
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sign up for our newsletter to hear
about new and upcoming releases.

 
www.ylva-publishing.com



 

Chapter 1
Calling the Archer

“Francesca…”
My name rolled off her tongue, coming across the distance of the 

Atlantic and through the phone, carrying the touch of her accent and 
the hint of the smile it seemed she always wore. “Don’t you ever take a 
moment for fun? Sexy, you should be playing and pulling like mad, but 
instead, all you play with are your books.”

“I thank you for not speculating on what I might be pulling instead,” 
I said drily.

“Would I do that?” Candace asked, then laughed. “But if you’d let 
me, I would—”

“Do nothing,” I interrupted. This was an old discussion. “You’re 
Ann’s lover and—”

“And she’d love to watch or join, as you choose.” Candace smoothly 
cut me off in return. “But you, my lovely little gad grind, will not 
play—more’s the pity.”

Although she said it with mock sympathy, there was an edge beneath 
the words. I couldn’t decide whether that edge held relief or true concern. 
My gut told me it was an interesting blend of both.

But still, I didn’t want to dwell there, dwell on a past that Candace 
might or might not fully know about, a past that Ann and I shared, 
with a friendship that had started in childhood and had become, well…
something. Something intense, something incredible, something that 
couldn’t be right now.
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I returned the topic to the familiar script. “You know the deal—
scholarship, bills, good job placement,” I recited. “Keeps my nose to the 
grindstone.”

“You’ve got a fab interning slot with the movie studio you wanted on 
the West Coast—you’re not going to be a corporate drone, love—you’re 
going to work with actors, musicians, artists—and they know how to 
live! And if you’d been home this summer instead of working, or at least 
come back sooner, I would’ve happily shown you how it’s done, maybe 
even have introduced you to my summer project. Now, she—”

I sighed with amused exasperation. “You’ve told me,” I reminded 
her. “Elvis smile, killer style and… What was it? Oh yes, banging harder 
than a—”

“Fuck, darling,” Candace drawled. “I said she fucked like a god! And 
when’s the last time you—”

I actually heard the phone being removed from Candace’s hand.
“Hey, Fran,” said a voice I was glad to hear. “She’s been without for 

a day or so, and it makes her a bit, ah…”
“Rude?”
Ann chuckled softly. “That too, though I was going to say 

enthusiastic. But honestly, love, you really are working too hard and too 
much—as usual. Promise me you’ll go out tonight. I know you’re free 
tomorrow.”

“She should go to—” Candace suggested in the background. “That 
beautiful face and body are sure to—”

“Promise you’ll go…for me,” Ann spoke over her. “Grab a drink at 
least, have a few sips, then go back to all those things you have to do.”

“For you, yes,” I answered, resigned. “But only one drink, and then 
I’m off.”

“Good,” Ann said to me. “She’ll go,” I heard her say, her voice a bit 
lower as she spoke to Candace, who I assumed was either behind her or 
over her shoulder.

“She’ll go to—” Candace named the place again.
“Yes, yes,” I agreed so Ann could hear me and repeat it. “I’ll go 

there.”
Either Candace heard me or Ann nonverbally confirmed the 

information, because I heard Candace say something unintelligible in 
the background.
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And then there was silence.
“So…I’ve got a small tour coming up,” Ann informed me, breaking 

the quiet. “We’ve got a new release and all that. Call me in a few days, 
before I go; tell me you’re doing something other than books, okay?”

I couldn’t help but smile at the warmth and genuine concern in her 
voice. Our relationship might not be what it ideally could be or what 
we would have preferred, but it was ours, and we did our best with what 
we had.

“I will,” I promised.
“All right, then.”
Once more, silence filled the space between us, but this time it was 

full of our connection, the rapport now flared to life between us, despite 
the time and the miles.

“Oh, hey,” Ann said into the space that shouted that I missed her 
and she missed me. We both clamped down on what we felt. “Uncle 
Cort’s gone to Turkey. It’s a big project, he says, and Elizabeth’s gone 
with him.”

I gratefully joined her in the change of subject, recognizing it for 
what it was—a way to regain control, to force the blazing bond between 
us down to background hum.

“Historical confirmation, reconstruction, or…other?” I asked as I 
resettled on the edge of my bed. I let my gaze rest upon my dresser, or 
rather, what sat in a place of honor atop it.

My sword—the katana in its beautiful stand—that I stared at in a 
nonfocused way, was a piece her uncle had personally customized for 
me a few years ago and given to me the day I’d left London for Tokyo.

Ann’s uncle Cort was an expert in arms, as in swords and daggers, 
maces and axes; in their origin and construction, being a master 
craftsman himself. It wasn’t unusual for him to be called in as an expert 
to a dig, a collection, or a museum to verify authenticity, to repair, 
and even to recreate or originate any of an astounding array of old and 
fantastical weapons.

And Elizabeth MacCray, Ann’s one-time tutor, was going with him 
to Turkey.

Now that was interesting.
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She was a historical expert, yes, and very much a respected scholar in 
her own right. Fact was, though, Elizabeth had also been my mentor in 
studies both esoteric and occult, as Ann’s uncle had been for her.

Then add to it that among us all there was a union, a Circle, that 
worked together, one sworn in so many ways—

It was possible that things were as simple as Cort had told Ann, that 
this was a big project and Elizabeth’s knowledge would be helpful, but 
my mind and instinct said differently.

“That’s really unusual, isn’t it, though? It’s rare that their historical 
focuses match that way or that it’s not all about some old codex or 
symbol or something for her—they usually send her photos for that. 
No, I think there’s something else going on—something more esoteric, 
occult.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” she admitted. “Uncle Cort told 
me it was a mix of confirmation and reconstruction, but then why 
Elizabeth’s presence, you know?”

“What do you think it’s about?”
“I’m not sure,” Ann said slowly, considering each word as she said 

it. “But it couldn’t hurt to have shields a little stronger than usual. 
Something…strange…is coming around. You feel it?”

Years of practice meant it took a fraction of a second for me to 
center and bolster the shield that I pretty much always possessed. A 
quick breath, and—

I allowed myself to open, to let the other senses I had take over, 
senses that were more or in addition to or maybe simply finer extensions 
of what everyone already had. I felt through the levels of energy, of 
existence that made up the world.

Images too quick to capture rose and flickered across my mindscape, 
and my skin tingled with the sensations they left behind, some of it 
good, some of it off somehow.

But none of it had the right-now, this-is-going-to-happen-super-
soon buzz.

“Yeah…” I said finally. “But it feels like…it feels like it’s…gathering. 
A month or more away, not days. What’s it feel like to you?”

I heard the faint rustle against the phone as she resettled.
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“I—I’ve been dreaming again,” Ann said instead, her voice low, 
troubled.

“What about?”
Now, that had me instantly alert. That was one of her gifts: to dream, 

to see sometimes—even when awake—the potential of what could and 
even of what would be. She had others, some of which we shared, but 
not this one.

“Her.”
Ann didn’t have to say more than that. I knew who she meant, and 

I might have sighed quietly.
It seemed like forever ago in time and just yesterday in heart. She 

had been Ann’s friend; she had been my friend.
And when we learned she was dead—that was the reason Samantha 

had become Ann, that was the reason I’d become…what I’d become.
“What was it?” I asked, my voice even and calm as I spoke, despite 

the pain that clutched at me, pain for old sorrow, mine and hers, and 
hurt for her, for Ann, that she had to endure it again at all. “Was it like 
last time?”

