’s got enough crap going on in his life. Besides, who’d believe him if he said anything? The press would laugh him right out of town.”

      He has a point, but I sense an ulterior motive humming off him, and frown. Why would Idris want Dean to know I’m a lizard-skinned alien?

      His eyes light with determination as they study me, with a challenge.

      Oh, I get it. If Dean learns I’m from another planet, any interest or ideas he might have about me would go flying out the window. Which, on reflection, wouldn’t be a bad thing, except that he’d know a dangerous secret that could cost me everything. How can Idris not see that?

      Hurt and anger simmer inside me.

      Idris senses it, too. I can feel it from his crystal and see it in his face.

      “You’d seriously have me take that risk? Just to get rid of your competition?”

      He shakes his head. “No, Cadi. Jesus, that’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Then what are you saying, Idris?” I’m so furious, I can’t hold back my tears.

      He sighs. “Cadi, love, calm down. You know, I’m beginning to think I understand your friend, Dean, better than you do.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I demand, my voice taking on this annoying quiver.

      “That I think you can trust him with the truth.” His hand drops over mine. “We have to trust some people. We won’t survive on this planet if we don’t. Dad, Marek, the Jacobsens. They’re all good people. Shri and Dean care about you, and I think they’re allies you need.”

      I need? Is he serious?

      He is. I can sense it. And he’s telling the truth, but I don’t get it. How could he possibly want Dean to know what I am, other than to make him turn around and walk away.

      Idris holds my gaze. “You said Dean was one in a hundred.”

      I hate it when people use my words against me. Especially, Idris.

      He tilts his head. “If you’re right. If you truly believe that, then we need him in our court.”

      He’s mad. Idris has finally lost it.

      “I’m not crazy,” he says, reading my mind, with the help of those damned crystals.

      “You sure sound it.”

      He lets out a soft growl. “He already saw your face, Cadi. He already knows. Put yourself in his position.”

      “Okay, I’d think I was seeing things, a trick of the moonlight, that’s all.”

      “Seriously?” He shakes his head. “He’s got enough stress in his life, the last thing he needs is to think he’s going crazy as well.”

      I bunch my fists. “Okay, fine. I’ll tell him.” And when he implodes, it’ll be your fault!
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      “So has Brandon Williams got you on the right track?”

      Shri’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

      I glance at her, where she sits beside me in the car, and nod. “I need to go through a list of questions and figure out where things stand with Mom.” I check the rearview mirror to make sure Ty’s not paying any attention. His earbuds are in and his head bounces to music. “Whether we can work through our issues as a family or not.”

      “And what about your dad?”

      “I’ve already written him off, which means nothing can be fixed with Mom unless he’s out of the picture.” I reflect on Brandon’s instructions. “There are a couple of chapters I need to read. Brandon said the assessment was straight forward, but I could call him with questions.”

      “That was nice of him.”

      “Yeah, well, he said a friend of Cadi’s was a friend of his.” I laugh, sourly. “A friend of Cadi’s…” That friendship is stretching thinner with each passing day.

      Why did I ever think I could fix things between us?

      My thoughts roll back to this morning. Cadi and the lizard mask. Was it real or did I imagine the whole thing?

      I glance at Shri, so glad I have her to talk to about this drama. “I seriously think I’m losing it.”

      She cups her hands over her knees. “Losing it in what way?”

      “Imagining things.”

      “Does this have something to do with hurting your back?”

      “Something woke me last night. And like an idiot, I went to investigate.”

      She frowns. “Not sleepwalking then?”

      That was this morning’s story. “I saw someone. Figured it was Cadi…”

      Shri plops her head against her seat. “You really are obsessed with her.”

      Am I? “Obsessed with finding out what she’s hiding.”

      Shri lets out a tired sigh. “Maybe she isn’t hiding anything, Dean.”

      I cut her a sharp look and continue with my story. “So I followed this person through the woods. She led me to a cliffside, where she used telekinesis to move a massive rock away from a cave entrance.”

      “Massive, as in…?”

      “About the size of an elephant, and it just rolled to one side.”

      Her gaze grows more intense. “Then it had to be Cadi.”

      “Yeah. See?” Why did I ever doubt myself? “Then she went inside the cave, and I moved closer.” A breath shudders out of me. “I reached the entrance, and something came out.”

      Shri’s eyes grow round. “Something?”

      “God, Shri. You’re not going to believe this.” I swing my eyes to the road, then glance back again.

      Her lips are pursed, an eyebrow lifted. “Try me.”

      “The moon was bright.” I’m convincing myself now. “This person, same size as Cadi, steps out of the opening in front of me. And her face…” I swipe a hand across my eyes, like I could wipe that image away. “Dark gray or green. Hard to tell because it was still dark, but definitely the face of a lizard.”

      Shri slaps a hand over her mouth and belly laughs so hard tears roll down her cheeks. “Had to be a mask. She was getting back at you for following her.”

      I frown. “Yeah, well, the shock made me stumble, and I fell down the slope. That’s how I messed up my back. And she didn’t help; she ran away.”

      “Cadi wouldn’t do that,” Shri insists. “Not unless you’d freaked her out or she didn’t realize it was you.”

      “But that’s not all,” I add.

      Her eyes are pinned to my face when I glance her way.

      “As I headed after her, my back killing me…” Just thinking about how much I was hurting during that hike makes me cringe. “I heard a wolf howl.”

      “Holy shit, Dean, this sounds like a scene out of a horror movie.”

      I give her a long look. “You should’ve been there.”

      She shudders. “No, thanks.”

      “The howl turned into a growl, and I seriously thought I was done for.” I swallow. “Then she said my name. I know it was Cadi. She said my name. Then I blacked out. And when I woke up, I was lying on the back porch. I thought it was a dream. Or a nightmare more like. But my back was killing me, and there were pine needles stuck in my shoes.”

      The horror on Shri’s face sends a cold wind whistling through my larynx.

      “You’ve got to talk to her, Dean. For your own sanity, you need to find out what really happened.”

      “Yeah, like that’s gonna be easy.”

      My phone vibrates on the dash. An incoming call. A quick glance and my shoulders stoop. Mom. Consequences, she’d said. I really don’t want to know what she was talking about.
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      “Dean’s going crazy,” Shri murmurs, as we stand side by side cutting vegetables at the kitchen counter.

      Did he tell her about our adventure in the woods? Well, why wouldn’t he? Other than to avoid sounding like he was stark raving mad.

      I focus on chopping celery into neat squares. “His back must really hurt.”

      She lifts an eyebrow, gaze pointed. “You need to talk to him, Cadi.”

      I grab another celery stalk without glancing up. “Idris knows this amazing massage technique.” With his ability to control sound, he can perform deep tissue ultrasonic manipulation. But maybe Dean would think that was weird. I mean, a guy massaging another guy.

      Shri looks across the room at Ty, who’s helping Mama make lemonade. “If anyone’s going to massage Dean’s back,” she whispers, “it’ll be me.”

      Whoa. She couldn’t be much clearer than that.

      “So there is something going on between you two,” I whisper back.

      Shri sweeps a stack of sliced onions onto a plate. “Not while he’s obsessing over you.” She settles her hands on the counter. “Why can’t you just come clean with him?”

      I huff. “It’s got to be obvious by now that Idris and I are—”

      “Engaged?” Spying an unscathed onion, she sets about chopping it into molecular-sized pieces. “Yeah, and that’s something girls usually share with their girlfriends.”

      “Sorry. He popped the question on my birthday, and… it was unexpected.”

      “But you accepted. You’ve only known him six months. Are you sure you’re ready for that kind of commitment?”

      I can’t explain—not yet anyway—that I’ve known Idris all my life, that we’ve been promised to one another since we were babies, and that we’re psychically connected via the twin crystals embedded in our chests.

      “Yes, I’m ready. And I understand your concern. But, I guess I’m gonna have to deal with Dean before I can go there.”

      “Hallelujah!” She glances over her shoulder and drops her voice back to a whisper. “Please do because whatever he saw… Well, he saw it. There’s no point in keeping it secret any longer.”

      I could argue that. “You and Idris must have talked. You’re like two jaws on a vice.”

      She smirks. “Then consider yourself officially squeezed.”

      I can’t quite hold back my chuckle.

      “Cadi,” Mama calls on her way to the pantry, “there’s chili in the fridge. Would you put it on to heat?”

      “Sure.” I find the container.

      Shri pauses her tomato slicing to let me dig in the low cabinet in front of her for a pan. I set it on the stove, dump the chili and return to chopping potatoes for salad.

      Mama shuffles across the kitchen. “Now where did I put the salt?”

      “Over here,” I answer, sprinkling a measure over my chopped potatoes before handing her the shaker.

      Shri turns and sees Mama adding salt to a jug of water. “Salt in lemonade?”

      Mama grins. “Balances the sugar. Ty, how are those lemons coming?”

      Ty groans as he presses another lemon half into the manual juicer. “I’m almost done.” He looks down at the floor. “It’s getting kind of sticky around here though.”

      Shri waves a hand. “I’ll get a cloth.” She steps back as Mama passes with her jug. “Oh!”

      There’s a crash as the pan of chili hits the floor.

      “Oh, my!” Mama gasps.

      “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” Shri cries as she drops to the floor and frantically scoops the spilled food with her hands.

      I stare, opened-mouthed, then scan the kitchen for a towel.

      “Oh, Shri, be careful. It might be hot.” Mama offers a spoon, but Shri’s obsessively gathering vegetables and sauce into her palms.

      “Use this dishrag,” I say, crouching beside her. “Shri?” I nudge her.

      She looks up with tears in her eyes.

      “Oh, god. Was it hot?” I grab her wrists.

      Her hands are covered in red chili sauce. She stares at them like they’re not her own.

      That’s when I realize the spilled food isn’t what’s upset her. “Shri. What’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head and sniffs. “I’m okay. It wasn’t hot.”

      Idris strides into the kitchen and stops short. “Hey. What happened?”

      “The chili pan fell. She’s fine.” I draw Shri to her feet. “Wash your hands. I’ll clean up the rest.”

      She nods and moves to the sink.

      Idris tugs a roll of paper towels off the counter. “Here, babe.”

      Thanking him, I tear off a few sheets to wipe the floor.

      Mama puts her arm around Shri. “Are you all right, dear?”

      Water floods over her hands. “I’m fine.” She grabs the gardener’s soap off the ledge. “The chili was cold in the middle. It’s just the sauce making them red.”

      “Too many cooks.” Mama tuts.

      “Ty needed a cloth,” Shri mumbles into the sink.

      “I’m good,” Ty responds, taking the paper towel roll from Idris.

      “Sure you’re okay?” I ask, butting up against Shri to wash my hands.

      She bites her lip and takes a shaky breath. “Yeah. Just took me by surprise, that’s all.”

      Shri’s not one to get flustered, so her reaction to the fallen pan seems odd. I meet Idris’s gaze over her shoulder. Seems he agrees.
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      Leaning against the back porch railing, I stare at Mom’s latest message. You better be back tonight or else.

      She never had much creativity when it came to threats. Especially when drunk. She relies on that look, which doesn’t come across so well via text.

      No, what’s scary is the uncertainty. If she’d said or else meant this or that, then it would be a known quantity. Manageable. Not a mystery.

      I’ve always hated mysteries.

      The back door slides open. I look up from my phone as Pepper erupts from the house, followed by Ty.

      I pocket the device. “Hey, Tiger. Whatcha been doing?”

      “Making lemonade till the kitchen got too crowded. Shri knocked the chili off the stove and went kinda crazy.”

      I straighten, ignoring the nasty twinge in my back. Imagining Shri going crazy is near impossible; she’s the most level-headed person I know. “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah. And the mess is cleaned up now.” Ty looks around. “You seen the baseball and mitts?”

      “In that basket by the side door.”

      “Oh, right. Wanna throw?”

      I wrinkle my brow. “Not sure I can, Tiger. My back’s not feeling so great.”

      “Okay.” He heads inside.

      When he returns, Idris is right behind him.

      “Let’s go over there.” Ty flashes me a grin. “Idris said he’d throw for me.”

      I force a smile and nod. “Great.”

      Idris gives me a doubtful look. “Don’t be so sure. There’s good reason I never made sports.”

      His admission pulls a genuine smile out of me. It’s kind of nice to know Cadi’s super confident, BMW-driving, musically gifted, son-of-Brandon-Williams boyfriend isn’t perfect in every single way.

      Done out of my precise pitches, Ty gets more exercise, running after Idris’s less than perfect throws, and I get a few laughs at his expense.

      I also get a rare moment to observe my brother interacting with other people, and realize just how much he’s changed. Since we got here, he’s grown like a sprout given sunshine and fresh water.

      Shri slips out the open back door, carrying a tray with glasses. “Wow. Have you been relieved of duty, or what?”

      I drop my gaze to the ground dramatically. “Even thinking about throwing that ball makes me cringe.”

      “Hmm. You’ll have to show me where it hurts later.”

      Later? I blink. “Is that a promise?”

      She laughs. “Here, take a glass of lemonade. Lighten my load.”

      I do. The drink tastes tart and sweet. “Wow! This is great.”

      “You can compliment your brother. He did the messy work. In the meantime, I’d better deliver these.”

      “Hold it,” I say. “Let them come to you.” Slipping two fingers between my teeth, I whistle.

      Ty looks up and I raise my glass. He nods and comes running.

      After gulping down his drink in five seconds flat, he turns. “Hey, Idris. Will you help me tune your guitar? I did it this morning, but not so well.”

      Idris grabs some lemonade. “Sure. Let’s go.” They head inside.

      Shri sets down the tray and takes the last glass. She sips and puckers.

      Before I can ask her about the falling pan incident, Cadi inches the sliding door open with an elbow, arms cradling a sheet pan of burger patties. She smiles as she passes us, hurries across the porch and down the stone path edging the pool to where Tom Jacobsen is tending the barbecue.

      “I gave her a poke.” Shri leans a hip on the railing, facing me.

      “Meaning?”

      She watches Cadi talking to Tom. “I told her she should talk to you.”

      I cross my arms and wince as pain needles me. “She’s almost as annoying as my mom.”

      Shri’s eyes darken beneath her furrowed brow. “Still getting threatening messages?”

      “I got a be-home-tonight-or-else text from her about an hour ago.”

      “What do you think that means?”

      I shrug. “Cops, maybe. What else is she going to do? She doesn’t know where we are. I didn’t even tell her we were headed to New York, so we could be anywhere.”

      “The police could track your phone,” she says. “Maybe you should turn it off.”

      I face the backyard. “Maybe I should just leave it and deal with the cops when they get here.”

      Shri tugs in a sharp breath. “You could get arrested. Put in jail.”

      “My dad’s one step from jail, himself, for what he did to Ty, and Mom can’t go more than eight hours without a bottle of booze. I doubt they’ll involve the police.”

      “I still think you should turn off your phone.”

      “Except that I told Mom I’d take Ty home once she kicks Dad out. How am I going to know when she’s done that without my phone on?”

      Despite my promise, I’m not so sure going back will solve anything, not since reading Brandon’s book. But I can’t give up hope. Not yet.

      “When she’s kicked him out?” Shri shakes her head. “How can you be sure she’ll ever get around to doing that?”

      I stare into her near-black eyes, wishing I could lose myself in their protective darkness.

      Finally, I shrug. “Because she has to.”
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      “God, that feels so much better,” I murmur, leaning into Idris on a lounge chair as his fingers work ultrasound waves deep into the muscle tissue of my shoulders.

      Scratching at the back door makes me stiffen.

      “Relax,” Idris whispers into my neck. My body tingles, but not in the demanding way it had a few days ago.

      I snuggle back against him. “I think the mating season thing is wearing off.”

      He slides his arms around my waist. “Bummer.”

      I laugh.

      Pepper dashes across the back porch, followed by a quiet harrumph.

      “Watch the PDA, you two.”

      I glance up at Shri, who exits the back door with Dean in tow. “It wasn’t public until you two showed up.”

      Idris goes back to massaging my shoulders, while Shri and Dean stand in awkward silence, waiting for Pepper to come back from his rush around the backyard to mark all available bushes and trees.

      “Didn’t you say something about massaging Dean’s back?” I call out to Shri.

      Dean stiffens and his hand moves to press his tailbone.

      “Um. When did I say what?” Shri’s gaze cuts the air like a dagger.

      “Well, I suggested Idris do his massage technique on Dean’s back, and you said—”

      “I know what I said,” she snaps, earning a look of surprise from the guy in question. “But it’s Dean’s back we’re talking about.”

      He sighs tiredly. “You know, at this point, I’ll try just about anything.”

      “Painkillers not helping?” I ask.

      “I’m not taking anything stronger than aspirin.” There’s a thread of steel in his words.

      Idris extracts himself from behind me, throws me a wink and heads over. “Where does it hurt?”

      Dean looks dubious but presses two fingers into his coccyx. “What are you gonna do?”

      “A light touch, that’s all.” Idris places his palm against the area and holds it there for about a minute, then steps away. “Express version. Try bending forward.”

      With caution and then disbelief, Dean bends over with no expression of pain at all. “What the hell did you do?”

      Idris chuckles and heads back to me. “Trade secret.”

      Shri studies Dean’s face. “So you seriously feel better?”

      Dean looks shocked. “Yeah.”

      “Magic touch,” I murmur, making Idris snort.

      Ty sticks his head out the door and calls us in. “Papa Jacobsen wants to say something.”

      Pepper comes flying up the slope right on cue, and we file into the house.

      When we’re assembled in the living room, Papa squeezes Mama’s hand and stands. “Just wanted to thank you for being here and being a part of our lives and family. We had a good thing going at the farm, and I’m glad we’ve been able to bring that same magic here. Thanks to all of you.”

      He grins. “I’d also like to congratulate Cadi and Idris on their engagement.” His smiling eyes fall on me. “Eighteen’s young for making a lifelong commitment, but in their case… Well, the writing was in the stars. We wish you two the best.”

      I bite my lip but can’t help getting teary-eyed. I hug Mama and Papa, then find myself tugged into Shri’s arms.

      To my surprise, Dean pulls me to his chest. “In the stars, huh?” he whispers, like Papa’s words are yet another puzzle to solve.

      I sigh. Guess it’s time I fessed up.
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      I pull jeans and a sweatshirt over my nightclothes and step into the hall.

      Silence. But the soft squeaks of my sneaker soles on the polished wood floor seem deafening. I hesitate outside Dean and Ty’s room and swallow, questioning the wisdom of this early morning exchange.

      Dean could be that one in a hundred, I’d said. And meant it too. Even as far back as our heart-to-heart following Papa’s tractor accident, I’d detected more than a hometown jock beneath Dean’s gilded facade.

      Maybe Idris and Shri were right.

      I scrape a pointy fingernail across the door paneling.

      Scratch, scratch, scratch.

      A soft whine answers. The rustle of sheets?

      Cold dread pushes my feet triple speed down the hall.

      Squeak, squeak, squeak…

      Ugh. This is almost comical. I’ve got to be out of my mind.

      The soft creak of a door sends me scuttling down the stairs like Rango trying to outrun the desert hawk.

      I pause beyond the wall that runs between the kitchen and hall. The clatter of dog paws launches me toward the back door. I unlock and pull the slider, and pass into the first threads of predawn light.

      The steps off the back porch feel damp through my jeans as I plant my backside on the cold stone. A breeze rustles the nearby leaves. I shiver and tug the hoodie tighter to my face.

      The sliding door pulls back and Pepper flies out with more noise than seems reasonable for a dog his size. He sniffs my shoulder as he bounds past, then circles back and slaps a wet tongue across my green cheek, making me grumble in protest.

      Footsteps shift across the wood decking. Long, jean-clad legs extend across the steps as Dean settles beside me.

      I push my hands deep into my sweatshirt pockets and curse myself for my lack of planning. God, how do I even start this conversation?

      Finally, Dean speaks. “What’s up?”

      I swallow my nerves. Kind of. “You wanted the truth.” My voice box rattles. “To know what you saw last night.”

      Pepper canters toward us, tongue lolling, ready to plant another wet one on my prone face. He veers left at the last second, front paws bucking the air, and hits Dean with a slobbery kiss across the jaw.

      “Pepper! Down, boy!”

      The dog jumps away and runs another circle.

      Dean taps a sneaker toe against the paved walkway. “Okay, so what was it?”

      Ugh. “What you saw wasn’t an it.”

      He harrumphs softly. “What was he then?”

      “She is a Livran.”

      Dean rubs both hands over his scruffy golden-blond hair. “Okay. So what’s one of those?”

      Chin lifted and back straight, I say, “To paraphrase Jake’s notorious Facebook post, ‘A freaking alien bitch with superpowers.’”

      Pepper drops onto the decking between us. I reach out a scaly green hand and pat his head.
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      I gotta still be asleep because I’m sure Cadi just said the word alien and I don’t remember that being part of Jake’s Facebook slur.

      As I turn to press her on it, she reaches out a hand to pet Pepper.

      My mind’s still mulling over the reference to aliens, while my eyes study the green glove she’s wearing. Are those scales? Crocodile skin? “Why are you wearing gloves?” Then it hits me. “Oh, I get it. A costume.”

      “Jeez, Dean! You’re making this… Argh! Did you not hear me just say alien?” She tugs off her hoodie to reveal a startlingly realistic scaly green lizard mask.

      Then she looks right at me.

      Her eyes aren’t human. They’re big and green with gold rings around the pupils. She sucks her lime-colored lower lip between slightly pointed white teeth.

      I stare. Fascinated. And wonder how she managed this amount of realism without the help of a professional, movie-level costume designer.

      I find myself leaning toward her for a closer look.

      Those gold-edged giant green eyes blink several times, then roll dramatically. “Are you in shock?”

      “What?” I shake my head. Am I? I huff. “I’m trying to get what you’re telling me.”

      “You’re in shock, Dean. Why did I think this would be easy?” She waggles her hands in front of my face.

      “Yeah, I saw the gloves, okay?” Why is she being so in my face about this?

      My heart starts to pound in my ears and my breath runs short. Maybe she’s right, I do feel kind of strange.

      She groans. “I’m changing back. I don’t want you passing out on me again.”

      In the cold morning light, her skin turns to liquid silver, then morphs into Cadi. Pale-skinned, brown-haired, green-eyed Cadi. The Cadi I know. The Cadi I once loved.

      I hunch over and cover my face. “Tell me again,” I mumble into my palms.

      “I’m a shape-shifting alien, Dean. I’m not human. I may look human, but what you just saw is my normal, natural state. My race is Livran. I’m from a planet called Daïzani. And… what else do you want me to say?”

      “That you’re making this up,” I mutter. “That I’m still in bed asleep.” I lift my head to look at her again. Shit. I do feel weird.

      “I know this is hard to accept, but you wanted the truth.” She heaves a sigh. “And this is it.”

      I nod slowly. “Yeah, I’m definitely dreaming this.”

      Cadi clenches her fists and wriggles in obvious frustration. “For Pete’s sake! How do I convince you that you’re not?”

      Best to make light of the situation. If I’m dreaming… Well, what the hell? I might as well pull out all the stops. I smirk. “Kiss me.”

      She crosses her arms. “I assume you mean as an alien.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Sure, why not?”

      She turns from silver to green. Yeah, I’m definitely dreaming, because that is simply not possible.

      Then she slaps me. Hard enough to rattle my brain.

      I gape at her.

      “Sorry, but Idris would kill me if I kissed you. Seemed like the next best thing.”

      I rub my cheek and fall back on logic. “If you’re really an alien, wouldn’t Pepper have attacked you or something?”

      “Why? He knows me.”

      “But not as an alien,” I point out.

      “Guess my smell doesn’t change that much.” Cadi hunches forward, arms crossed over her knees.

      I turn away from her and we sit facing the forest in silence. Though every now and again, I sneak a look at her head, at the deep green scales running over her cranium and down her neck.

      Impossible. Isn’t it? Or is it?

      I’ve seen her move a tractor with her mind. I already knew she was different. Just had no freaking clue how much.

      She mutters something and rubs at her chest, like she’s in pain.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Huh?” Her eyes shift across the tree line below us, then she jerks and sits up. “Did you feel that?”

      “Feel wha…?”

      The Earth shudders.

      The porch roof sways. I grab Cadi’s arm and pitch off the steps, pulling her away from the structure. We stagger across the lawn, stopping only when the ground stills.

      I catch my breath. “I think it’s over.”

      Her phone buzzes. Cadi pulls the device from her sweatshirt pocket. “Hello?” She glances at me, a frown on her green face. “Mr. Scrim? Hello?”

      She listens to a staticky voice on the other end of the line.

      “I don’t know. I felt something and then the ground shook… Yeah… Yeah. Okay, when will you get here? … No, I’m at the cabin. I’ll go check and call you back.” She pockets the phone, then starts down the hill.

      “Cadi, wait.” I head after her. “What’s going on?”

      “Dunno,” she calls over her shoulder. “Sorry, gotta run.” She takes off.

      I jog a few yards after her. “You want help?”

      She waves a scaly hand. “No. I’m good. Talk to you when I get back.”

      Shaking my head, I wander inside the house. My mind feels spongy after the fundamental shift in my understanding of the world—or apparently, the universe. Aliens do exist.

      Or is Cadi playing some elaborate game with me for sticking my nose into her life?
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      Despite the sun being almost up, I stick to Livran form so I can run faster.

      Something’s up with the crystal tree, but Mr. Scrim couldn’t tell me what. “A burst of energy,” he said. “Could be a defensive reaction to attack.”

      Attack from what though? Could the Evatenon have found the tree? Could I be running into an ambush?

      That sobering thought slows my pace. Before reaching the open area leading to the cave, I dodge off the trail and into the trees.

      From there, I take in the scene. The boulder rests exactly where I left it, sealing the entrance. Could something or someone have entered from the black bear’s den?

      I check the monitoring app on my phone. It says everything’s okay. I stuff the device back in my pocket and continue surveilling the area until I’m close enough to shift the vehicle-sized rock away from the opening.

      I wait before stepping from cover and take the opportunity to text Mr. Scrim. I’m heading into the cave. Will let you know what I find.

      I wait two more minutes, scanning for movement. Nothing. Pulling back my hoodie to see better, I step onto the trail and walk forward with guarded steps.

      The soft rustle of leaves and the breeze heightens my nerves. I reach the cave opening and slip inside.

      My Livran eyesight picks up the pinkish glow of the crystal tree. Its tendrils cover most of the cave ceiling.

      Flipping on my phone light, I walk the circumference of the cave, doing my best not to brush the dangly vines or their gently shifting tendrils.

      A third of the way around, I almost topple into a crevice in the cave floor. I jump backward and brace myself against the stony wall. That hole wasn’t there the last time I visited.

      A shuffling sound comes from deep within the cavern. I freeze and mentally prepare myself to take on a massive four-armed alien. Likely, with one of those arms carrying a nasty-looking laser weapon.

      Instead, my searching eyes pick out a small bundle on legs, then a second, scurrying from beneath the crystal tree. Bear cubs.

      Could they have caused that earthquake by chewing at the ar’n bala branches? Triggered some kind of defensive action from the tree?

      “Shoo, shoo.” I bend low, wave my arms and move forward, hoping to herd them back to their den.

      My efforts seem to be working. The cubs retreat the way they must have come.

      One last “shoo, shoo,” as I approach the back of the cave. Then I turn the corner and find myself face to face with a rather large, rather angry looking mama bear.

      I backpedal, fast, and hit the cave wall. My heart tries to escape out of my mouth, but it can’t squeeze past my throat. So it lodges itself in the narrow opening, making it impossible to breathe.

      The bear lifts onto her hind legs, brandishing paws bigger than Ty’s baseball mitt. “Grrrr,” she says.

      My pointy nailed fingertips find their way along the stone wall, navigating me away from the irate omnivore. She lets out a series of yips and plods after me.

      The cubs are behind her. So why’s she stalking me and not hustling them away to safety?

      “Grrrr,” she repeats.

      Idris should’ve given me lessons in bear-speak, then I’d know.

      Could I call him? Have him talk to her?

      Jeez, how’d that work, anyway? With speakerphone?

      My feet quickstep along the cavern wall, bringing me inches from the fissure.

      A high-pitched squawk from close by almost makes me jump out of my lizard skin. The squawking repeats, coming from the hole.

      I shift my infrared vision toward the ground. A bear cub perches on a tiny rock shelf, scratching at the stone wall.

      Yikes! That’s who Mama Bear’s after.

      With sweaty palms, I extend hands out in front of me and push. The precariously located bear cub rises into the air, clears the jagged opening in the floor and drifts under Cadi-power all the way to her waiting mother.

      “Grrrr…” Mama Bear scoops up her delinquent and shuffles off into darkness.

      Imminent danger over, I wilt against the cold cave wall and fumble for my phone. It buzzes. I leap a foot in the air and almost drop the thing into the gaping crevice.

      Idris. Cadi, are you okay?

      My heart’s threatening to explode, but other than that…

      Fine, I type back in answer, and switch on the phone light. Squatting, I suspend the device over the rent in the Earth. Sheared rock edges a gash that disappears into blackness, its depth indeterminate. With a shuddery breath, I back away.

      Where could this hole have come from?

      Yeah, earthquakes cause cracks, but this one’s a tad too convenient to be random.

      My phone buzzes with another message. You’re NOT fine, comes Idris’s obstinate reply.