“You mean similar to this past summer when Candace visited New 
York? No, nothing that concrete, just a sort of vague…sense.”

“Maybe…it’s just that you’re going on tour and you’re tense about 
it, like the way the ones a few months ago were because of Candace’s 
trip,” I suggested gently. “I mean, the last time you were here—”

I let that go because it hadn’t been an easy time for either of us, 
and I didn’t want to lead her mind, or mine either, down that road. 
“Anyhow, it’s probably because you’re traveling. That, or”—I decided to 
be as lighthearted as I could—“you just really, really miss me.”

Ann gave a low, light laugh that made me smile to hear. “You’re 
right, and you’re right—I do,” she agreed. “I truly do. You know,” she 
said, her tone once more thoughtful but the heaviness from earlier gone, 
“we should probably talk sometime.”

“About what?”
“You know,” she said, her voice full of import. “Things. Like really 

talk, not just our catch-ups. Like maybe…we should talk. Like…you 
and me, talk.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.



6

j d glass

My throat grew tight, and a fist in my chest bruised where my heart 
should be. I didn’t know whether I wanted or feared whatever she’d say 
next. I couldn’t tell which was stronger, the fear or the wish, as they 
battled within me.

“Maybe…maybe I was right back then, when things needed to be 
the way they became—the way we became. And maybe, well…maybe 
I’m wrong now. I…I love you, Frankie.” It was almost a whisper, and 
the strength of it, despite the low tone, the full heart that it revealed…

I found I couldn’t breathe, not right then, not just yet.
“Love you too, Sammer.”
For a moment, a brief, shining window that lasted mere seconds 

opened and connected us fully to one another, the bond as strong as it 
had ever been.

That we used those names, old names for one another, names from 
childhood, names of love, showed just how very much we still cared 
and loved, wanted to connect. They were names from a time when our 
union, the unbreakable bond between us, was something we hoped to 
discover, enjoy, and develop.

But we both knew that, for whatever length of time, it couldn’t be, 
and for better or worse—for now—this was what we had.

But oh my God, to think that anything else was possible now, right 
now, after all that we’d been through and especially all that I’d hurt, hurt 
for her, because of her…

Memories flashed, sharp, hot, and hurting through my mind. Her 
skin on mine, her taste as vivid in my mouth as the feel of her within me. 
An event gone so bad it had ended up with me used as a pawn against 
the Wielder, and my inability, my lack of self-defense… I’d almost lost 
her, too. My Sam—Ann—had almost been killed looking out for me.

My head, my heart began to reel. It didn’t—I couldn’t—bear thinking 
about it at the moment, so now I reached instead for the first thing I 
could think of before we started having that discussion.

“Candace might not enjoy that conversation,” I said, and kept my 
voice playful, teasing, an attempt at both lightness and a return to reality 
such as I knew and lived it.

“You never know,” Ann returned, her tone similarly light. “I think 
she might actually be relieved.”
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“And why don’t I see that happening?” I said, and I couldn’t help 
it—I laughed. Candace might enjoy sharing, but I didn’t think she’d 
happily give Ann away.

An alarm beeped in the room, letting me know I’d just about run 
out of time and needed to leave. “I’m sorry—I’ve gotta run,” I told Ann, 
“or I’ll never get to everything on time today.”

“Fine, go—but don’t forget, you promised to go out tonight!” she 
reminded me.

“I won’t forget,” I assured her. “And we’ll talk again soon—Blessed Be.”
“Go. Blessed Be,” Ann returned. “You are still and will always be the 

Goddess to me.”
There was nothing more to say. My heart was full and heavy as we 

completed our good-byes, and I rushed out the door.
Typical of early March in New York City, the weather was suitably 

unpredictable, though I expected my day to be anything but. My bag, 
not full but still a little heavy with books and notes, didn’t even bounce 
against my side as I walked to the subway station for the train that 
would take me uptown to Columbia University.

Glad I wore my pea coat, I thought, and shrugged deeper into both 
my jacket and scarf so I could walk even faster through the chill air.

A quick scurry through people and across the tiled floors of the 
station, then a deft flick of the fare into the turnstile meant in just a few 
seconds I was on the platform itself, warmed by the hot wind and roar 
of the approaching subway cars.

Once in the car and safely ensconced next to the door for easier 
access through the crowd for my stop, I reviewed my mental checklist of 
obligations as the car sped down the track.

* * *

The hours sped by between lectures, the pool, study, and research. 
Ann’s dream reminded me that it had been awhile since I’d last 
investigated the mystery that surrounded our friend’s untimely death, 
and as I settled into my carrel in the library, the microfiche already set 
aside for me, I pulled out the notes I had to date.

One series of phone calls placed about two years ago had netted me 
a copy of the yearbook from the year after mine—the year she would 



8

j d glass

have graduated. It revealed her individual picture, alphabetically as it 
should have been alongside the rest of the graduating class, but nowhere 
else in the rest of the book, not even for the swim team, though she was 
listed as co-captain.

Okay, so…I knew those pictures were taken at the end of junior 
year, but there was nothing in the yearbook—no dedications, no special 
mentions, essays, nothing dedicated or referring to any death—at all. A 
lot of girls listed her as a friend.

This meant…if she was actually dead, it probably hadn’t happened 
when we’d been told. I was positive that part was a lie. But no matter 
what my instinct said, there was nothing, no information—anywhere—
to be found since.

I ticked through my list. No obit in the local paper, no death 
certificate with the county, nothing in various college registries for 
freshmen—I had checked the ones I thought she’d most likely attend.

I set up the rolls of microfiche.
I reflected on the search.
Back when I’d first started, I’d been surprised, then dismayed to 

discover how little I’d actually known to begin with. I knew she had a 
job, but not where. I had evidence of many friends, but didn’t know who 
they were outside of my circle.

Some friend I am! I thought as I shook my head, disgusted by my 
lack.

What else had I found…
No telephone number.
No utilities.
No mention in other obits, newspapers.
Nothing, nothing…
Nothing.
I didn’t have access, at least not legally, to hospital and jail records, 

but my father did or knew someone who did.
I still owed him big-time for that favor, and he made sure I 

continued to pay for it by having me attend his occasional soirees and 
news conferences, part of his I’m-a-wonderful-father-figure-politician-
so-vote-for-me affairs.
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And the end result of that specific inquiry was the report from an 
emergency room visit that did, in fact, coincide with the timing of what 
we’d originally been told—but nothing else, not even the nature of the 
injury.

She was nowhere to be found.
Once last summer, driven by an urge, an itch in my brain I just 

couldn’t ignore, I had called her parents’ house.
“Ding dong, the bitch is dead!” was the singsong reply to my request 

to speak with Nina.
“Nanny—that’s not—give me that!”
I heard the creak of plastic as, I could only assume, Mrs. Boyd took 

the phone from her younger daughter’s hand.
“Hi. This is Mrs. Boyd. Can I help you?”
Nina’s mother spoke with a lilting Spanish accent, one that implied 

Castilian, not the more Central and South American flavors, and while 
her voice had the full richness that Nina’s had only begun to show, the 
strength in it was an unmistakable gift from mother to daughter. Had 
it not been for the accent, that similarity alone would have brought the 
tears that burned in my eyes.