      I type back, Ok now. Did you feel the earthquake? I’m in the cave. Big hole in the floor. Can you come? Pls!!

      Idris responds immediately. On my way. Stay safe!

      My fear that this hole has something to do with the Evatenon resurfaces. Could their tech weapons cause a rift like this?

      I dial Mr. Scrim’s number. The phone rings and goes to voicemail. I speak quickly. “Mr. Scrim. It’s Cadi. I found something. A hole. Please call me. Right away.”

      After texting the same message, I tug up my hoodie to conceal my Livran features, exit the cave and pace in the morning sunlight until a text comes back from Scrim. Being followed. Evatenon. Trying 2 lose.

      Oh my god. Where’s he being followed to? He was supposed to be coming here.

      My fingers fly over the keypad, texting Idris again. Scrim’s in trouble. Evatenon. Don’t know what to do!!!!

      A lifetime later, his text comes back. Shut cave. Meet me @ cabin.
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      I’m drinking coffee at the kitchen table, trying to lose the mental fog hanging over my brain, when my phone vibrates.

      An incoming text. Cadi, I assume, given it’s barely six o’clock. Something must be up.

      I catch the sender’s name just as the message flashes off. Mom.

      At six a.m.?

      Is this to inform me the cops are on their way?

      I unlock the phone and swipe to read her message. He’s gone.

      All motion in my chest cavity freezes. I’m afraid to interpret what those words might actually mean. My heart shudders back to life and beats double time.

      Is this a new game she’s playing?

      My need to understand finally overcomes me. What? I text back.

      I kicked Daniel out. Your father is GONE.

      Holy shit. I can’t pull my eyes from the phone screen. Then doubt floods in. She’s lying, trying to trick me, because she knows she can’t drag us back any other way.

      I don’t believe you, I type.

      Dean, would I be texting you at this hour on a normal day?

      No, of course she wouldn’t.

      A new message flashes on the screen. I need to talk to you. Will you please pick up?

      Uncertainty delays me for a full minute. But if I don’t listen to her, I won’t be able to tell if she’s telling the truth or not. Texts are so damned two-dimensional.

      I thumb tap my answer. OK.

      The phone buzzes. I don’t pick up until the fifth ring. “Yeah.”

      “Dean! Oh, honey, I’m so glad to hear your voice.”

      Her smothering makes me cringe.

      “What happened, Mom?” My voice is short and sharp.

      She sighs. “We started arguing.” She sounds exhausted. “Your father kept pressing me to send the police after you boys. He said I had rights, that you couldn’t take Ty away like that, without my permission.”

      I know this already. I wish she’d just get to the damned point.

      “I kept telling him you wouldn’t do anything to harm Ty. That you love your brother and were trying to protect him. But he wouldn’t stop badgering me. He threatened to go to the police himself. And I told him I’d show them what he’d done to Ty’s guitar. But he just laughed and said he’d tell them you’d done it.”

      My hatred for that man compresses my heart into a blackened lump of coal.

      “But it’s okay, hun, because I saw him break that guitar. And…” she draws in a quiet sob, “he started pushing me around, telling me I wasn’t a good mother, that I’d never stop drinking.”

      “So he’s gone?” Disbelief washes over my words.

      “After he hit me.” Her voice fades.

      “Christ!” I seriously want to kill that asshole.

      “It’s okay, hun. I dialed 911 and Daniel left. The police came and I… I made a report, and I’m going to get a restraining order to keep him away from us.”

      I rock back in my chair. The battle was over. I won.

      “Dean?”

      “Yeah, Mom.”

      “Will you bring Ty back now? Please?”

      “I-I don’t know.” With Dad gone, things might go back to the way they were, but is that enough? I still have to find a way to go to college.

      “I know I haven’t been the best mom, but when your father said those things… Well, I realized he was right.” A watery laugh carries down the line. “For once in his life, he was right. Drink is the devil. Not you or Ty. I understand that now.”

      According to Brandon Williams, the only way to resolve a toxic relationship is if both parties are willing to work toward change. And the first step to making change is acknowledging there’s a problem.

      Hasn’t Mom just done that? The next step should be easy. Doing something about it. Getting help.

      “It’s just when your Gran died…” Mom’s voice cracks.

      “I know, Mom. I get it. I’ll bring Ty home.”

      “Right now?” She sounds desperate.

      “Yeah. Right now.”
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      “Ty, wake up.”

      He groans and flops over. “Huh? Whh… at?” His voice slurs with sleep. “What’s going on?”

      I shake his shoulder. “Come on, get up. Get your things. We’re going home.”

      “Home?” Ty sits up, bleary-eyed, and leans forward. “Dean, what’re you talking about?”

      “Mom called. Dad’s gone.” I grin. “Mom got the message. Him or us. She kicked him out, and she’s getting a restraining order, so he can’t bother us. Ever. Again.” I hope this will breathe life into my brother and wake him up.

      Ty rubs his eyes. “But I don’t want to go.”

      He’s just groggy. Who’d want to start packing when all they really want to do is sleep?

      “Yeah, Tiger. I’d like to go back to bed too, but Mom did a brave thing getting rid of Dad.” I ignore the fact that she invited him over in the first place. People do stupid things sometimes. “We need to go home. Support her. Help her on the road to recovery.”

      Ty’s face shrivels up like a sun-dried plum. “Dean, are you crazy? Mom’s the one who brought Dad back in the first place. She’s never going to change.”

      “Sure she will. Remember Brandon Williams? The guy at the bookstore, who turned out to be Idris’s dad?”

      Ty nods vaguely.

      “Well, he wrote a book about bad relationships and how to get out of them, and another book about how to fix yourself. And Mom’s willing to try. To fix herself. For us.”

      My brother rolls back into bed. “Fine. Let her fix herself. Then we’ll go home.”

      I drop my hands onto my hips. “This isn’t negotiable, Ty. Get out of bed. Now.”

      He squirms back to sitting, pulls his arms around his torso, and gives me the most hateful look I’ve ever seen on his face. “You sound just like Mom. Not negotiable… That’s her line. I’m not going.”

      Finally, I see a path to freedom, and Ty’s blocking the way. If Mom stops drinking, he’ll be safe and I can move out and get on with my life. Why can’t he see that?

      My hands bunch, but I take a deep breath and soften my tone, hoping to win some cooperation. “Come on, Ty… Mom was fine when she was working.” I snag the sweatshirt draped over the back of a chair and tug it on. “It’s the sitting around with nothing to do but drink that’s pulling her down.”

      “Are you serious?” he almost shouts.

      A tap at the bedroom door makes me jump. I stride over and open it.

      Shri stands in front of me in pale blue pajama bottoms and a spaghetti strap top, with mussed hair and a twisted frown on her face. “Hey.” She yawns. “Thought I heard you guys arguing in here? Couldn’t believe it, but I thought I’d check. Don’t think I’ve ever heard you two going at it before.”

      I cross my arms. “We’re going home.”

      Her eyes widen and all vestiges of sleep disappear. “You’re what?”

      “Going home.” I turn back to my brother. “Let’s go, Ty. Get up and start packing.”

      “Wait a second.” Shri taps my arm. “What’s changed and what’s so urgent?”

      I don’t have time for this. I want to go before anyone else arrives and tries to talk me out of leaving. This is my one chance to get my life back on track without a crap load of guilt and worry over Ty.

      “Mom kicked Dad out. That’s what.” I turn my hands out, shoulders lifting. The rest should be obvious. “I’ll just be gone a couple of days, okay? And I’ll come back. Once I’ve sorted things out with Mom, made sure she’s signed onto a recovery program, I’ll be back. Promise. And before you say I should talk to Tom, I will. I’ll call him in a couple of hours. When he’s awake. I’ll explain everything. I’m sure he’ll understand.”

      Shri blinks and shakes her head. “Seriously, Dean? You think he will? Because I sure as hell don’t understand any of this.”

      My jaw tightens. The last person I expected pushback from is Shri. She’s supposed to be on my side.

      “Dad’s gone. Mom wants us home. End of story.” I grab my duffel bag from the closet and start filling it. “Ty. Pack. Now.”

      He mutters to himself but moves toward the closet.

      Shri starts up again. “Listen to yourself, Dean. End of story? Wasn’t your dad’s arrival the end of the story? The final straw? Just because that problem’s gone away doesn’t mean the dungeon’s any less dark.”

      I clench the edge of the duffel bag. “Yeah, but there’s light at the end of the tunnel now. All I have to do is go back and fix things.”

      She mouths, What the hell, her eyes rolling. “Okay, wait. You just spoke the definitive word. I, meaning you. That you are going to fix everything.”

      “So?” I throw a stack of T-shirts into the bag.

      “Dean, please. You cannot fix your relationship with your mother alone.”

      “I know. She’s gonna help.” I gather socks and underwear, and shove them into my bag.

      “Is she, Dean? Has she ever tried to help herself before? Or has she always relied on someone else? Like you? Or your gran?”

      I huff. “I gotta try, Shri. I gotta try.”

      “Okay.” She sighs. “Fine. Go. But don’t drag your brother back into the dungeon with you. You said yourself he’s been a new kid since he got here. No more obsessions. No more phobias. Throw him into the same environment, and he’ll fall right back into the same patterns. Let him stay here until you’ve had that conversation with your mom.”

      No way. “I can’t. Mom wants him home. We’ll work through everything. Make the necessary changes, Shri. I promise.”

      Tears form in her eyes, but their gaze holds steady. “If he doesn’t want to go, then you’re not taking him.”

      My temper hits the roof. “What did you just say?”

      She rises to her full height, jaw taut and eyes determined. “You heard me, Dean. I won’t let you take him. Screw up your own life, but don’t screw up his.”

      “Yeah!” Ty shouts.

      I hardly hear him because I’m zeroed in on her. “I’m trying to unscrew our lives. Do something before it’s too late.” I give her a frigid look. “What about your mom, Shri? Did you ever give her a second chance? Did you even want to?”

      Tears slide down her cheeks, and I feel like the biggest asshole.

      “No, Dean. I didn’t. Because she was already dead.”

      A thick lump rises in my throat, but I swallow it. “Well, I’m not going to sit back and wait till the same thing happens to mine.” I look at Ty. “Are you coming?”

      Ty’s eyes drift from Shri, then back to me. Anger burns in their sapphire depths. “No way. Shri’s right. You’re crazy. If you wanna try and fix Mom, go ahead, but I’m not going back. I hate that place and I hate her. She treats us like we aren’t worth shit.”

      “Ty!” I can hardly believe he just swore.

      He ignores me and keeps going. “All she wants is some stupid guy to take care of her. If that’s what you wanna be, fine. Go ahead and be her slave, but I’m not going with you.”

      I pull up my sweatshirt sleeves, feeling hot already. “Fine. Stay here. I don’t want to listen to you bitching about it all the way home, anyway.” I stride out of the room, bag in hand, shaking my head with disgust.
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      Phone pressed into my ear, I leave the forest and shift back to human form as I race up the slope toward the cabin.

      Mr. Scrim’s voice sounds breathy. “Cadi… we’re in a bit of a scrape.”

      A scrape? Still moving at Livran speed, I stumble over the grass, my human body unable to sustain the pace. “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s after us. One of the Evatenon warriors.”

      My lungs scream for oxygen. “Where are you?” I pant, heart pumping in overdrive as I run up the hill.

      “A few miles away on the interstate. I haven’t much time left. Is Dresandar there?”

      Idris? I slow down before I collapse. “Not yet, but he’s coming.”

      “Good. Cadi, the Evatenon are extremely dangerous.”

      Like I don’t know that already. I clutch at my chest and rub my fingers across my crystal. Its gentle hum of reassurance is hardly enough.

      Mr. Scrim’s voice grows softer by the minute. “He cannot be allowed to assimilate a Livran. You must kill yourselves rather than be taken.”

      Kill ourselves! Is he serious? Panic explodes inside me, stealing my breath completely. I fall to my knees, dropping a hand onto the thick grass to keep from falling on my face. “And you’re leading him here?”

      What kind of logic is that?

      Deep breaths. Take deep breaths.

      “Yes.” The carer’s voice fades in and out down the line. “You must work together and destroy him. I’m almost out of time. We’ll be there soon.”

      Wait. What? Who’s we?

      Scrim continues, “I need Dresandar for—” An explosive crackling fills the line, and we’re disconnected.

      Oh my god.

      I struggle back to my feet and hurry the rest of the way up the slope and round to the front of the cabin. Idris hasn’t arrived yet, but I sense his approach and will him to move faster.

      I dial Mr. Scrim’s number.

      No answer.

      What are we going to do? How are we going to beat another Evatenon?

      I rub my forehead, struggling to contain the steely cords of tension binding in my chest. Those suckers are walls of muscle. They’re like Humvees on steroids.

      I stop short and order myself to calm down. Deep breaths.

      Idris will know what to do. He may not appear mighty or imposing as a human, but he’s hard-assed in Livran form. He beat the last Evatenon we fought. He’ll do it again. All he needs to do is get here.

      Reaching the corner, I scan the driveway and realize Dean’s car is gone. I rest a hand on the log wall and breathe in the warm scent of pine needles and loamy earth. That’s when I hear a sniffle in the early morning quiet. Then another.

      Someone’s crying.

      I round the building and spot Shri sitting on the front steps, head stooped and shoulders shaking.

      What the heck.

      In all the time I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her cry.

      I jog to her side. “Shri! What’s going on? What’s happened?” My mind gallops through a thousand scenarios, most of them involving at least one enormous blue alien. “Is someone hurt?”

      She wipes her face with her fingers and looks up. Another sniff and she shakes her head. Her phone rests on her knees. She drags her hands up her pajama-covered thighs.

      I drop onto the wide stone step beside her, breath catching in my throat. “Please tell me no one’s dead.”

      Her brow crinkles as she stares at me through teary eyes. “Dead? Why would anyone be dead?”

      I grip my knees. “Just tell me what’s wrong.”

      She clears her throat. “Dean went home. I tried to stop him before he left.” She lifts her phone and checks the display. “And he isn’t answering my messages either.”

      I lift my palms and press them into my forehead. “Is it because of what I told him this morning?” Why couldn’t Dean understand what I was saying? Talk about unimaginative.

      Shri’s head shakes. “His mom told him she’d kicked out his dad, and it was safe to come home.”

      “What?” I knew he had family problems, but… “His dad?”

      My eyes scan the crown of the driveway, sensing Idris’s approach, then they dart back to Shri.

      “His dad’s abusive. Dean’s mom kicked him out once, but he came back. He pushed Ty and broke his guitar, so Dean brought Ty here.”

      Shri digs out a tissue and wipes her nose. “His mom called this morning and said his dad was gone. But that’s not going to change anything. His mom’s a drinker and no better. But Dean can’t see that. He thinks he can fix his mom, but he can’t.”

      I throw my arm over her shoulders. “Did he take Ty with him?”