And suddenly, I felt both stupid and terrified. While the sister’s 
response shocked and angered me, I couldn’t really believe Nina’s own 
mother—the woman who had given birth to her, the woman in whose 
voice I could hear hers—would be so similarly hateful.

But what if she was?
What if Ann’s long ago and privately confessed fear, that these 

people had killed Nina, either directly through violence or indirectly 
pushed her to suicide—

What if Ann had been right? If she was, then it would be, as my 
father had once said, something ugly.

And…what if it wasn’t?
What if I was needlessly torturing people who had lost someone 

they cared about and wanted to move on with their lives?
Either way, I had to know.
I made myself take a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. If I was going 

to do this, I was going to do this—no half ways, no turning back.
Now.



10

j d glass

Or never.
Now was the moment I had.
“I was wondering if I might speak with Nina.”
There. I’d asked.
Mrs. Boyd sighed low and long into the phone before she spoke. 

“Nina…she’s been…gone…too long now. Is there—is there anything I 
can help you with?”

I mumbled some nonsense along with an apology and hastily bid a 
good-bye.

Gone. Too long.
I knew that, felt it, I even wholeheartedly agreed, but still, something 

about all of this just wouldn’t settle for me. I mean, the time discrepancy, 
the complete lack of anything…

Nina had told me, and her mother’s accent confirmed, she had 
family in South America. What if her parents shipped her off to disappear 
there? I wondered as I picked through my pages.

I began to make a list of the more recent periodical archives I wanted 
to view and let my mind drift a bit in that direction.

If I really want to look into that, I’d have to ask Dad, I realized. He’ll 
be happy to do it—after making me sweat it out, then making sure to 
remind me that I owed him pretty much every waking second of my life. I 
didn’t know if I was willing to pay that, especially if the search turned 
out to be the dead end everything else had been.

As it was, I knew my father expected me to work for him as soon as 
I graduated and passed the bar exam, and I already knew that was never 
going to happen. I just didn’t know how I was going to convince him…

That aside, though—and I was embarrassed about this—I couldn’t 
remember what country it was supposed to be.

I mean, really—I was a lousy friend. Was it Ecuador? Peru?
Ann would know, I thought, but I knew right away there was no 

way I’d ask her—the topic was way too sensitive for her, especially after 
those dreams.

Hmm. Maybe I could call the Boyd family on the off chance the 
number was still the same, then pretend I was doing a poll and just ask?

That…was ridiculous.
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I sighed as I put away another useless piece of paper, then returned 
the microfiche to their drawer. No new news today. I’d leave it again for 
another month or so.

Why do I keep doing this? I asked myself.
Honestly, I didn’t know what kept me searching—since that first bit 

of information, I mean. After all, it wasn’t as if I’d found anything else 
to either confirm or contradict what I’d already been told.

Memory floated, bright, sharp, and hard in my head.
“When I find out what really happened, I’ll tell you—and then you can 

come home.”
I’d made that promise four, almost five years ago to Sam—Ann—on 

a night that had its own consequences, the night we first became lovers, 
the night we became bound to one another.

Immutably and irrevocably.
I bowed my head as I accepted the reminder and breathed a silent 

thank-you to the Universe. Because the answer was simple.
I’d promised.
And that was reason enough.
Oh, my brain interjected, how about asking Ren? She’d definitely have 

the resources on every level for that sort of a search.
After all, even though she literally lived across the planet in the 

world of tomorrow, Ren was my friend, had been my training partner. 
And it wasn’t as if we didn’t keep in touch. I mean, we caught up on the 
phone every few weeks, and we were just about due for another catch-up 
call.

But just as quickly as my brain suggested it, I shot it down. Whether 
I liked to admit it or not, Ren was also in some very real ways my ex. 
And some of her ties, her business ties, were similar to my father’s—my 
asking might create the wrong impression, and that, too, might create 
debts that I wouldn’t want to pay.

Whatever. I’d left the majority of those ties and obligations behind—
both from Ren and my father—when I’d left Tokyo.

But that…was another story.
Right now, I reminded myself firmly, and spread my books and notes 

before me, it’s time to focus on this paper!
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But now that those associations had come up, the issue of money 
haunted my head, no matter how hard I tried to concentrate on the case 
study before me.

Independent I might be, but only because of my business arrangement.
Candace had told the truth, as she’d known it. I’d spent my summer 

in California working an internship with a movie studio. Because 
whether my father liked it or not, if I couldn’t be an artist myself, I at 
least wanted to work around them, and getting that internship had been 
critical to that career hope.

But that wasn’t the whole reason I had been in Cali—nor had it 
been the first time. And not just because my parents had taken us on 
vacations to La Jolla.

It was really simple.
Meds arrived via courier. I took the prescribed dosages on the right 

days, and the doctor of my choice monitored both my blood and my 
body. After about a week, depending on what the monitoring said, I got 
a free roundtrip to LAX with a car and a two-night stay at a local hotel.

In between, there was just one small stop at a hospital—or rather, a 
surgical suite.

When I got back to New York, monitoring continued until my 
next period started, by which time I was already back on track with 
my classes, and the check I’d received for a nice amount was safely 
ensconced in my bank. It was usually enough to keep me afloat for at 
least another quarter before I made the trip again.

I didn’t think it was that big a deal—I mean, not really. If anything, 
I was helping people out, just in a different way, an oddly permanent 
one that, as directly connected to it as I was, I actually wasn’t.

The discomforts were relatively minor compared to knowing the 
huge impact this process had on the prospective recipients—and I felt 
good about that.

That I got paid and paid well to do it, that it had enabled me to live 
a life independent of my parents, well, that’s what had made it appealing 
in the first place.

But, I reminded myself, not anymore.
I had my internship, I had the occasional paying gig doing set work 

at school and for a couple of local theaters, and I had the remainder 
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from the last round to cover the major necessary expenses, such as rent, 
utilities, and textbooks.

Basically, as long as I was careful with what I did until I started 
getting regular paychecks and/or passed the bar exam, I could live my 
life free. Free of the shadow world connected to my father and even to 
Ren, free of the things that were dark and ugly in ways I had only the 
slightest inkling of.

Maybe that’s what made me decide to be a lawyer, I decided, then 
laughed at myself as I pulled out another text.

This was my last year, I was a JD or juris doctor candidate, and I had 
two major writing assignments: the minor writing credit and the major 
writing credit. Both were critically important, not to just complete but 
to do exceedingly well on, gradewise, if I wanted to actually graduate.

The deadline loomed on the first, and I was so close to completion 
that I could taste it. The second deadline was only weeks away. After, 
there’d be reading time, time free from actual lectures to allow for finals 
study. I’d sit for the bar a few months after that.

But to get there, I had to get through my papers, my readings, and 
the assignments. So I sat there and really got down to the business 
of dissecting and analyzing one of three different cases that had been 
assigned to the class.

And then—it happened.
I was right in the middle of yet another reading of a persons-A-

versus-persons-B case and really into following its twists and turns when 
I felt it. The unique sensation, the touch as if it were to my own body, 
but it wasn’t.

But I knew who it was and why.
Sam, Sammer, my Samantha—not mine, I corrected myself with a 

rueful shake of my head. Not in that way, not anymore.
We’d been too open to one another earlier, too close, channels open 

and flowing, the bond revealed and vibrant. Which meant that we were 
still vividly connected and that any intense feeling from one could, and 
would, be felt by the other.

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, then stood up to stretch my legs. 
I forced myself to ignore an arousal and stimulation that wasn’t mine. 
Enjoy it, I thought to her on a wave of warmth and affection.
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I meant it—just because it wasn’t us didn’t mean I wasn’t happy for 
her for having the joy she could have. Then I took a deep breath and 
closed my eyes, visualized the shield of light that emanated from and 
surrounded me. Through it I could see the link that ran from me to her, 
and I pinched it, narrowing its flow.

While this would block us from one another as much as was 
possible—given the connection—it was now completely up to me to 
deal with and ignore as best I could the raging fire the contact had left 
me with.

This is so fucking unfair! I thought to myself, frustrated now on 
multiple levels as I leafed through pages, resettled my books, then 
chewed on my pen.

It took some effort, but I was able to manage it after a bit. I made 
the roar a background noise as I forcefully exhaled and re-immersed 
myself in the studies and notes before me.

I read and took notes, scribbled questions and answers, outlined the 
probable path to the conclusion I wanted. Finally, finally, I glanced up 
from the desk it seemed I lived at between and after classes only to see 
that the majority of the library was dark and quiet. Midnight had long 
come and gone.

“Shit!”
I said it low and under my breath—not that I would have disturbed 

anyone, since the place was practically empty, but I hastily put my things 
away. I had promised Ann I’d go out, even if only for a few minutes, and 
if I didn’t hurry, the place might close before I got there.

Oh, but it was cold as I rushed my way to the train station, and when 
I flipped up my collar to protect more of my neck, my hand stopped 
when it didn’t find what it expected.

“Ah shit!” I said, much louder than I had in the library. I’d left my 
scarf behind. And dammit all! I could even see in my mind’s eye where 
it was. Solid and safe, draped along the back of the chair I’d just spent 
so many hours warming. But if I went back for it, I’d definitely break 
my promise to Ann.

I kept walking.
“Why am I doing this?” I asked myself rhetorically when my subway 

stop for home passed and I transferred instead to the line that would 
take me to the bar.
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I was doing it because—well, because.
Just a quick drink—a glass of wine or maybe a beer—then home again, 

home again, jiggedy-jig, I told myself as I walked the few blocks left.
Besides, I’d promised.
And even if I hadn’t, I rationalized, I’d earned it, hadn’t I?
But memory of that promise brought memory of the rest of the 

discussion with it.
Because seriously, what in the hell?
I loved Ann. Loved her, desired her, had sacrificed so much just to 

ease her mind…and now I hurt, hurt all over again.
She didn’t have to do that, I thought, caught in the moment of the 

memory. She didn’t have to sleep with someone else, not like that, not then.
And she had what she’d said she wanted—to know that the distance 

between us ostensibly kept me safe. She had Candace, for Christ’s sake, 
and the half of Europe that was more than willing to sleep with her, if 
it hadn’t already. I stopped myself there.

That was unkind of me—and it wasn’t completely true. At least I 
guess I hoped it wasn’t. I already understood the very deadly real reason 
why we had had to part—she could have waited just a little longer.

My mood had changed from a cheerful resignation at following a 
friend’s request to something fiery. My heart beat hard, and my breath 
was hot as it floated before me. How dare Ann ask that of me?

What did she think—that I’d wait until she was ready? So now that 
she thought she was, she wanted to talk about what we might be?

Bet I could lay odds and win that the same fears and concerns resurface 
and she breaks my heart all over again.

I didn’t stop to examine the bitter power or the raw anger in that 
thought, didn’t pause to see what my thinking or feeling that might 
mean in terms of my head space, my life, the way I—

Resolve burned through me, warming my muscles through the cold. 
I felt my cheeks flush as I passed late-night revelers and wanderers, 
couples forever or for the night, everyone on their way to somewhere 
with someone in the city that never sleeps.

You know, I told myself, maybe it was time I let Ann know it wouldn’t 
be that easy, I wouldn’t be that compliant. Maybe I wouldn’t be at all.
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Maybe I’d make time for more than just a single drink and not go 
straight home. I could do something completely outrageous and chat 
someone up, maybe get a phone number or even give one.

And maybe I’d skip that altogether and bring someone home or go 
with them.

Because frankly, even though it wasn’t something I gave any true 
regular thought to, other than grooming and such, Candace had a point. 
I wasn’t just in good shape, I was in great shape—I swam as often as I 
had in high school. That, along with daily martial arts forms, kept me 
in condition.

I caught a quick glimpse of my reflection in the darkened glass of a 
storefront and tucked a few long, errant curls that fluttered in the chill 
breeze back behind an ear and under my collar. As I thought about the 
brief view I’d had of myself, I remembered that more than one person 
had told me I was pretty—beautiful, even.

I didn’t think I was an exotic beauty—not by any stretch—but even 
I had to admit that, although I considered my eyes average brown, they 
had a nice shape, and I really liked the color of my hair, a combination 
of wheat, light brown, and blonde. My brother and sister always told 
me I had beautifully high cheekbones, and even I could say I had a nice 
smile.

So…I wasn’t terrifying to look at, and I could pretty much hold a 
conversation about anything. How hard could this be, right?

I mean, it was like anything else, a matter of analyzing a situation, 
then deciding if, when, and how to approach. That simple. Right.

Assuming there’d be anyone there other than the staff, a handful of 
late-night stragglers, or those rushing in, like me, for that final call.

The lights were on as I approached, and I could see a scattering of 
people through the front glass. I took a deep breath, reminded myself 
that everything was in the hands of the Universe, of the Goddess, then 
set my hand to the latch.

It was locked.
Did I really go through all of that trouble for this? I blew out the 

breath I held as I shook my head and checked my watch. Twenty minutes 
to go before official closing time. All right, then. I knocked on the door. 
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Well, no one can say I haven’t really or fully tried, I thought as I watched 
through the glass.

Between the second and third rap, a large someone detached 
themselves from the group I could see and waved another over. Together 
they approached the door, the one in the front with her head turned to 
speak to the woman who followed her.

The familiarity of her stance, the color and toss of her hair over the 
width of her shoulders, made me think strongly of Ann, but I knew that 
was impossible. It’s because you spoke with her, felt her, today—she’s on 
your mind, is all, I told myself while I waited.

This girl, this woman—because the black sweater she wore didn’t 
hide her shape but instead perfectly clung to her in all the right ways 
and clearly revealed her—didn’t walk, she strode, shoulders back and 
wide, head up, a strong, striding swagger that fairly burst with energy.

And then I saw her face.



 

Chapter 2
Arrows Fly True

Dead.
She was supposed to be dead and gone for a few years now, and 

instead she was coming right to the door. I had just spent time making 
phone calls and scanning through blurry and archived prints, checking 
and rechecking notes in an attempt to find her.

It hit me with stunning intensity, made the skin across my temples 
tight and numb. Had I skipped the search and research, allowing me to 
leave sooner, I’d have found her earlier. Had I changed my mind earlier 
about going, gone back for my scarf, or even seconds ago allowed the 
locked door to stop me, I’d have missed her altogether.

Yes, her face was slightly different, the angles more clearly defined, 
but she was still recognizable as the girl I’d known and friended and 
loved.

She was even more damn beautiful than I’d remembered.
My heart began to beat with bruising intensity in my chest, and 

every other thought, every other feeling, plan, or idea shoved itself 
right out of my now-buzzing head. My scalp tingled. The only clear 
thought I had was that, in my deepest self, somehow I’d known, I’d 
always known—and now I also knew the real reason I’d never stopped 
searching, not really.