      “No.”

      Jeez, really? “Why not?”

      “Because Ty didn’t want to go and…” She sucks in a deep breath. “I stood up for him, so Dean’s pissed at both of us. He took off, and he’ll probably never speak to me again.”

      I give her a squeeze. “Well, I think you did the right thing.” Except that Ty would’ve been safer if he’d left with Dean. And so would Shri. Damn it. “Dean will get over it. But we’ve, um, got a bigger problem coming our way.”

      Shri’s chin bounces up. “What kind of problem?”

      I swallow. “A very dangerous one.”
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      The rear wheels of the Subaru slip as I take the third turn in the Jacobsens’ endless driveway too fast. Dust and grit fly down the hillside. Logic tells me to slow down, but my foot refuses to ease off the pedal.

      A car comes barreling toward me. Or rather, I go barreling toward it. Panic takes over and I brake, slowing to a sane speed until the oncoming vehicle passes.

      A silver BMW. Idris nods, a frown tightening his features as his car flies past. He’s probably pissed at my reckless driving.

      Fear morphs back to irritation. I accelerate, teeth grinding as my thoughts spiral back to Cadi and her alien story.

      A harsh laugh breaks free. What a crock of crap. As if a guy like Idris, with his money and easy life, is going to hook up with some alien girl.

      Finally, I reach the on-ramp and pull onto Twenty-Eight, heading east, toward the New York-Vermont border.

      Smooth asphalt rolls beneath the tires. It feels good to fly, like I’m an Indy driver hitting the curves in the speedway.

      Adrenaline overloads my anger circuits and I slide into the groove. Feeling powerful. Fearless. Determined.

      Things are going to work out. Forget about Ty’s freak-out session. He just needs time to see things as they really are. Get a grip with reality. A couple of days to chill and he’ll be begging to come home.

      As far as Mom’s concerned, all I have to do is get her headed down the right path. She accepts that her drinking is the problem. Our problem. If she gets herself cleaned up and goes back to work, everything will be fine again.

      Again? Was it fine before?

      My question takes flight as an eighteen-wheeler materializes around the next bend, heading straight for me.

      Shit! I hit the brakes. Jesus, what speed am I doing?

      No time to look.

      The truck driver yanks on his horn, sending fear shooting up my spine as I swerve to the outside of the lane and slide over the white line. The right wheels meet gravel, sending stones cracking and pinging across the underside of the car.

      Still moving at breakneck speed, I jerk back onto the tarmac and slip past the massive truck.

      Slow down! Jesus!

      What the hell am I doing? I could have gone off the road back there and taken a death dive into a gully.

      I ease my foot off the gas, chest trembling. The shoulder widens on the next straightaway, so I pull over. The Subaru slows to a halt. I put the car in park and drop my head onto the steering wheel.

      I must have lost my mind. Why the hell am I so angry?

      Deep breathing calms the tempest raging inside me. My racing heart slows. I need to think. I need to put the brakes on and really think.

      As I stare into space, trying to clear my mind, a banged up Nissan speeds by, doing eighty, easy. In a fifty-mph zone. Sunlight flashes scarlet off a wave of long hair that flaps like a flag in the wind.

      Jeez, wasn’t that girl me not five minutes ago? Driving like a maniac. I hope she gets the same reprieve from stupidity I did and slows the hell down.

      I shake my head with self-disgust.

      What if that truck had been a few yards closer when I hit the curve? What if I’d gone flying off the road? What if I were dead? Where would that have left Ty?

      I flip on the radio, wishing for an answer.

      Classical music fills the car. A symphony. Dramatic strings rise and fall like a storm at sea—all action and tension—then its energy recedes into the calm of wind instruments and a slow cello refrain.

      Gran loved symphonies. She’d marvel at how the great composers could create such intensity through music.

      I swallow, having had enough intensity for one day.

      What would Gran do in my place?

      She came to visit after Dad moved out. Stayed with us that whole summer. She always had smiles for Ty and me, but the moment Mom came home, she’d plead tiredness and head to her room.

      I never understood what the deal was between them. I asked Gran about it once, not long after Dad left, and she came back with this corny cliché. “You can lead a horse to water, Dean,” she said, “but you cannot make her drink.”

      Gran’s words seemed backward because Mom never had any problem drinking. But that’s not what she meant. She was constantly prodding Mom in the right direction, but Mom resisted. She always seemed to have some excuse or other for missing this support group or that counseling session. I’d always figured she was just too tired.

      But beyond my notice, Gran had quietly been trying to get Mom off the booze. I recall Mom’s phone calls, the promises she made, and finally, Gran would come back. Mom would be on her best behavior for a few days, then go right back to the drink.

      My gran must have realized Mom would never change, but she arrived every vacation, anyway, to take care of us boys.

      The truth broadsides me with more force than an eighteen-wheeler. Mom just pulled the same trick on me, making promises, using my love for Ty to talk me into coming home.

      Jeez, the warning signs were all there, too. The way she clung on when I carried her to bed. The way she compared me to Dad. The way she bandied about The Man of the House title. She was grooming me for the caregiver role.

      Not just for Ty, but for her as well.

      Anger tightens the knot in my stomach.

      Bringing Dad back was her way to get even because she knew I was fighting it, becoming independent. She recognized my closeness to Shri and saw it as a threat to the status quo.

      And Shri…

      What did Mom see that I didn’t?

      How close we stood at graduation. The intimacy of our conversation. Our casual smiles. Our teasing.

      I slam the heels of my hands into my forehead.

      How could I be so stupid?

      Mom saw the truth. No wonder she felt threatened.

      Shri’s been my best friend for months. And if it hadn’t been for my obsession with Cadi, our relationship could have—should have—been a hell of a lot more than just friends.

      And now I’ve blown it all sky-high. By treating Shri like she doesn’t mean the world to me. When she does.

      A cop car sails past at high speed, lights flashing. Heading west, toward Hopper.

      My gaze follows its blue trail. Could that be Providence sending me a message? I start the engine, hang a U-ey and follow the cruiser’s guiding light.
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      The purr of a motor replaces the silence as Idris speeds up the driveway and pulls the BMW to a stop. He jumps out. “Cadi, did you hear back from Mr. Scrim?”

      Shri stares at him, eyes wary, then swings toward me. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s complicated,” I tell her. “Just take in what you can.” I turn to Idris. “He’s on his way and it sounded like he’s hurt. He said an Evatenon was following him.”

      Idris’s eyes widen. “And he’s bringing the thing here?”

      “Evatenon?” Shri murmurs.

      I rise from the stone step. “Yeah. I don’t know why, but he said he needed you. He’s running out of time or something. He wasn’t clear, but it sounded like someone was shooting at him.”

      “Shooting?” Shri squeaks, and scrambles to her feet.

      Idris glances at her, eyes narrowing. “We need to get everyone someplace safe.”

      “Maybe they should leave,” I suggest. “Head to Hopper. Escape.”

      “Escape?” Shri echoes, her voice rising.

      Idris scrapes his fingers through his tight curls. “We don’t know how soon they’ll be here. It’s probably safer if everyone hides. I passed Dean on the drive up. Guess he’s out of the way, at least. Shri, can you find the Jacobsens and Ty? You guys need to get out of sight.”

      I look from one to the other. “In one of the outbuildings?”

      “Maybe.” Idris glances around. “The barn looks the most stable.”

      A beat-up car appears around the last turn in the drive, its engine in high rev. Deep scratches and a crumpled bumper make the vehicle look like a junkyard special. Then I recognize the color. Dark blue. Mr. Scrim’s Nissan.

      What in the world happened to it?

      The car zigzags and pulls to a juddering stop. A girl with waves of auburn hair leaps from the driver’s seat. She looks about my age.

      “Hey,” she shouts. “Is one of you Dresandar?”

      “Yeah, me.” Idris strides toward her.

      Shri stares after him. “Seriously?”

      The girl circles the banged up Nissan. “Mr. Scrim’s in real bad shape. He said he needs to give you information.”

      I notice blood splashed across the inside of the window on the passenger side, and my mouth falls open.

      Idris dashes to the car and yanks on the door as I follow.

      Mr. Scrim sits, crumpled in the seat, blood flowing from a wound somewhere on his chest. There’s so much blood, I feel sick.

      “Let me see him!” Shri muscles Idris out of the way, then glances at me. “We need compresses. And someone needs to dial 911.”

      “No.” Mr. Scrim lets out a groan. “No hospitals. It’s too late for that. Dresandar, we need to do a mind transfer. There’s information you need.”

      Shri ignores the carer’s staggered words. “Cadi, clean dish towels will work.”

      I run up the front steps and meet Mama coming out. “There’s a man bleeding,” I pant. “Shri needs dish towels.”

      A worried frown pinches Mama’s face, but she nods and disappears into the cabin while I run back to the beat-up Nissan.

      Idris has rounded the vehicle and slipped into the driver’s seat, while the red-headed girl stands a few feet away, frozen in place.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her.

      She blinks away tears. “Yeah, yeah, but Mr. Scrim… he says he’s dying. That’s why we had to get here so fast. He needs Dresandar. I guess only he can pick up memories.”

      “Cadi?” Mr. Scrim murmurs.

      I push in close to Shri, who’s trying to examine his wound. “I’m here.”

      “Cadi, I need to transform. It won’t save me, but it will slow the bleeding.” He glances at Shri, brow pinched.

      “You can trust her. Go ahead,” I say, pulling Shri’s arm away from the carer’s chest.

      She gives me a dirty look, then her eyes turn into disks as Mr. Scrim’s body shimmers and he takes on his Livran form. She drops back on her heels. “What the hell!”

      Mama arrives behind her with Ty in tow. Then Papa appears.

      Oh, crud!

      Mama meets my gaze and nods before I can say anything. “It’s okay, Cadi. We already know,” she says, one eyebrow lifted.

      My face grows hot. Guess I underestimated their ability to see in the dark.

      Mr. Scrim interrupts, his voice a little stronger. “Dresandar, we need to do the transfer now.” He reaches for Idris, who captures the carer’s hands in his own.

      “Go for it,” Idris murmurs, and closes his eyes.

      “What’s going on?” Ty’s question startles me out of a shocked silence.

      I glance around at our human audience. “He’s giving Idris his memories.”

      “What I meant was,” Ty says, “that guy’s a lizard. Is he an alien or something?”

      I swallow and nod. “Yeah. He’s a Livran.” A series of eyes poke questions at me. “A long story.” I glance at Idris and Mr. Scrim, tied up with their psychic mind transfer, then turn my attention back to the others. “One we don’t have time for right now because there’s a badass alien coming our way, and all of you need to find cover.”

      A tingling in my chest makes me turn to the redhead because I sense her crystal. She’s Livran too. “What’s the deal with the Evatenon following you?” I ask.

      The girl sparks to life as if I touched her with a live wire. “His phone? Oh my god! Where’s his phone?” She pushes past shoulders to reach Mr. Scrim’s side and fumbles around at his feet.

      A phone comes into view, gripped tightly in her hand, as she withdraws. Its screen turns white and cracks. She breathes out a relieved sigh. “That will have done it.”

      I stare at the device as water vapor rises off its surface. “Done what?”

      “I froze it to stop the transponder giving that Evatenon our location. The creature assimilated a police officer and stole his car. He’s been tracking us since Salt Lake.” She looks over her shoulder, eyes shifting nervously. “He wasn’t far behind us.”

      “Find cover, did you say, Cadi?” come’s Papa’s voice, edged with concern.

      “Yeah, you guys should hide. In case the Evatenon finds his way here.” Why do I have a horrible feeling he will?

      I glance at the girl who just froze Mr. Scrim’s phone and remember the carer mentioning someone called Fire and Ice. Must be her. Hopefully she can use her ability in a way that’s helpful, aside from freezing cellphones.

      “What about weapons?” Papa asks, hands on hips. “Can we shoot this Evatenon creature? I’ve a couple of guns in the house.”

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      “Right. Shri and Ty, into the barn.” Papa turns to Mama. “Come on, Margot. Let’s root out those firearms in case we need them.”

      “Pepper!” Ty shouts. The dog bounds across the driveway from the back of the house.

      Shri gives me a worried look. “Be careful.”

      “Take care of Ty and Pepper,” I answer.

      She nods and follows them in the direction of the barn.

      As they tug the door closed behind them, I feel a sharp stab from my crystal.

      Something’s wrong.

      I touch a hand to my chest. What’s going on?

      My question isn’t literal, nor is the crystal’s answer. But its message is loud and clear, Dresandar is in danger.

      I look across the interior of the car where Idris grips Mr. Scrim’s hands. His head slowly dips and his breathing turns ragged, then he rocks forward and his forehead clunks against the steering wheel.

      My crystal’s connection to Idris weakens. Tell me what’s wrong!

      Break their link, or he’ll die, the stone responds.

      I dive into the car and yank the carer’s hands out of Idris’s. Mr. Scrim moans and Idris lolls in his seat.

      Someone grabs my hoodie and yanks me out of the vehicle so hard I fall on my butt.

      The redhead stares down at me. “Why did you do that?”

      I twist onto my feet. “Their connection was killing him.”

      The girl lets out an angry sob. “He’s already dying!”

      “Not Mr. Scrim. Idris!” I scramble around to the other side of the car, snag his hands and hold tight. “Come back to me.”

      Tell me what to do? I demand of my crystal.

      Its vibrations increase until a burning sensation swells in my chest. You’re doing it. Stay close to him.

      I swallow and lean closer.

      “I-I think he’s dead,” the redhead mumbles through tears. She searches for a pulse on the carer’s wrist, then she shakes her head.

      Grief knots inside me and my own tears flow. I’ve know Mr. Scrim my entire life. He was always there when I needed him. He can’t be gone.

      I press my face into Idris’s shoulder and pinch my eyes.

      “Hey?” comes a hesitant voice as a finger taps my shoulder.

      I sniff and lift my head. “Yeah?”

      “I’m Rowan,” the redhead says. Her lips tremble. “I-I think we’d better get ready, you know?”

      “Yeah.” I pull away from Idris. His face has color again, but he’s still unconscious.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Rowan whispers.

      “I think so, but I need to get him inside.” I shape shift into my scaly green body while Rowan looks on.

      Our eyes meet.

      “You need help?” she offers.

      Far stronger in my Livran form, I lift Idris from the car with ease. “You could get the door,” I call to her.

      Rowan runs ahead, shape shifting into a Livran as she goes, and shoves open the front door.

      I carry Idris inside and look for a safe place to leave him. The under-stair closet seems well protected. Rowan pulls the curtain aside and I lay him down, pushing neatly stacked shoes out of the way.

      After kissing his lips, I hustle Rowan outside and we take cover behind Mama’s woodpile. I stare across the driveway, guilt jabbing at me for leaving Mr. Scrim’s body in the crumpled Nissan.