And if I’d harbored any hidden doubts about what or who I was 
seeing, they evaporated the moment she opened that amazing curve of 
a mouth and spoke.
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“Hey, I’m sorry—we’re about to close.”
Ironic. The approaching walk had niggled a not-so-hidden memory, 

a hurting one that remained behind a wall of inquiry. Her face had 
made it live behind the wall where it had been safely kept, but her voice 
slammed that wall, and her eyes—

“Nina. Nina Boyd.”
Her name fell from my heart to my mouth, a blurting of the 

unbelievable. That’s when she saw me, really saw me, and that straight-
backed, tough stance became a flash of warmth in her eyes and a welcome 
in arms that reached for me, even as mine automatically closed around 
her.

“Fran! Fran DiTomassa!” she exclaimed. “Oh my God—it’s been 
ages!”

“I can’t believe I’m looking at you,” I told her, the tingle from my 
head now in my hands, in the fingers that reached for her. I had to know 
she was real, not some strange illusion or a hallucination created by now 
countless, haunting dreams and too many hours of study.

“I knew it. I just knew it!”
And in the second my skin touched hers, suddenly I was sixteen 

again, happy to see my friend after a summer apart, and I couldn’t 
help myself—I cupped her face in my hands. “I can’t believe I’m really 
looking at you—I knew in my heart it wasn’t true!”

I kissed her cheek in the same way we had always greeted one another, 
and Nina returned my greeting with equal enthusiasm.

“Knew what?” Nina threw me a puzzled glance over a smile that 
dazzled me.

My eyes burned, while my chest and throat filled with a heavy 
happiness that robbed me of speech as I ran my fingers through her 
hair, rubbed her shoulder, and knew, finally knew she was solid and real.

Someone cleared their throat behind us. “Friend of yours?” the 
someone asked in an unmistakably dry tone that carried over the sound 
of the door lock click.

“Oh yeah,” Nina turned to the speaker and answered, obvious joy in 
her voice. “Hey, Jen, this is Francesca.”

I raised my brow at her—that was way too formal and unnecessary, 
and Nina caught my meaning.
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“Fran,” she corrected. “Fran,” she said with another smile and a 
wave of her hand in the other’s direction, “Jen.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said politely as I stared into granite eyes and 
offered my hand.

“Same,” she answered with equal courtesy. The handshake I got in 
return was a little too firm, too…something. It matched the strange 
seethe that undulated from her, and with it there was a quick flash of—

Hmm. Strange.
Because what I’d seen was an image of Nina moving through a crowd 

with a loaded tray. I wondered about that as we walked farther in.
“Like a drink?” Nina asked as she stepped behind the bar.
“Sure,” I agreed, and settled onto a stool. I spoke the words that 

I had rehearsed as a play-by-play instruction while I’d walked here. 
“That’s what I was stopping in for.”

“What would you like?”
“Guinness—if you’ve got it,” I said, an automatic response, 

momentarily nonplussed as I was by the utter ordinariness of the 
question, a question so plain, so normal and unremarkable in a world 
that had just become anything but.

I don’t even know what she said as she handed me the mug and a 
napkin with a little flourish, then handed another to Jen.

Someone said something, though, there was a toast, and I might 
have been the one to make it, but all I could truly do was stare, even as 
I took a tasteless sip from the mug Nina placed before me.

Another staff member came from the back bar and sat near me. Nina 
handed out yet another beer, and another round was drunk as envelopes 
were passed around.

I leaned my head on my hand as I watched Nina tuck her package 
into her waistband. “This is totally fucking unreal.”

Her hand rested on the counter between us, and I focused on it 
while I sipped, then set the heavy glass mug down. I couldn’t help but 
visually trace the slender, graceful length of her fingers—piano hands, 
as my sister Gemma would say.

Her veins pushed up blue and firm under pale skin, the proof of 
her life and evidence that she did, or at least should do, something 
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artistic, perhaps paint or draw, or even, if I remembered correctly, play 
an instrument.

Random bits of memory played through my head, pictures of 
schoolgirls in uniforms and swimming pools, laughing over shared jokes 
and food, fingers meeting in a shared tub of popcorn during a movie 
that had started as “wanna hang out?” then had definitely turned into 
something…other.

And her pale face and death grip on my steering wheel when she went 
for her road test, the shock of her father’s voice in my ear, that angry, 
bitter voice telling me she was dead, and that tear within, the tears that 
flowed without, then the heart-faltering task of telling Samantha and 
everything that had happened after.

It wasn’t until I felt—then saw—the small drop that shone on her 
hand, the hand I’d studied, its lines and veins, the remains of a cut on 
the knuckle by her pinkie, all of which I traced with a fingertip, that I 
even realized that I could barely see, that my eyes were that full, that 
blurred.

“Fran…what’s the matter?”
Nina placed her hand over mine, her touch warm with concern and 

gently solid. Did she have any idea how much she said in that touch? Did 
she know how much she’d been missed? Or any of what had happened 
because of that one. Damned. Cruel. Lie.

“Kitt…”
She leaned closer, and her voice was low, full, and urgent. “What’s 

wrong? Can I do something?”
That name, my nickname from the days that her presence made 

relive in my mind, a nickname earned as much from persona as from 
anything else… Her head was where mine was, and that…it meant a 
lot to me, heightened everything with a rush of affection—hers—that I 
couldn’t help but respond to.

I took a deep breath in an attempt to calm the unsteadiness that ran 
through me, to soothe the throbbing hurt that filled my chest. “You’re 
not going to believe this…”

I tried to smile, and the ridiculousness of it all hit me so hard I 
couldn’t help a light laugh, despite the tears I could feel on my face.
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Someone handed me a tissue, and after another glance at Nina’s 
eyes, the expression she wore, and the emotion that literally waved off 
her, I couldn’t help it—I covered my face as tears poured freely.

I tried so hard not to—she didn’t know, there was no way she 
could—and I didn’t want to mar this reunion with all of the pain, all 
of the past, because it was unchangeable, because what had been set in 
motion…it had no place, not in the now.

I forced myself to breathe, attempted to steady the flow within and 
without, and Nina leaned her head closer to mine.

“Hey, give me a sec, okay?” she asked. “I just want to come around 
to your side.”

I gently squeezed the hand under mine, grateful for her concern. I 
really had to get myself together and out of this. “S’all right. I’m okay,” I 
told her, and tossed her the best grin I could to let her know I was okay. 
I was going to be just fine.

“Okay,” she agreed with a smile of her own, but the last touch from 
her hand said she didn’t believe me.

Nina came quickly around and claimed the seat next to me, then 
took one of my hands in hers and laid the other on my shoulder.

“What’s the matter, Fran?” she asked again, her eyes wide, shining, 
and searching mine. “What’s wrong?”

I held her hand tighter and reached for her face with the other. She 
was warm, vibrant, and real, her skin smooth and soft under my thumb, 
and everything about her demanded a real answer, an honest one.

And I—I was schooled to be better, stronger, just so much more 
capable than this. I took another breath and firmly centered myself.

“You’re supposed to be dead.”
It came out a whisper, as plainly and simply true as I could make it. 