      Rowan taps my arm. “So it’s you and me against an Evatenon. Whatcha got?”

      “Telekinesis. How about you?” I’m beyond curious about her freezing ability.

      “Energy transference. I can heat and cool objects. I do best with extremes.”

      “Mr. Scrim said you’ve had some difficulty controlling your abilities.”

      She bites her lip. “Yeah. When I’m scared, I can discharge energy without meaning to. I’ve set fire to a few things. Nothing big. Embarrassing stuff, mostly.”

      I flash her a smile. “I got you.”

      The sound of a vehicle interrupts our exchange.

      My heart rate jumps. “That’s got to be him. Keep your head down.”

      A police patrol car rounds the last bend in the driveway and slows. I see the driver. He’s disguised as a human, but I can’t miss the violet glow in his eyes that tells me he’s our enemy.

      God, I wish Idris were standing beside me, but I’ve no time for doubts. I draw in a breath and stand up.
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      I keep checking the speedometer, making sure it doesn’t hedge over fifty, but my mind has already zoomed ahead to what awaits me at the Jacobsens’.

      An angry brother and a hurt best friend.

      I’m pretty sure Ty’ll forgive me, though earning back his trust might take a while. My cheeks flush as I recall what I said, how I acted. I’d been so wound up over fixing things at home, I couldn’t hear what an asshole I sounded like.

      And then there’s Shri…

      My heart drops. What I said to her was unforgivable. She’d shared her deepest wound, the abandonment of her mother. And I used that knowledge as a weapon. Even Jake hadn’t sunk that low.

      With a sigh, I take the off-ramp toward the Jacobsens’ cabin.

      If I have to grovel, I will, and if Shri walks away in disgust, that’s nothing less than I deserve. But I hope she doesn’t. I pray she’ll give me a chance to prove how much she means to me.

      With forced calm, I maintain a sedate speed all the way up the driveway. I take the final turn and come face to face with a startling scene.

      I hit the brakes as a police cruiser flies sideways across the driveway and slams into a row of pine trees. To my right, Cadi stands in front of the cabin, wearing that lizard getup, her arms outstretched and face pinched in concentration.

      She did that. She used her telekinesis to batter a cop car. And god knows what she’s done to the officer inside it? What the hell is she thinking?

      I drive toward her, stopping inches from the front steps, and leap out of the car. “Cadi, have you lost your mind?”

      A piercing squeal and the groan of distressed metal makes me turn.

      “Oh my god!” Cadi shouts, now behind me. “That didn’t even scratch him. Dean, get out of the way.”

      Fingers wrap around my triceps and yank me backward.

      “What the—” I swing to face her lizardy features.

      She grabs my arms and shakes me. “This is for real, Dean. Your life’s in danger. Get in the house. Now!”

      I glare at her. “For Christ’s sa—”

      “Shut up and look!” She swings me like a rag doll to face the crumpled police cruiser.

      Out of the vehicle steps a creature straight from Monsters Inc., only a thousand times scarier. A four-armed beast, seven feet tall, with blue skin and more muscle than a gorilla.

      “What the hell is that thing?”

      “The enemy!” Cadi shrieks. “Now get out of the way!”

      I trip up the steps backward. “How the hell do we get rid of it?”

      “We kill him,” a girl’s voice says.

      Turning, I spot another reptile girl like Cadi. What is it with the lizard getup? “Who are you and where the hell is my brother?”

      Cadi hustles me toward the door. “He’s hiding in the barn with Shri. The Jacobsens are inside the house, hopefully armed with guns. Maybe you could help them.”

      “What? I’ve never used a gun.” Fuck. Did I fall asleep and wake up in some parallel universe?

      “Well, you’re more use inside than out here,” Cadi insists. “Humans are no match for an Evatenon.”

      I grab her arm. “And you are?”

      Cadi jerks away. “I’m the best we’ve got.” Her voice quivers.

      “And me,” the other lizard girl calls.

      Cadi gasps. “Rowan, he’s coming!” She throws out her arms, palms forward.

      The blue monster flies through the air and hits a tree.

      Cadi slaps a hand to her chest. “Thank goodness.”

      But the monster guy rolls back to his feet, looking bigger and badder than ever.

      “What’s its weakest point?” I demand, hoping to get a sense of what we’re dealing with. “Does that thing even have one?”

      “What?” Cadi’s face pinches.

      “The base of the neck,” the other girl says. “Mr. Scrim said there’s no muscle there, so you can damage the spinal cord if you hit that spot hard enough.”

      Same as humans. Makes sense.

      Cadi pulls in a breath. “Assuming you can get close enough without having your life force sucked out of you.”

      I turn to her. “What?” Life force? What’s she talking about?

      “Cadi, he’s heading back to the cruiser!” Lizard Girl shouts.

      “Dean, go inside. Please.” Cadi shoves me toward the door.

      My eye catches the silver of Idris’s BMW. Yeah, he was heading up here when I left. “Where the hell’s your boyfriend?” I can’t keep the chill out of my voice. “And why isn’t he helping?”

      “Unconscious. I left him under the stairs.” Cadi gives me another push.

      “Jesus!” That’s all I get?

      “Come on, Rowan. We need to draw him away from the buildings.” Cadi throws me a glance. “Find the Jacobsens, and if Idris is awake, tell him what’s going on out here.”

      As I back through the front door, I see the blue monster peel away one of the police cruiser’s doors and pull out this silvery weapon the size of a rocket launcher.
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      “He’s armed!” Rowan shouts.

      Crud. “We need to lead him away from the others.” I dart across the veranda and skirt the wall of the cabin.

      From behind me comes the electric whirl of the Evatenon’s blaster. I spin on my heels and push.

      The weapon flies out of the creature’s hands, skips across the driveway and disappears into a clump of weeds. With a growl, he pulls a device out of his straining police issue pants and presses a button. The weapon chirps as if to answer.

      Some kind of auto-destruct?

      “Come on!” I speed around the back of the cabin and make for cover behind the storage shed.

      No explosions. Yet.

      The Evatenon lumbers after Rowan who races after me.

      Why didn’t he go for his weapon?

      He’s faster than a human but no match for a Livran. Rowan sprints across the grass and passes me.

      I stop short, lift my hands and push.

      The Evatenon flies up into the air, all four arms flailing, and slams into the driveway tarmac on his back. Without pause, he jumps to his feet, showing no sign of injury. He messes with something on his belt, then looks around, like he’s thinking up his next move.

      The cabin’s side door swings open. Dean appears, brandishing a baseball bat. Rowan said the back of the creature’s neck was his weakest point. Is that what Dean’s thinking?

      I’d roll my eyes if they weren’t fastened on what’s unfolding in front of me.

      Did Dean not hear me say he’d never get close enough without being assimilated first?

      God, he doesn’t stand a chance.

      I push with my mind, intent on knocking that turquoise maniac across the pavement, but this time, it doesn’t work. My energy hits a barrier that bounces back and knocks me off my feet.

      What the hell! I rub my rump and stand up.

      Dean steps forward, baseball bat at the ready.

      The Evatenon approaches, and Dean takes a swing. The bat bounces off the creature’s pectoral, eliciting no reaction whatsoever.

      The boy’s eyes widen and his face turns white.

      The Evatenon grabs him by his sweatshirt and slams him against the door. “Where is Dresandar?” the alien growls.

      Dean stares at him, bat hanging limp in his grasp. There’s no way he can understand the rolling Rs and clicks of the Evatenon language. Unlike me, whose crystal translates.

      Poor Dean!

      Focusing, I attempt to throw the Evatenon with telekinesis and end up on my butt, again.

      How’s he blocking me?

      I suck in a breath. This is so not good.

      The Evatenon shape shifts back to human. “Where is Dresandar?” he demands, in English this time. “The Livran boy. Where is he?”

      “I-I don’t know,” Dean croaks.

      How does the Evatenon know about Idris?

      Rowan must’ve been right about Scrim’s phone. The creature was monitoring his calls.

      I’m desperate to help Dean, but I’ve no idea how. If Idris were here, he’d blast the alien with a sonic wave.

      “Dresandar. Where is he?” The violet-eyed cop shakes Dean, who’s never heard Idris’s full Livran name.

      What does the Evatenon want with Idris, anyway? If he’s looking for a Livran to assimilate, why not Rowan or me?

      Don’t tell me that monster’s sexist.

      Then it dawns on me. Mr. Scrim’s memories. The carer must have shared the locations of the other Livran kids with Idris. And if the Evatenon assimilates Idris, he’ll have access to those memories and will discover where the others are.

      A gunshot cracks the air.

      The alien in human form jumps backward. Blood blooms bright red from a wound in his bare chest. The creature transforms. His body swells with blue muscle and the bleeding wound disappears.

      Damn it.

      The door opens behind Dean and a wiry hand grabs his arm. Papa pulls the shocked boy to safety and the door slams shut.

      The Evatenon grunts but doesn’t smash the entry to smithereens. Instead, he turns toward me.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            38

          

          

      

    

    







            Dean

          

        

      

    

    
      I drop against the hallway wall, gasping. That monster could have killed me.

      I’d grabbed the bat and stuffed a baseball in my sweatshirt pocket, thinking they’d be effective weapons against the creature.

      Forget that. My affront was no more effective than slapping a bull with a rubber glove. The perfect way to piss him off.

      “You okay, son?” Tom asks. His eyes and his rifle are aimed at the door’s window.

      I wipe my brow and nod.

      A groan drifts from the direction of the staircase.

      Tom glances around. “What was that?”

      “Idris, I’m guessing.” I head for the stairs to find out.

      A dull thud. “Ow! What the hell?” Definitely Idris.

      I yank back the curtain and peer into the gloom of the under-stair closet.

      Idris sits, bent over, rubbing his head amid a scatter of boots and shoes. He squints up at me. “How the hell did I get here?”

      I shrug. “But we could use some help. There’s a big-assed blue monster outside, and Cadi and this lizard girl are trying to take it on.”

      “Cadi!” Idris launches himself into the corridor. “Where is she?”

      “Round back,” Tom shouts. “Dean, do you think we could nab that creature’s weapon? Stop it using the thing if nothing else.”

      “Yeah.” If the blue beast is hassling Cadi out back, then I’m safe heading to the front. I dart down the hall and through the front door.

      The weapon’s heavier than it looks. Easily fifty pounds. I haul it onto my shoulder and jog back to the cabin.

      Tom lets me in, and we head to the rear, where Mrs. Jacobsen stares, grim-faced, through the sliding door, a black pistol at the ready.

      Idris is outside, standing on the stone steps. Observing. Meanwhile, a freaking blue monster is moving in on his girl.

      Why the hell isn’t he down there helping her? Is he in shock?

      Maybe he doesn’t recognize her in that lizard getup. If so, I know exactly how he feels.

      Visible through the sliding door, Cadi backs toward the swimming pool, the blue beast closing in on her. If she goes much further, she’ll take a plunge.

      “Cadi!” Idris shouts.

      She glances up and nods. Seems she’s got a plan in mind, while her lizard friend is positioned on the far side of the pool.

      I glance at Mrs. Jacobsen, the silver cannon still resting on my shoulder. “Let me through.”

      She nods and pulls open the door, and I carry the alien weapon outside.

      Cadi reaches the pool edge and stops. The alien creature steps closer, clicking and clacking at her in some weird language. It grabs her by the sweatshirt and reaches one of its four hands toward her forehead.

      With a cry, she tugs out of its grasp and steps backward over the pool edge. But instead of dropping like a stone to the bottom, her foot lands solid on the water’s surface.

      Just like the night I saw her walking across the water of the lake, using some kind of telekinetic levitation.

      The blue dude lunges for her, misses and disappears under the water with an enormous splash.

      Cadi dashes across the pool to the other side without disturbing a drop of water. The surface might as well have been made of solid stone.

      “How the hell did she do that?” I mutter.

      Idris breaks focus from the scene below. “She didn’t,” he replies. “I did.”

      “What?” I stare at him, but only for a second.

      A sharp crackling reverberates from the direction of the pool. A layer of fog rises as the water turns white and ices over. The lizard girl leans over the edge, her hand in contact with its surface.

      She did that? Jesus, what else can she do?

      The lizard girl hops to her feet. “Are you okay?” she calls to Cadi.

      I’m halfway convinced I’m dreaming again and turn back to Idris. “What do you mean, you did it?”

      “I made the water solid for her. Neat trick, huh?” He frowns at the weapon I’m holding. “You planning on using that?”

      “Maybe. If I knew how. Why? You want it?” I’m not even sure he’s strong enough to lift the thing.

      He smiles and holds out his hands.

      As I toss the techno cannon at him, his body turns liquid silver and then green and scaly. Just like Cadi.

      What the hell?
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      Rowan and I turn back to the swimming pool at the sound of a strange hiss.

      The solid white ice in the pool starts to glow blue and bubble.

      The liquid ripples and the Evatenon rises from its depths.

      “Damn! How’d he do that?” Idris shouts from the back porch. His shoulders stiffen and I sense determination flowing through him.

      A vortex swells at the center of the pool, bubbling and building into a dome. From its center, a waterspout jets. It arcs high into the air and pummels the Evatenon clambering over the pool edge.

      The blue guy topples backward into the aquamarine depths, then resurfaces. He flails at the edge of Idris’s whirlpool, then those massive biceps and pectorals start working, forcing the water aside as he fights the drag of the vortex and muscles his way back to the rim.

      A second waterspout jets from the pool like an angry viper and strikes the Evatenon in the back, but doesn’t dislodge him this time.

      I grip Rowan’s arm, ready to make a run for it, but she pulls free, and says, “Wait.”

      She puts her hand to the water.  White ice spreads from her fingers and crosses the pool, chasing the exiting Evatenon. It crackles and bites around the alien’s ankle as he lifts himself out.

      With an angry growl, the creature struggles to free his trapped foot.

      Fresh resolve builds in Idris, drawing my attention.

      A whirling sound rises from the Evatenon’s bloated techno weapon. Idris points the device at its owner and pulls the trigger. A lattice of wriggling blue light surrounds the gun, enveloping Idris. He collapses to the deck floor and the silver weapon hits the wood planks with a clatter.

      I gasp. Idris!

      My crystal tingles. He’s still alive.

      The weapon must’ve been booby-trapped, stunning him the way I had been when the Evatenon kidnapped and took me back to Daïzani, six months ago.

      A throaty grumble jiggers out of the Evatenon trying to free himself from the ice. The stupid jerk is laughing. With a final yank, he tugs his foot free and stands, dropping two of his four hands to his hips and gloating.

      Rowan steps to my side. “Is Dresandar okay?”

      “Yes.” My stomach tightens as I swipe a palm across my forehead. “What do we do now?”

      The Evatenon drops his hands and looks at us, chest still shaking with laughter. “You thought you could stop me with my own weapon. Livran fools.”

      He reaches into a pocket in what’s left of his overstretched pants and pulls out a small disk-like object. Rotating it like a compass, he picks up some bearing or other, then strides past the swimming pool, toward the forest. And the crystal cave.

      He must have overheard Mr. Scrim and me talking about the ar’n bala. Did he cause that earthquake?

      Rowan takes a few steps after him. “He’s heading for the crystal tree, right? I can sense it.”

      “But how’d he know?” I mutter.

      “That device must be picking it up.” Her eyes grow wide. “We need to get after him.”

      “Yeah, but we need Idris too.” I circle the pool and run up the back steps.

      Dean crouches over Idris but moves aside to let me pass.

      Can you help me? I ask my crystal as I kneel at Idris’s side.

      My fingers press over the stone embedded in his chest as a gentle hum vibrates out of me. Seconds pass. Slow as molasses.

      Idris breathes out a moan. He blinks, then his eyes focus on me. “Hey, babe,” he murmurs, and struggles to sit up.

      I help him to his feet. “That Evatenon jerk is headed for the ar’n bala tree. We’ve got to stop him.”

      “The what tree?” Dean demands, brow pinched and looking none too happy.

      “No time to explain.” I glance at Mama and Papa, standing in the back doorway. “Hold the fort, okay?”

      Papa nods. “Be careful, Cadi.”

      Rowan, Idris and I jog toward the forest. To my amazement, Dean follows. Before we reach the tree line, a rumbling shudder shakes the ground beneath us.

      I stumble and Idris catches my elbow. My heart contracts. “Another earthquake. It must be an attack on the crystal tree.”

      Rowan picks up my urgency and races ahead down the trail.

      Idris pulls me back as I start to follow. “What do you mean, another?”

      I tug him down the hill. “The earthquake I told you about this morning.”

      He moves along with me. “Could he have reached the cave that fast?”

      The tension in my chest mounts. “I don’t think so, which means he may not be the only Evatenon around.”

      Rowan stops to wait for us at the forest edge. “Dresandar, Mr. Scrim said the Evatenon would try to assimilate one of us.”

      Dean catches up. “Wait a second!” He throws up his hand in a stop motion and looks pointedly at Idris. “You’re Dresandar?”

      Idris nods but keeps walking.

      “When that blue thing grabbed me, he asked for you. ‘The Livran boy,’ he said.”

      My heart clenches. “I bet that’s because you have Mr. Scrim’s memories.”

      Idris sighs as he leads us down the forest trail. “And he thinks he’ll learn where the others are.”

      A cold shudder brings a quake to my voice. “So we must protect you.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Idris says, upping his pace. “But the crystal tree won’t if he gets there first.”

      “Then let’s go,” Rowan charges forward without waiting. She rounds the next bend in the trail and disappears behind a thicket of trees.

      A startled cry followed by a scream sends the rest of us thundering down the path. We take the turn and stop.

      The Evatenon has Rowan in a death grip with a webbed hand cupping her forehead. Her hands pound ineffectually against the creature’s chest as she writhes.

      I grab Idris’s arm. “He’s assimilating her!”

      Idris stiffens. I sense the sound waves that pulse off him, aimed at the alien. The waves bounce off the creature and back at Idris.

      His body wavers as he reabsorbs the energy. “He’s got some kind of forcefield.”

      The blue beast lets out a howl.

      Rowan twists her head from the creature’s grasp, breaking his mind-sucking connection. The Evatenon shoves at her, but she moves along with him, keeping her hands pressed to his bare chest.

      Around her fingers, the creature’s turquoise skin begins to bubble and burn, and the revolting smell of scorched flesh fills the air.

      With a panicked convulsion, the Evatenon thrusts Rowan away from him. She flies through the air, headed straight for a massive white pine.
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      Cadi lifts her hands, and the lizard girl stops in midair, narrowly avoiding being hurled into a tree.

      As the blue monster stumbles off down the trail, the girl floats safely to the ground and drops to her knees, gasping.

      Idris takes off in pursuit of the creature.

      All I want to do is turn around and tear off in the opposite direction, find Ty and Shri, and get the hell out of here.

      But I don’t, and I’m not sure I can explain why.

      Some residual attachment to Cadi, maybe. Even if she is an alien lizard-person, I guess I still care enough to stick by her.

      They run at superhuman speed. What did Cadi say her people were called? Livran? The name has a lizardy, slithery sound that fits their reptilian bodies and their smooth locomotion.

      I haul ass after them, but they leave me in the dust.

      By the time I reach the cliffside with the cave, where I first ran into Cadi in lizard form, a tug of war is in play.

      The blue monster is muscling the elephant-sized rock from the cave entrance with an egotistical arrogance that reminds me, weirdly, of my dad.

      Cadi’s standing on the trail below with her hands out in front of her, intent on wrestling the boulder back into place with her mind.

      Growling, the monster overturns the rock. Cadi catches the massive boulder, stopping it toppling down the cliffside, but the creature dives through the gap before she can reseal the opening.

      Idris takes off for the cliff with Rowan close behind, then stops suddenly and lets out a strange grumbling sound.

      What’s that all about?

      From the hollow darkness of the cave comes a yip, followed by a screech so loud it might’ve pierced my eardrums.

      I slam my hands over my ears.

      Before Idris reaches the opening, the alien guy explodes out of the cave like the devil’s on his ass, his face and chest covered with blood. The creature shoves Idris hard in the chest, sending him flying off the cliffside path and down the slope I tumbled over the day before.

      The fall hardly fazes him, and Idris is back on his feet, chasing the blue beast, who is currently charging toward Cadi and me.

      Cadi shoves me off the path as the monster barrels past us. “Are you okay?” she asks, pulling me back to my feet.

      “What the hell just happened?” I shout, trying to shake the pain and ringing from my ears.

      Idris catches up with Rowan close behind. “I told the mother black bear that guy was after her cubs. Guess she didn’t mess around.”

      Cadi’s eyes fly toward the cave entrance. “Is the crystal tree okay?”

      “I’m pretty sure,” Idris answers, brushing grit and dust off his forearms. “That guy didn’t have time enough to do anything but beat a hasty retreat.” He looks up the trail. “Question is, what’s he planning to do next?”

      The image of that blue monster reaching the cabin and taking his frustrations out on the Jacobsens, or my brother and Shri fills my heart with dread.

      I grab Idris by his lizardy bicep, which is rock solid. “Then we’d better get after that thing, because he’s headed toward the people we care about.”

      Without another word, we run.

      Trying to keep up with the others is impossible. I take comfort knowing Cadi, Idris and their lizard friend will get there faster and be better equipped to deal with that creature than I could ever be.

      But despite the stabbing pain in my chest and my inability to suck in enough oxygen to feed my limbs, I struggle on, because Ty and Shri are in that monster’s path.

      By the time I break from the trees, the blue beast’s up on the back porch, messing with a device on his belt.

      His abandoned weapon chirps like it did right after Cadi hurled it into the weeds. He must have set some kind of booby trap that Idris triggered when he tried to fire it.

      The alien picks up his gun and turns toward the three lizardy Livran running up the hill. The weapon whirls.

      Idris grabs Cadi’s arms and hauls her behind the storage shed. The gun sends out this web of blue lightning that strikes the building and blows it to pieces. Idris and Cadi throw themselves to the ground before the force hits them, but the lizard girl, Rowan, goes flying backward and lands in a sprawl on the grass.

      The blue monster is moving again, with the over-confident swagger of a first-class asshole, heading closer and closer to the barn where Ty and Shri are hiding.

      I book up the hillside. No idea what I’ll do when I get to the top, but I’ve got to do something.

      Cadi and Idris are on their feet, trailing the creature. I cut across the lawn at full speed, up the steps to the back porch and into the house. The Jacobsens are posted at the side door, weapons in hand, watching the monster’s approach.

      I run down the hall. “Give me one of those!”

      Mrs. Jacobsen pushes the black pistol into my hands. I grip it and charge out the door.

      The alien is waving his super weapon at Cadi and Idris. He blasts at them, but the gun’s staticky electric web of blue light hits some kind of barrier and doesn’t reach them.

      The creature growls, turns and directs his weapon at me.

      Holy crap! I take aim and fire the handgun. The deafening crack and kickback from the gun startle me, but I tighten my grip and fire again, and again.

      The first shot missed. The second hits the monster’s broad chest. The creature jolts under the impact, but I see minimal evidence of damage.

      The blue monster aims his silvery weapon at me, and I know I’m dead.

      I fire, again, this time at his weapon. The bullet ricochets off its glossy surface and hits a log beam on the barn roof. My eyes dart toward the building, fear for Ty and Shri escalating my already racing heart.

      My attention jumps back to the creature who stares at my face. His strange four-eyed glare seems to assess me, looking for weakness, like he’s trying to read my mind. Read my fear.

      I swallow.

      A low rumble emits from his chest, then he turns and directs his weapon at the barn.

      Horror chokes me, and for a moment, I see my dad turning on Ty, fists clenched, ready to smash my little brother like he smashed Ty’s guitar.

      My eyes zero in on my target. A small dip in the creature’s neck, visible now his back is turned to me. I’d have to be a trained marksman to hit that spot with a bullet.

      The whirl of his weapon kicks off. I toss aside the handgun and pull the baseball from my sweatshirt pocket. Shifting position, I take aim.

      Energy discharges from the weapon before I get the ball airborne. Lightning bolts of blue slam into the face of the barn, obliterating it, the force of the explosion sending me staggering.

      Ty and Shri are inside there.

      Fear slams a crushing weight into my chest. A cold sweat breaks out across my forehead. I swipe my brow and swallow.

      My focus sharpens on the back of that blue bastard. I recover my balance and reset my stance.

      Jaw locked, I narrow my eyes on my target.

      My father’s balding head fills my mind, and I want to smack him so hard his skull cracks in two. I adjust the baseball, grip loose, settle my weight, pull back my throwing arm, and snap a fastball.

      The baseball splits the air and slams into its target, smashing the knob at the top of the creature’s spinal column. He stiffens, then his knees buckle, and like a massive pine cut through the base, the muscly blue alien topples forward and faceplants into the asphalt.

      Idris dashes across the driveway, grabs the alien’s fallen weapon and activates it. He pauses, watching the monster, prepared to shoot at the slightest movement, then notices a small device lying on the tarmac nearby. He squats and picks the object up.

      One of the behemoth’s right arms twitches. Idris triggers the weapon, no hesitation. The wiggles of light strike the creature’s body and reduce it to a pile of dust.

      I blink, mouth hung open, hardly able to register our victory because my eyes have moved to the collapsed barn and then to Cadi as she runs toward us. “You said Ty and Shri were in there!”

      She gulps. The building lays shattered in a thousand pieces. God, just like Ty’s guitar.

      Her eyes widen. “I-I can lift the debris, so you can look for them.”

      My voice pinches in my throat. “Carefully.”

      Cadi nods and casts out her hands. Before us, the pieces of broken barn lift into the air.

      As soon as the splintered wood is high enough to stoop under, I head in.

      Idris follows.

      We scan the barn floor. Nothing.

      I search around an old wood chipper, check under the workbench. “They must not be in here.” Hope against hope.

      Idris turns. “What was that?”

      “What?” I demand, eyes narrowing and heart clenching.

      Then I hear it too. A muffled bark.

      “Pepper?” I swing around, trying to identify his location. “Pepper!”

      “The root cellar!” Cadi shouts from the driveway as she strains to keep the barn pieces suspended above us. “Hurry up. I’m not sure how long I can keep this afloat.”

      A pale gray bulkhead door lies near the back of the barn, dented in. I pull one of the handles, but the frame is bent and the doors twisted. “We’ll never get this open!”

      Idris leans in, grabs a handle and pulls. The handhold squeals, bends in his grasp and snaps off.

      I roll my eyes, fists shaking with frustration. “Jesus! Pepper? Ty… Shri… are you guys in there?” I yell.

      More barking.

      “Idris! Hurry!” Cadi shouts.

      Back on the job, Idris curls his fingers around a warped edge of the door and pulls, peeling the sheet metal away from the door frame.

      Impressive.

      A hinge snaps, then another, and he lifts one side of the door away.

      I’m down the steps in a heartbeat. “Ty? Shri!”

      The passage beyond the doorway is dark. Pepper appears and jumps up at me. I rub his neck, then push him aside.

      “Dean?” Ty’s voice drifts out of the dark, strained. The barn collapse must have terrified him.

      “Ty! Where are you?”

      “In the root cellar. Hurry! Shri’s hurt. I can’t wake her.”

      A frozen lump forms in my chest as I dart toward his voice. Through the half open door, I see a glow from his phone light. Ty kneels on the floor with Shri’s head cradled in his lap.

      I slide onto the ground beside them. “What happened?”

      “When the monster guy came back, Shri said to get in the root cellar, but we couldn’t get the door open. She had to work the catch. We got inside, but before she closed the door, there was an explosion.” Ty’s voice cracks. He swallows. “The door slammed shut and hit her. I-I tried to get her to wake up… th-then I dragged her in here ‘cause it seemed safer.”

      Idris appears at the door. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Shri’s hurt.” I snag her wrist and locate a pulse. Thank god for that much.

      Idris squats beside me. “Clear the way. I’ll carry her.”

      Anger explodes in my chest. “No! I’ve got this!”

      He steps back. “Fine, just get on with it, man. We gotta get outta here.”

      “Help Ty,” I say as I lift Shri.

      Ty and Idris lead the way, followed by Pepper. We clear the floating debris, and I head for the cabin. “Someone get the door.”

      Ty runs ahead to open it.

      Behind us, Cadi lets out a relieved sigh as she lowers the crushed barn to the ground.

      Mrs. Jacobsen steps aside as I carry Shri down the passage toward the living room. “What happened?” she asks, following us.

      “She got hit on the head,” Ty answers.

      I lay Shri on the couch and pick up her hand. Her pulse seems strong.

      Mrs. Jacobsen comes to my side. “Try this.” She holds out a bottle.

      “What is it?”

      “Smelling salts. Just a little wave under her nose.”

      The salts don’t work. No reaction from Shri at all.

      God, she has to be okay.

      Cadi arrives and exchanges glances with Idris, who stands at the back of the couch. Both are human again.

      Idris leans over to examine Shri’s face. “I wonder if I could reach her.”

      “What do you mean?” Cadi asks.

      He frowns, thoughtfully. “Reach into her memories and wake her up.”

      Cadi’s fingers curl over a couch cushion. “You can pick up memories, but that doesn’t mean you can stroll into her mind and talk her into waking up. How would you reach her?”

      “Through her last memory, maybe.” He looks uncertain.

      Cadi stiffens. “Do you know how close you came to getting dragged under with Mr. Scrim?”

      Idris crosses his arms. “Yes, actually.”

      She bites her lip. “Then you know the risk.”