I was as gentle as I could be with such a harsh statement.
She rubbed my shoulder, then sat straight up.
“Did you say…?” she asked as she took her hand away. And as 

emotional as the moment was, I felt—as I’m certain she did too—in 
that second of removal the loss not only of the physical warmth but of 
her as well.

“Yeah.” I nodded in agreement.
“What…how?”
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I took her hand back in my own and leaned closer to her to recapture 
her warmth, to keep our conversation private. The corners of her mouth 
softened as she studied me.

“I called you, Nina. I swear I called you,” I told her fervently, no 
longer anything but the friend who had called her house that fateful 
afternoon, wanting nothing more and nothing less than for her to feel 
the truth of it, not just in my voice but through my skin where it 
touched hers. “Your father, he said, he—”

The cutoff was the absolute cold slam down of a wall between us 
when she waved a hand to forestall me.

“No, no. It’s okay.” Her eyes snapped, a fury hot and wild behind 
them. A rage that matched the shock shone through too, while the raw 
power of both was a wave coming off her, almost overwhelming in its 
strength.

As quickly as it came, the wild boil of turmoil that had flooded from 
her was gone.

Nina stood and put her arms around me. “I’m so sorry…” she said 
softly, and pulled me close to her. “I’m just so sorry.”

I returned the hold as she rested her head on mine.
“I wish I could take that away for you,” she whispered against the 

top of my ear, and gently touched her lips to the curled ridge.
I pressed my face against her chest and held her just as closely. Did 

she know that as she spoke, as she touched, she did do exactly that? 
Nothing else existed right now but the woman before me, held by me, 
and who held me in return. The sincerity of what she felt was a blanket 
that flowed around us both.

“Looks like this is a good time for a drink,” Jen, her coworker, said. 
Nina and I had been so absorbed in that hug that we both jumped.

“’Nother Guinness for you?” Jen asked, nodding her chin at me.
The shocks of the night had been…a little overmuch for me. 

Something a little—or rather, a lot—stronger was called for. “You 
know,” I said as I thought about it, “I think I need a shot. Walker Black, 
straight up?”

“Righto,” Jen agreed, and pulled the bottle. “You?” she asked Nina.
“Same—with a blackberry brandy chaser.”
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Jen muttered something I couldn’t hear, and I watched Nina’s smile 
tighten for a brief moment. “Want to try it?” she asked Jen anyway, her 
smile back in place.

The tension in that exchange…
Instinct and habit are funny things, almost indistinguishable 

sometimes. It might have been awhile since Nina and I had last seen 
each other, and for bizarre reasons, to be certain, but that didn’t matter. 
She was an alum, a teammate, my friend.

Right then and there, I made a decision because of all these things, 
because of what I saw in Nina’s eyes, felt from her skin, the waves that 
flowed off her and wove around me, because instinct and habit are 
sometimes the same.

Besides, there was something. Something in the way Jen gazed at 
Nina, spoke to her—there was an off feeling to it, and it didn’t sit well 
with me.

“You know, me too,” I said, sharing a smile with Nina. When my 
eyes met Jen’s, the smile she got was all teeth.

The stone face Jen gave me in return was meant as a challenge—but 
this was for—was about—Nina. Nina was my friend, and for that reason 
alone, I would never back down.

Jen gave the slightest nod and an even tinier sigh as she dropped her 
eyes from mine. “You know, me too,” she said finally.

Shots on the bar, Nina took the first—the Scotch—in hand. I 
eyed mine for a long second—because I didn’t normally drink straight 
shots—then followed suit.

“I’m as ready as I’m gonna be,” I told her as I raised the thick glass.
The countdown to swallow was on, and then it hit me—this was a 

happy moment, something worth celebrating. “Wait—we have to have a 
toast!” I told her. “We can’t just discover you’re alive and not celebrate,” 
I explained lamely.

Oh, but this was so surreal and the world as I’d known it until scant 
minutes ago so thrown offtrack, I didn’t even know what I was thinking, 
never mind how to speak properly.

“I already knew I was alive,” Nina said with a bright grin, “but I’m 
happy enough to celebrate seeing you again. What say you we toast to 
that?”
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Well, of course, she’d known that. It was just the few of us who 
hadn’t. Not for certain, anyway.

“How about”—I searched for the right words—“to absent friends 
reunited?” The smile I wore almost hurt, but I couldn’t stop it or help it. 
I was just so damned absolutely happy, almost dizzily, giddily delighted 
to see her.

“Howzabout…to faith?” Jen suggested over Nina’s shoulder. “Nina 
knows all about that one, don’cha, kid?”

Though Jen’s tone sounded odd and I caught the sidewise glance 
Nina threw, it was still an excellent suggestion—definitely better than 
anything I was able to come up with at the time, anyway.

“Hey, yeah!” I enthused. “All things in their own time, all things 
for their own reasons and—” The reality—or rather, the hyperreality of 
the moment hit me. This unasked, unlooked for, and unexpected event. 
“We’ll stay in touch from now on?”

“Yes,” Nina agreed, and touched her glass to mine. “I absolutely 
promise.” She downed her first shot.

“Me too,” I agreed after downing the first with her—oh, how it 
burned—and I hastily swallowed the next as well.

That…I considered as I experienced it…was really nice. It 
transformed the burn from the first shot to a comfortable warmth that 
spread throughout my chest, throat, and head in a pleasant way. “That’s 
really sweet—what great contrast,” I told her.

“Yeah,” she said, and grinned. “That’s why—”
“It’s time to go,” Jen informed us, and clapped her hands firmly 

onto both our shoulders. I quickly glanced around, and it was true. It 
seemed that, except for us, the bar was empty.

“I’ll take care of those,” Jen said, taking the now-empty shot glasses 
from our hands, “and I’ll lock up.”

She herded us before her toward the door with her frame and a light 
wave of her arms.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized as we walked, embarrassed that I’d kept 
them all from going home. “I didn’t realize—”

“No need to apologize,” Jen said breezily. “Just have a nice night. 
You can wait here in the vestibule—Nina’ll be with you shortly.” Her 
gaze fixed on Nina.
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“Yep. I’ll be done in a sec,” Nina promised me with yet another 
smile.

For the second time on this night that had now become very early 
morning, I watched them through the glass as I waited, but now I was 
warmed by the shots and shielded by the brick of the wall so that I 
didn’t feel the wind or the cold.

And on the other side of the window, Nina moved with quick and 
efficient energy that didn’t hide a fluid grace in every stretch of her legs 
and reach of her hands, while Jen moved about accomplishing tasks and 
occasionally uttering what were either comments or critiques behind 
her.

Then…I saw it!
Jen wasn’t merely directing Nina—she was watching her. And when 

Nina swung a dark jacket over her shoulders to put it on, I caught the 
clearly though oh-so-briefly revealed raw, unguarded expression on Jen’s 
face. The edges of her jaw relaxed and her eyes softened while she gazed 
at the worn black leather settling over Nina’s hips.

But as if she sensed that I, too, watched, Jen sent a sharp and sidewise 
glance my way, her mask once more firmly in place.

Oh. Wow. Now that made sense—a little twisted maybe, but it 
definitely explained things. Does Nina know Jen likes her? I wondered 
as a final set of lights blinked out and they came to the door under the 
glow of the exit lamp.

I stepped out of the vestibule and onto the sidewalk as they came 
through the door. First Nina, with her tight black jeans-and-booted 
stride, leather jacket open and swinging along her hips, dark hair straight 
and past her shoulders over her hanging scarf.