      Idris sighs and his eyes drop back to Shri’s still features. “She isn’t dying like Mr. Scrim was.”

      Christ. She better not be.

      Cadi leans closer. “As far as we know.”

      I stiffen, all patience as far gone as a bolted colt. Shri needs help, and if they won’t act, then she needs a doctor. “Would you two stop arguing and do something.”

      Cadi tenses. “Okay, fine.” Her eyes meet Idris’s. “Go ahead and try.”

      Suddenly, he smiles. “You’ll pull me out. I have complete faith in you.”

      Her eyes grow teary as she nods. “I’ll come after you if I have to.”

      Idris sweeps a palm across her cheek, kisses her forehead and circles the couch. Then he snags Shri’s hands and closes his eyes.

      Ty shifts to my side. The worry on his face makes my chest heave. I wrap an arm around his narrow shoulders and hug him tight.
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      I know Cadi’s concerned about me, but I also know how worried she is for Shri. So I take a deep breath and dive in.

      What I find is not what I expect. Not even close.

      I’m standing in the doorway of a sunlit kitchen. The black appliances and dark cabinets look new, but the style seems outdated by a decade or two, like this memory’s from a while back.

      A straight-haired dark-skinned woman leans over a cutting board at the counter. Her tan shirt’s sleeves are rolled high over thin arms, and a dark-colored skirt drops to mid-calf over bright-white nurse-style shoes.

      Wielding a heavy chef’s knife, the woman chops onions into tiny squares like a pro. She turns from her task to a cooktop and stirs whatever’s in a waiting pan. The smell of oil and toasted spices permeate the air. She adds the onions, which sizzle and spit.

      My eyes scan the room and come to rest on a kid sitting at a butcher block table, legs swinging. She’s young. Five or six. Black hair pulled into two twisted braids. She’s dressed in a school uniform. A white blouse and blue skirt over thick stockings.

      The girl hums as she draws with a thick marker. After a couple of color switches, she casts her last pen aside and slides off the chair. She reaches for the picture she’s been working on and runs to the woman’s side, arms flapping, excited to show off her masterpiece.

      I cringe, because I see the accident about to happen.

      A small arm swings through the air and catches the frying pan handle. The pan flips and smacks the tile floor. The woman and the girl cry out at the same time, and for a split second, they both freeze.

      The moment passes. The woman drops to her knees and starts scooping the hot food with her bare hands back into the pan.

      “Mommy! Mommy!” The girl’s eyes are wide. She starts to cry as the woman frantically cleans up the spilled food.

      The mother seems oblivious to the bawling kid. Instead, she’s focused on her hands, now red and glossed over with the sheen of hot oil.

      A flash of white light and the memory resets. We’re back at the beginning with the woman standing by the counter, chopping onions.

      As the scene plays out, I notice Shri, her back pressed to the kitchen wall, watching the action unfold, from chopping knife to waving arms, through the flip of the pan and frantic clean-up.

      Part way into the next loop, I step into the kitchen, closer to the action. I feel like a movie director walking on set while the camera rolls. The mother starts scooping, and I squat low, to get a better look at her face.

      She’s not angry or shocked, like I expect. Her expression is intent, focused, almost relieved. Then I notice her bare arms, shifting from the floor to the pan and back. Thin white scars web her forearms.

      Interesting.

      A flash. The memory resets and I’m back at the kitchen door.

      I step toward Shri, this time. The adult Shri, as she’s obviously the girl drawing at the table, too, only she’s watching from a different point of view.

      “Hey.” I wave a hand in front of her face.

      Her eyes snap up, and she stares at me.

      I smile. “Déjà vu, huh?”

      “What are you doing here?” She sounds irritated.

      “Looking for you.”

      “Hmm.” The furrow in her brow deepens. “You’re invading my privacy.”

      I rub my chin. “Well, technically, you let me in.”

      Her arms cross in front of her. “Seriously?”

      “This, um, scene kind of reminds me of the chili incident at the Jacobsens’ barbecue.”

      Shri sighs and drops back against the wall. “Yeah. Guess that’s what brought this memory back.”

      I nod slowly. “So, what’s, um, this all about?”

      Her lips pucker. “The reason my mother left.”

      She’s got to be kidding. “Why? Because, as a little kid, you knocked a pan off the stove?”

      Haven’t most kids done something just as annoying? Or in my case, probably a lot worse.

      “My mom left the next day.” The pan crashes to the floor. Shri’s eyes tug away from me. “She never came back.”

      “And you blame yourself?”

      She looks thoughtful.

      The memory resets, and I’m standing by the door again. With a huff, I return to her side.

      “I did for a long time.” Her eyes grow misty. “Then I guess I forgot. She killed herself not long after she left.” Shri rubs the back of her neck as if trying to remove an annoying ache. Maybe one locked in her heart.

      “Dean thinks I should have tried to…” she swallows, “to save her.” Shri struggles on her next breath. “But I didn’t even know she’d died till I was ten. My auntie told me when I kept asking if I’d ever see my mom again.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      She shrugs. “Better to know. But I guess, deep down, I blame myself.” Her lips thin into a straight line. “Was knocking that pan off the stove the final straw? Would my mom have stuck around a little longer if I hadn’t been so clumsy?”

      “Some mysteries will never be solved, but you can’t blame a little kid for an accident like that.”

      Curiosity rolls through me while we watch the next loop. When Shri’s mom starts scooping the food, I point at her. “Look at your mom’s expression.”

      Shri frowns, then leans in to study her mother.

      “And her arms?” I add.

      “What about them?”

      I draw Shri to the center of the room. “See? She doesn’t look angry. And those marks on her arms.”

      Shri drops to her knees to study her mother. “Scars.” Her eyes turn sad. “Self-harm. She must’ve been hurting herself for a while.”

      I’ve heard of kids cutting themselves. “Don’t really know what that’s all about.”

      Shri sniffs. “It’s a way of dealing with problems, with emotional pain. She must’ve been very unhappy.”

      “And that definitely wasn’t your fault. Not when you were six. And not now, either.”

      Her eyes meet mine. “I wish I’d had the chance to know her.”

      “I’m with you there.” I let out a sigh. “I had about fifteen minutes with my dad, and then he was gone.”

      She rubs a hand across her brow. “Isn’t Brandon Williams your dad?”

      I pull a half smirk. “He’s my adoptive dad. The biological one was from another planet.”

      Shri’s eyebrows hit the ceiling.

      “Guess you didn’t see much of the fight,” I say.

      “Enough. But I’m not sure what I saw, to be honest.” She looks confused. “Except for Dean in a tense conversation with a four-armed muscle monster. Couldn’t quite believe my eyes.”

      “Yeah, Dean saved the day. He was quite the hero.” I pat her arm. “We’ll talk. And Cadi’s got some explaining to do. Maybe we should have a group therapy session or something.”

      “With Dean too?”

      I grin, imagining how colorful that’s going to be. “Sure, why not?”

      She bites her lip, and I pick up that there’s something else going on.

      “So, you and Dean…”

      Her chin lifts. “What about him and me?”

      “You like him?” I shake my head at her eye roll. “I mean, you know, like-like him.” Why does this remind me of a past conversation with Cadi?

      “Yeah, actually,” she says.

      I nod, and smile. “Good.”

      A flash of white. The memory resets and I’m back at the door. Irritating, to say the least. “You ready to get out of here?”

      Shri’s arms drop to her sides. “Yeah. Definitely.”
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      Idris pulls in a breath and his hands slip from Shri’s.

      Cadi squats beside him. “You okay?” she whispers.

      He blinks and rubs a palm over his dark head. “Yeah.”

      A soft groan tugs my eyes from the lovebirds to Shri. Her face puckers as she grips her forehead, then her eyes open.

      “Shri?” Her name slips from my mouth. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay.” Her eyes meet mine and she smiles. “You came back.”

      “Couldn’t miss the party.” Though to be honest, I wish I’d dragged Ty and Shri away from here before the madness started.

      Her lips twist into that signature smirk I know so well. “I’m glad to see you,” she says.

      My eyes lock on hers, uncertainty hitching my breath. “Are you?”

      She looks away without answering and takes in the circle of faces above her. “Why are you all staring at me?”

      “Because we were worried about you,” I answer, though scared to death of losing you more accurately defines my feelings.

      Idris rises from the side of the couch. “Shri probably needs to lie down for a bit. That was quite a bump on the head.”

      She gives him a long look. “I am lying down.”

      He cocks his head. “Yeah, but it’d be better if you had some peace and quiet, as in… privacy.”

      “Yeah… okay.” She seems to understand whatever he’s getting at.

      Idris slips his hands into his pockets. “Dean… uh, why don’t you carry her up?”

      I hesitate, wishing I understood the silent communication that just passed between them.

      “Unless, you want me to,” he adds.

      Hell no. “Put your arm around my neck,” I say, suddenly all business. “I’ll take you.”

      Shri obliges, which surprises me. She’s not one to accept help without question. I scoop her into my arms and stride up the stairs to her room.

      I’m about to set her on the bed, when her grip tightens around my neck.

      “You can put me down now. I mean, it’s not like I can’t walk or anything.”

      Eyes narrowing, I loosen my grip on her legs and they drop to the floor. “Then why’d you let me carry you?”

      The sides of her mouth edge up. “Because I didn’t want to mess up Idris’s attempt to get us alone together.”

      My lips part, while the words I need to say tangle in my brain. Then I realize her arms are still circling my neck and mine have slid to her waist.

      I take a breath. “I’m sorry… about what I said. I can’t believe that crap came out of my own mouth.”

      Her eyes turn glossy, making her blink and shift her gaze away.

      “God, Shri. I know I don’t deserve it, but I’ll do anything to make things right between us because…” I swallow hard. “I’m not sure I can survive what’s ahead without you.”

      She sniffs and presses her lips together. “I forgive you.”

      I shake my head. “How can you after what I said?”

      “Because I understand.” Her head tilts as she looks up at me. “That wasn’t the real Dean Whittier talking. It was some guy who’d had a ton of shit dropped on him and had reached his breaking point.”

      She smiles at me.

      At me. The biggest loser of all time. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness.”

      “I think you do. You saved our lives today… Did you know that?” The intensity of her look holds me captive. “Ty’s, Pepper’s and mine.”

      My head starts to shake. If I’d acted faster, I might have spared her from that whack on the head.

      She lifts her hand and jangles the heavy bracelet on her wrist, her graduation gift from me. “Without this, I’d never have got the root cellar door open. We would’ve been crushed.”

      That they might not have made it to safety chills my heart and my grip on her tightens.

      “Idris told me you killed that monster,” Shri adds.

      “You saw the thing?”

      She nods. “Through the barn window. It could have killed you.”

      “I was stupid taking him on.”

      A smile stretches across her face. “I thought you were very heroic, actually.” Her arms slide a little higher around my neck, and before I quite know what’s happening, her face is close enough to be kissed.

      I search her eyes, discover something misty and beautiful in them, then meet the softness of her lips. Her arms pull me closer as her mouth presses into mine. Slow and sensual. A side of Shri I’d never have dared imagine. A side of her I want so badly to know.

      Our lips separate too soon, but hers offer a parting gift. “I think I might be falling for you, Dean Whittier.”

      My heart melts and I tug her against me. “I don’t deserve you.”

      Softly, she laughs into my neck. “I’m sure, with a little effort, you’ll get there.”

      I smile and pull away, just far enough to see her face. “It shouldn’t have taken this long to realize how much you mean to me.”

      Her dark eyes glow like stars in the night sky. “You were distracted. And now you’re not.” Her mouth meets mine, and the world and all its annoying complications disappear.

      “So what made you come back?” Shri murmurs, a long time later, head resting against my shoulder. “Really?”

      Reality worms its way back into my consciousness.

      I press my face into her hair. “I didn’t want to hear it, but everything you said was true.”

      Her fingers stroke the back of my neck, sending a tingle racing down my spine.

      I close my eyes. “I was hoping for an easy way out. Thinking if I could get Mom to change, then Ty would be safe without me around. But that’s never gonna happen. She’s no better than Dad. You were right. I can’t take Ty back home.”

      “Then why don’t you guys stay here?”

      I pull away, brow pinched. “How’d you mean?”

      “Ty loves this place. He’s already calling the Jacobsens Mama and Papa. And they clearly love him.”

      “They do?”

      Shri laughs. “God, Dean, of course they do. They fostered Cadi, and I’ll bet, if you asked them, they’d be willing to do the same for Ty. For both of you.”

      “They would?” I shake my head. “No way. I can’t give Ty up to someone else. Not even the Jacobsens. He’s my brother.”

      “I’m not suggesting you give Ty up. But once you’ve settled the legal side of things, he could stay with the Jacobsens while you’re at school. Just ask them. See what they say.”

      Her suggestion sounds perfect. Even so, I’m having difficulty coming to terms with it. “I couldn’t put that kind of burden on them.”

      “Why not? Cadi’s eighteen and working. Not so much a burden, anymore, and she’ll be around too. And so will you, whenever you’re not in school. Just talk to them, Dean. You’ll never know unless you ask.”

      Resistance sets in. “Even if they agreed, I still need to win custody of Ty.”

      “Brandon Williams gave you the name of a lawyer, didn’t he?”

      I blink. “Yeah.”

      “It’s just a phone call, right?”

      I nod.
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      Dean disappears upstairs with Shri, leaving everyone else standing around the living room looking bemused.

      “Hi, I’m Ty.” Dean’s brother waves at Rowan, who’s human again.

      She breaks out of a stunned silence and holds out her hand. “Rowan.”

      Ty studies her skin as he shakes hands. “So you were, um, kinda green before we headed inside.”

      Rowan smiles, though her eyes seem tired, if not haunted. Not surprising considering she was almost assimilated today.

      “Yeah,” she says, “I’m Livran. A shape-shifter. I’ve spent most of my life being human though.”

      Ty frowns. “So, when you’re human, are you like… really human?”

      She tilts her head. “Pretty much.”

      He nods. “Cool.” He’s so accepting, I almost laugh. “Same with you?” he asks me.

      I nod. “Yup. And Idris too.”

      Idris straightens and rubs his head. “Hey, any idea what happened to Mr. Scrim’s phone?”

      “Um,” Rowan murmurs. “I iced it. To crack the SIM, so the Evatenon couldn’t track us anymore.”

      His mouth drops open and Idris lets out a deep moan. “Oh, please. Tell me you didn’t.”

      She sighs. “Sorry, but I’m afraid I did. Does it matter?”

      “Well, shiii…” His swear peters out as he glances at the Jacobsens. “I didn’t get the location of the other Livran kids from Mr. Scrim’s memories. There wasn’t time. According to the memories I did receive, he’d left the information on his phone.” Idris shakes his head. “How the hell are we going to track them down now?”

      Rowan’s face pales. “Cloud storage?”

      Idris slumps. “Nope. Only two copies. In his head and on his phone. He didn’t keep a backup beyond that. The risk, you know?” He takes a breath and forces a shrug. “Well, we’ll figure it out. “ He looks at Rowan again. “What’s your story?”

      Rowan’s shoulders slump. “Mr. Scrim picked me up after I, um… had a burn incident or two.” She bites her lip and looks down. “He said it was time I joined the others.” Her eyes bounce up again. “Meaning you guys, I guess.”

      “Do you know where your bond mate is?” I ask.

      “Scrim said LA. We were headed there when that Evatenon found us.”

      Ty frowns. “What’s a bond mate?”

      “Idris is mine,” I answer. “We were paired by our parents to be life partners when we were small.”

      Idris pulls something out of his pocket.

      “What’s that?” I approach him.

      “A device the Evatenon had. I’m pretty sure this is what he used to locate the crystal tree.”

      I study the palm-sized device. It has a button on the side, and at its center is a clear casing covering what looks like a Livran crystal, only the gem is transparent, like a hologram. “I can sense that crystal,” I murmur, “and it’s… familiar.”

      “But not actually here,” Idris adds, angling the device to examine it sideways.

      I shiver. “I recognize that signature.” His eyes meet mine. “It belonged to my dad.”

      Idris flips the switch on the device’s edge and the holographic crystal disappears. “Well, it’s off now, so they can’t track us with it.”

      Ty sidles up to his opposite side. “It looks like a compass.”

      Idris nods. “A crystal compass, I’m guessing. Some kind of bridging device to extend the range of the real crystal, so the operator can use it to home in on us once they’re at close range.”

      “That means any of the Evatenon could detect us if they came near enough with a similar device.” I shiver.

      Idris pockets the device, circles my shoulders with an arm and gives me a gentle squeeze. “It’s off. We’re safe for now.”

      Dean’s feet thud down the stairs.

      “How’s Shri?” Mama asks from her seat in the nearest armchair.

      “Resting.” Dean’s smile is wide and his eyes sparkle. “She’ll be down in a bit.”

      “Feeling better, is she?” I tease.

      His eyes swing my way and the glow on his face diminishes. But only a notch. “Uh, yeah. Much.”

      Ty waves his phone. “Hey, Idris, I recorded one of my songs yesterday. You wanna check it out?”

      Idris picks up on the kid’s eagerness. “Sure, let’s go out on the porch and take a look.”

      Ty grins and heads for the back door, followed by Pepper. The dog rushes through it as the door opens. Idris winks at me and follows.

      Dean turns to Papa, who’s settled in the other armchair. “Hey, Tom. I’m really sorry about the barn. I think that Eva…” He glances at me. “What was that nasty guy called again?”

      “An Evatenon.”

      He nods. “Well, I’m pretty sure that Evatenon creature blasted the barn because of me.”

      Papa chuckles. “Don’t worry about it, son. We had a decision to make about repurposing the barn. Guess it’s been made for us.”

      Mama gets to her feet, glances at me, then to Rowan. “Well, everyone must be hungry. Rowan, would you be a dear and help me in the kitchen?”

      Rowan nods and follows her as Papa eases to his feet.

      He lets out a quiet sigh. “I’d better put those firearms away.”

      And I find myself facing Dean. Alone.

      He drops onto the couch. “So, you weren’t kidding about being an alien.”

      I offer him a twisted smile. “Nope. Sorry.”

      He follows the movement of his foot as he rocks it over the carpet. “So Idris…”

      “I’d never have found him if I hadn’t come out here.” I give Dean a long look. “I mean, if the situation with Jake and all the repercussions that followed hadn’t… forced me to leave.”

      Dean glances up. “You mentioned someone from your past.”

      “Dre?”

      His eyes meet mine. “Yeah. What about him?”

      “Dre’s short for Dresandar.”

      He drops his head against the chair cushion and a smile slips across his lips. “Idris is Dre. Yeah, makes sense.” He looks at me. “I’m glad you found him.”

      I can’t resist a grin. “Me too.”

      “Hey, Cadi… Dean.” Idris sticks his head through the back door, his brow dipped low.

      Dean drops his hands to his knees as he leans forward. “What’s up?”

      “You guys need to see this.”

      I glance at Dean and we head outside.

      Ty sits cross-legged on a deck chair studying his phone.

      Idris crouches beside him. “You okay playing that video you showed me to Dean and Cadi?”

      Ty shrugs and taps his phone a couple of times, then holds out the device.
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      I take Ty’s phone and hold it up so Cadi can watch with me.

      A video of Ty in his bedroom playing his guitar begins. He starts singing and the lyrics are great. I’m jazzed, ready to lay on the compliments when a shout interrupts the music.

      There’s a bang as the bedroom door flies open and Dad struts in. “What’s wrong with you, kid? Are you deaf? I said, stop making that fucking noise!”

      Ty jumps off the bed and yanks out his earbuds, but there’s nothing he can do to quell the storm. Dad yanks the guitar out of Ty’s hands, then shoves him in the chest. My brother bangs into the bedroom wall and stumbles sideways, falling over the laundry basket.

      Almost out of camera view, the guitar hits the floor, and we watch as Dad pounds the fallen instrument with his foot.

      At the edge of the screen, Mom is just visible, leaning on the doorframe, arms folded. The frown on her face says she’s pissed.

      As Dad storms past her, she rolls her eyes. “How many times have I told you to keep the noise down, Ty? Now go to bed.” She pulls away from her resting place and swings the bedroom door shut.

      Anger floods through every nerve. My fingers curl with the urge to pound something. Then I feel a nudge. My eyes meet Cadi’s. Hers are bright.

      I throw her a deep frown. “What?”

      “Proof,” she says.

      Shit. She’s right. Brandon Williams said the burden of proof was on my shoulders, and Ty’s video just proved both Dad’s and Mom’s behavior were way out of line.

      After sending myself the video file, I hand the phone back and give Ty a quick hug. “You get the hero badge today, Tiger.”

      Ty’s head shifts to one side and he smiles.

      

      It’s late afternoon by the time we’ve eaten a meal. Cadi and Idris head out front to clean up the total devastation left in the wake of our battle with the Evatenon.

      Ty seems happy to practice piano, while I sit at the kitchen table with Shri and the Jacobsens, and tell them what’s really been going on at home.

      When I’ve run out of words, Tom leans back in his seat and rubs his chin. “Seems to me your plan to gain custody of Ty is the right thing to do. If you need financial assistance…” He glances at Mrs. Jacobsen, who meets his gaze and smiles. “We’ll be glad to support you, but you talked about college in the fall. How do you plan to manage that while being responsible for your brother?”

      The crux of the matter and he didn’t waste time getting there.

      I meet his eyes. “I think it’s best I delay college.” I glance at Shri. “For at least a semester. Maybe a full year. Ty needs a home where he feels safe. Once the legal issues are straightened out, and assuming I win custody, then I can figure out how to move ahead with school.”

      Tom looks thoughtful. “Well, you know how we took Cadi under our wing. She was in a difficult situation, moving from place to place, but she seems happy here.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “I’m glad she landed on her feet with you guys.”

      Tom smiles, making the skin around his eyes crinkle up. “We welcomed Cadi into our lives and we’re glad we did.”

      “We love her very much,” Mrs. Jacobsen adds.

      “So,” Tom continues, “we’d like to propose that you consider joining us here too. And when you’re ready to go to college, Ty’s welcome to stay on with us. Your call, of course, but there’s a home here for both of you, as long as you need one.”

      I can’t abandon my brother, even if I have to raise him by myself, but the idea of being part of a family and not facing that task alone is a godsend.

      I purse my lips. “What about Cadi? She might not take kindly to Ty and me staying on permanently.”

      Mrs. Jacobsen sighs. “I don’t think she’ll have a problem with your staying, Dean. I know she’s been a little unsettled since you got here.”

      A little? As much as I want to, I don’t roll my eyes. “About what exactly?” I thought I knew, but now I’m not so sure.

      A gentle smile settles on Mrs. Jacobsen’s face. “About how she felt in light of everything that happened between you two. She’s not used to having friends, Dean, and the prospect of a romance was more than she was ready for. Giving up her trust in you offered her an escape.”

      I sigh, then chuckle. “Yeah, well, after today… Jeez, who would’ve guessed the whole alien thing.” I glance at Shri. “But I think, maybe, we’re both ready to move on.”

      Shri’s beautiful smile shines back as her fingers curl over mine under the table. “So what do you think about the Jacobsens’ offer?”

      I glance around at the others. “That Ty loves it here and I’d be crazy to say no.”

      She leans in to give me a hug, and murmurs, “Good call.”

      Yeah. Definitely a good call. Now all I have to do is get up the guts to call Mom and tell her we’re not coming home.

      

      Cadi and Idris return from their tasks outside. Idris used the alien super weapon to cremate their carer, Mr. Scrim, and vaporize the damaged vehicles, while Cadi organized the broken pieces of the barn and storage shed into piles using her telekinesis.

      While they disappear for a nap, Mrs. Jacobsen shows Rowan to a guest room. Shri takes off for a shower, and once I’ve checked on Ty, I jog upstairs to do the same.

      Clean and dressed, I sit on the edge of my bed and contemplate the screen on my phone. The sooner I get this over with, the sooner I can move forward. Whether that means ignoring Mom’s calls until I get a lawyer involved, only time and her reaction will tell.

      I dial Mom’s number. The phone rings six times and goes to voicemail. I huff, hang up and dial again.

      Same deal. No answer.

      When the phone goes to voicemail a third time, I start talking. “Hey, Mom… We’re not coming back. I know I promised we would, but the way things are… It’s just not going to work. I’ll call you again tomorrow morning. Please don’t try to reach me because I won’t be available until then. Bye.” I disconnect and switch off the phone.

      After blowing out a deep sigh, I head to Shri’s room and tap lightly.

      Her door swings open, and she stands before me, wearing the silver-gray sweat pants and tight blue T-shirt she wore the first time I saw her dressed in something other than black.

      And god, she looks hot.

      “Hey.” She steps aside to let me in.

      I catch a gleam in her eyes as she closes the door.

      “Nice outfit,” I murmur, sliding my hands around her bare waist.

      “Glad you like it.”

      My mouth captures hers as I press her gently against the door.

      “So, did you make the call to your mom?” she asks, a good while later.

      I nod. “No answer, of course. She’s probably passed out on the couch by now. I mean, it’s almost five o’clock. I left a message, said I’d call in the morning.” Meaning when she’s most likely to be sober. “My phone’s off, so we’ll be talking on my terms, not hers.”

      Shri gives me a tight hug. “Maybe you should call that lawyer in the morning before you talk to your mom.”

      “Good thinking. Probably better Mom doesn’t know what I’m planning to do until I actually do it.”

      Shri tilts her head. “You never know, you might find your mom’s more willing to work with you than against you.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope.” I pull her close and tuck my face into her neck.

      She smells of something floral and a little bit spicy. I smile to myself. If flowers and spice don’t describe Shri perfectly, then I don’t know what does.
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      “So what about those memories Mr. Scrim gave you?” Shri says, glancing over her shoulder at Idris as we head down the trail leading to the crystal cave.

      Rowan walks ahead, carrying a red box containing Mr. Scrim’s ashes and setting the pace with the Jacobsens beside her.

      After our battle with the Evatenon, I expected Mama and Papa to be more concerned about bringing the other Livran kids here, but oddly, they seem more eager than ever.

      Behind them, Ty zigzags along the trail with Pepper on a leash, and I wonder at the wisdom of trying to keep our processional somber and this dog sedate. He’d be so much happier chasing sticks.

      “I didn’t get that many coherent memories,” Idris says as we follow Shri and Dean. “Mr. Scrim was in control of the transfer and which memories I received, but his mind wasn’t too clear. I got how to care for the crystal tree and a bunch of procedures for selecting crystals. Then some stuff on childrearing—”

      I chuckle.

      He glances at me. “What?”

      “You and childrearing.”

      He squeezes my hand. “Don’t worry, sweets, I’ll be sharing that wealth of knowledge with you.”

      “But anything about the other kids like you?” Shri presses.

      Idris shrugs, but I sense his frustration at not knowing more concerning their whereabouts. “A few faces and places. Nothing specific or obviously trackable.”

      Dean twists to look at us, his fingers gripping Shri’s. “That sucks.”

      Idris narrows his eyes and stares through the trees, like his thoughts are elsewhere. “I have more sifting to do. The closer Mr. Scrim came to dying, the more fragmented his memories became, as if his pain interrupted transmission.”

      He pulls in a breath and lets it go slowly. “Guess I’m lucky I got what I did. But we need to find the others soon. If every Evatenon has a crystal detector like the one we found, then those kids could be in serious danger.”

      I wonder how easy that’s going to be without the information from Mr. Scrim’s phone. But Idris is right about the urgency. Not only are they in danger from the Evatenon, they no longer have Mr. Scrim around to come to their rescue like he did so often for me.

      Arriving at the crystal cave, we assemble outside. I use my telekinesis and push the rock cover away from its entrance.

      One thing Idris did discover was that the earthquakes we felt were caused by the crystal tree taking root. And since that happened, people other than Livran can enter the cave.

      This will be the ar’n bala’s first showing, and in preparation, I blocked off the passage between the crystal cave and the black bears’ den to be sure our families don’t disturb each other.

      Over the past few days, the tree has started to bud. Its bubblegum pink has mellowed to a more pleasant maroon and delicate stalks have sprouted to support its crystal blooms.

      We enter to the sparkle of a thousand blossoms that light the cave ceiling like a planetarium dome.

      Mama gasps. “How lovely!”

      Yeah, the baby crystals sure are, and the one embedded in my chest loves to come here and bask in the restorative power of the ar’n bala collective.

      Mr. Scrim would have been pleased at how well the tree is growing.

      In his honor, Idris reels off the Livran well-wishing for the dead in our own language. Then Rowan scatters the carer’s ashes across the cave floor, so his body can live on, through the crystals, just as his memories will live on, through Idris.

      As we stare up at the glimmering gems, Idris, standing behind me, wraps his arms around my hips and cups my belly, one palm over the other. I wonder if he’s thinking ahead to the future, to a day when my belly is round and filled with one of the first generation of Livran to be born on Earth.

      The crystals of the ar’n bala tree pulse a few times, and a warmth rises from my crystal.

      “What was that?” I murmur to Idris.

      He clears his throat. “Um…”

      “What?” I needle him gently with an elbow.

      “The ar’n bala was welcoming a new Livran to its fold.”

      I lean into his shoulder, and murmur, “What does that mean exactly?”

      He presses his lips to my ear, and whispers, “Well, given Rowan hasn’t met her bond mate yet, I’d have to guess it’s referring to a new Livran growing in your—”

      I gasp. The future may be coming much sooner than I expected.
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