I admired the smooth walk and fluid toss of her head, the subtle 
grace in the way she moved her hands… It was as if I were seeing her 
for the first time.

I’m such an idiot!
I laughed at myself because it hit me. It has been that long—when’s 

the last time we saw one another?
I really was seeing her for the first time—ever—outside of the 

contexts we’d once known one another in.
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Jen followed behind, almost on Nina’s heels, with her stiff-jawed 
slouch and eyes aimed down. Or maybe it wasn’t the ground she stared 
at so intently.

I angled my head for a better view.
Don’t smile. Don’t do or say anything at all, I ordered myself sternly 

as I stepped toward the streetlamp to wait because, yeah, it was what I’d 
thought. Jen’s gaze was firmly fixed on Nina’s ass.

Oh, but it was all I could do to not smile, grin, or at least smirk, 
because during the little bit of interaction I’d seen between them, I’d 
watched Nina grit her teeth, force a smile, and close her eyes in an 
attempt not to roll them.

This—as far as I could tell—meant Nina had absolutely no clue 
whatsoever that this woman, this Jen, who very obviously annoyed the 
bejesus out of her, had a very large crush.

And I’ll bet anything it’s the reason Jen seems to go out of her way to 
bait Nina in the first place, I concluded.

Not that I blamed Jen for that—the crush, I mean—because time, 
distance, and the crazy intervening years aside, I was very much already 
caught again by Nina’s eyes and that smile. I had already been shown, 
without hesitation, that the warmth and affection we’d once held for 
one another was still a vibrant thing.

Of course, that was some of the deeper aspect—things I was pretty 
sure Jen wouldn’t have known about. But on the pure, superficial side, 
Nina’s delicate face and well-toned body, with curves in all of the right 
places and in the right ways, was very worth looking at—even staring 
at. Because there was something about her. There was something so 
damned compelling.

I quickly turned my head. I didn’t want to do to Nina what Jen had.
They were both outside the door now, and Jen threw another 

measured glance my way as she set the lock, her expression as blank as 
the one I returned.

It was funny, I mused, how sometimes you could meet someone, and 
instantly that person perceived something you didn’t, not at first. But 
there was no mistaking this. For whatever reason, Jen had decided I was 
competition.
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It didn’t take anything special or extra to know that—it was blatantly 
obvious, or at least it was to me.

Maybe it was because of the not-so-subtle way I’d taken Nina’s side 
earlier. Or maybe it had started before that, when Jen had interrupted 
our conversation. Or maybe it was as simple as something else that 
would have been equally obvious to any observer. Nina and I had a 
connection that she and Jen didn’t—and Jen wasn’t happy about it.

Whatever.
Because I wasn’t happy with how she treated my friend, and I wasn’t 

going to pretend that I was okay with it.
Besides, there was nothing in the way that Nina moved, said, or 

even vibed that indicated she had the slightest inclination that Jen found 
her attractive. And if Jen hadn’t told her, I wouldn’t do it for her. I 
wouldn’t help her out in any way.

And the more I thought about it, the more I thought that that might 
be something Nina wouldn’t want to know anyway.

Something within me—I’m not sure what—stirred, whispered things 
I couldn’t quite hear. But I knew something very clearly. I’d competed 
for Nina once before with the best qualified, the highest and most 
worthy of rivals—with my very best friend.

Competition? Now, that was funny—Jen had no idea who the fuck 
she was dealing with—not that I had any intention whatsoever of 
competing with her over anything in the first place.

And Jen couldn’t hold a lit match—never mind a candle—to 
Samantha’s Light.

I could have sworn the strange thing I felt move in my chest said a 
quietly triumphant fuck you to the frown Jen threw my way.

“Hey!” I called to Nina. For her, I couldn’t help smiling and I wasn’t 
going to. “You done?”

“Just about,” Nina confirmed with a ready grin, her eyes sparking as 
they held mine. And, oh, what those eyes said—

Jen pulled a set of locks from her pocket while Nina reached overhead 
and jumped for the gate that would completely seal the entrance.

For a moment, she hung suspended, fingertips gripped on the ledge 
and her jacket and sweater lifted to reveal smooth white skin. Then 
weight and gravity combined with a loud grating sound and allowed the 
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gate to drop far enough down for her to muscle it the rest of the way to 
the ground. It landed with a thunderous crash.

God, she was strong! Nina didn’t seem heavy enough to have done 
either of those things. Why didn’t Jen do that? I wondered, since she was 
obviously taller.

But the question fled my mind because finally, finally, they were 
done, and the smile Nina wore matched the one I felt on my face as she 
took a hurried step my way.

“Oh, by the by, Nina?” Jen called, and reached for Nina’s shoulder. 
“You know, there’s a word for people like you.”

The change in Nina’s demeanor was instantaneous. She stopped 
dead still, shrugged out of the grip that held her, then squared and set 
her shoulders.

I could see the arch of her lifted brow, the purse of her lips, and the 
set of her jaw before she turned to say just one word from the sculpted 
ice that was her face.

“Yes?”
Oh.
My.
God.
Even where I was, I could fully hear the rich, round tone of her 

voice, the heat and deliberate intent with which she filled that single 
syllable.

It rolled into the night sky with the heat of battle and of passion, 
the heady fullness of joyous acquiescence, and the daring acceptance of 
challenge.

All of that in one word.
The power of those implications had apparently thrown Jen off as 

well. She gave Nina an obviously forced grin and moved to again clap 
her on the shoulder. “I’ll tell ya when I think of it, kid,” she said heartily, 
and gave Nina an awkward pat instead. “I’ll see ya later.”

“Yeah, when the sun’s out,” Nina agreed.
Her gaze fixed once more on me, and her evident joy was contagious 

as she walked my way.
“Hey, you up for a bite? My treat,” she offered as she reached out to 

tuck my arm in hers. Nina briskly rubbed my sleeve, warming the spot 
beneath her hand as we began to walk north on Seventh Avenue.
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I had no idea where we were going, had no clue what we’d say or do 
next, but I knew one thing for sure. I wasn’t ready to say good-bye, not 
just yet, not now that I’d actually found her, and she was here and real 
and alive—alive—before me, next to me, my arm warm in hers.

But then my thinking parts kicked in. Maybe she didn’t feel the 
same.

Okay, yes, there wasn’t any real reason to think that, since nothing 
about her said so. I mean, hell, she’d just offered to go out to eat. But 
maybe she had obligations, like school or another job or—

Look at her, my brain commanded. She has to have a waiting girlfriend.
“Don’t you have to catch a boat or a train or something?” I asked 

instead, even though I’d already given in to the impulse to return her 
touch by running my fingertips against her arm while we walked.

I don’t know why I assumed she lived back on Staten Island, the 
one place we’d all lived at one point, but I did. She could have lived 
anywhere—for all I knew she lived down the street—but a quick flash of 
the ferry ride back to the borough had scooted through my head.

“Nah, there’s always another one. Besides,” she said and gave a small 
laugh, “carpe noctem, right?”

Her tone was light, playful, and clear, and it filled the sky in a night 
that had changed. The very air that surrounded us had become charged 
and heavy while the skyline over the ever-lit city took on a red hue.

And she’d spoken in Latin, a reference from high school, shared 
territory we could start with as we moved forward.

“Seize the night,” I translated. “What—is that like your motto or 
something? Are you going to melt in the sun?” I joked back.

“Hey, it’s just because I work nights,” Nina said with another laugh. 
“It’s the only time I’ve got.”

“Oh, so that’s it,” I said, and nodded while I gently freed my arm 
to study her.

The majority of emotion—the mind state—that had emanated off 
her earlier was gone. It was restrained, withheld, perhaps even barricaded 
behind something, and most of what I could read from her… Well, the 
truth was, it had been years.

And one of the things I’d learned in the interim was this: people hid 
sometimes, and when they did, it wasn’t always for a good reason.
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I tried to peer through all the layers.
Nina was truly beautiful—pale, but beautiful. Her face was sharper, 

thinner, the lines of it almost delicate, highlighting differences between 
now and when I’d last seen her. I could really see she’d been a girl then, 
still on the verge of womanhood.

Now that womanhood sat on her body, the curves she’d developed 
and the lines she’d grown into accented the way her clothes clung to her 
frame, further differentiating memory from moment. But even with all 
of that, her face still held some of the softness of girlhood and made her 
seem even younger than she was.

I’d also learned a few things from my older brother Gianni and sister 
Gemma, the incredibly beautiful twins, about art, beauty, and fashion. I 
could hear Gianni’s voice in my head and see Gemma’s nod of agreement 
as he said she’s gonna be beyond stunning in her thirties.

I agreed with both of them.
Nina had also become taller than me since then. Taller than Ann too, 

I amended, since she and I were approximate in height.
But no matter what I knew from then, the truth was I had no idea 

of who or what Nina was now, other than what she’d let me see earlier.
Dark or Light… I didn’t know—not for certain, not yet.
What I did know was that I was going to have to put both my shock 

and my happiness at seeing her aside, just the slightest bit, so I could 
find out. I didn’t think that she’d have gone there, to that other, darker 
place, not given the person I’d known, nor given what I’d felt earlier, 
but still—

I had to be sure—too much rode on it.
It took all of about half a second or less to center, shield, and bring 

in the Light to both energize and protect me as I truly focused and 
looked deeply into the person before me.

Nina could hide herself, withdraw her signature energy as much as 
she wanted, but she couldn’t hide the Light that radiated from her.

There was a shadow that barely touched its fringe. It flickered in 
my sight, then disappeared. That could have been anything, from a 
random Other floating by, to a mistake on my part. But whatever it was, 
it obviously wasn’t directly a part of Nina herself. It didn’t come from 
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her personally. That, I knew at least, would have a completely different 
appearance and feel.

I smiled to myself and nodded, satisfied that I’d confirmed what my 
instinct had said; I was almost giddily relieved, and felt my mood rise 
even further than it had before.

“I thought maybe, you know,” I began, my tone playful, teasing in 
response to her I’m only up at night declaration, “the black clothes, pale 
face, disappearing for a couple of years, and then reappearing as this 
gorgeous—”

“Okay, okay, enough,” Nina interrupted quietly, and surprised me 
by placing two gentle fingers against my lips to quiet me literally.

Something sparked in Nina’s eyes, and even in the dimness of the 
streetlight, I could see the faint blush that rose through her cheeks. I 
could also feel the unease that filled her the second I’d tried to tell her 
how beautiful she was.

You don’t like being told you’re pretty, I noted with some surprise. 
Wonder what that’s all about.

Maybe, I speculated, she hears it all the time and is sick of hearing it. 
It never occurred to me that it was because she didn’t believe it—because 
how could someone with a face and body like hers not know it?

Nina’s breath puffed out into the chill air, and the full weight of her 
gaze locked with mine. And suddenly, as sharply as she’d cut herself off 
earlier, she was on again, exuding warmth and wonder.

“I think I’m taller than you,” she murmured.
I nodded a mute agreement against the touch on my face.
Her eyes seemed to glow. The silver rings around the blue irises were 

a flare, a signal, a sign that something was happening, would happen, 
had happened. As she took her hands away, a tiny smile that spoke of 
delight played along the edges of her mouth. And as the wall she’d held 
herself behind faded, any final reservations I’d held went with it.

She was open, fully visible to me on every level…and she was 
beautiful.

“You don’t…you don’t know how good it is to see you,” I told her, 
needing her to somehow understand. I was unable to comprehend fully 
what I felt or even fully contain the pressure that was trying its best to 
burst through my ribs. “Or how unbelievable.”
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I couldn’t help but shake my head, caught up in the crazy wonder of 
it all. Her and me, this time and place, something that supposedly could 
never happen, and here it was, actually happening.

Maybe I’m dreaming, I thought dizzily, and this…this is a special 
dream, a message dream, like others I’ve had before, like Ann just had.

If it was, if I was—dreaming, that is—then I knew I had to pay 
attention…

Nina smiled at me, a gentle smile, wonder in her eyes as she reached 
and oh-so-gently brushed through my hair, an intense something in the 
flow from her fingertips that sent—

“Snow.”
“Huh?” I asked, mesmerized by the way her lips moved.
Nina let out a soft sigh, and her breath misted between us, joined 

mine.
And still I stared, at the perfect curves that shifted as she spoke, and 

sighed too at her full bottom lip.
I want to taste that, I want to feel that between my lips, under my 

teeth… The thought wasn’t even in words, wasn’t anything more or less 
than a visceral picture that was so real I thought I felt it, tasted it, knew 
I moved in response to it.

I wasn’t here anymore. I wasn’t me anymore. I was somewhere 
else, and still I stared, now at eyes that held a deep lake within them 
surrounded by moon fire, pulling me forward, pulling me into this, 
wherever it was, wherever we were, the irresistible, inexorable magnetic 
draw that reaches the point of—

She kissed me.
I kissed her back.
Soft…so soft and perfect, that first bare touch.
Warmth, affection, desire—all poured through it and into me, filled 

me, answered and increased, created a connect that was instant, deep, 
and strong. Everything she felt was in her mouth, playing off the tip of 
her tongue. It was a direct, sweet translation from her lips to mine.

Maybe I should have been surprised, but I wasn’t.
It fit, as if her mouth was made for mine, as if the Universe had held 

its breath for this moment.
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When her hands pulled me closer, the pound of my heart in my head 
didn’t hide the beat that pushed insistently through the layers we wore, 
her rhythm against my chest, steady, hard, and sure. This felt right, we 
felt right, as right as—

Samantha.
I wasn’t sure if she’d actually said it or I had. Maybe it was just the 

thought that ran through both our heads.
The break-off was mutual, but it left me dazed, very self-conscious.
My chest, my neck, my face tingled, and my world, already askew, 

had now completely tilted. That kiss had been completely, wonderfully, 
amazingly unexpected.

How had it happened?
Had she meant it to?
Had I?
And more importantly, would it happen again?
I didn’t have to search deep or far for at least part of the answer. I 

hadn’t planned it, but that strange stir that had only minutes ago roused 
within me definitely wanted to do it again. The real question was, did 
Nina?

And that kiss had felt so, so—
I gazed at her, into her eyes and saw them wide and flashing silver as 

they shone on me. The only other evidence that she’d felt what I had was 
the rapid rise of mist that rose from lips that seconds ago had touched 
mine.

I couldn’t help drawing my own lips between my teeth, tasting her 
once more against the sensitive skin.

Color again rose in her cheeks as she cast her eyes down. “I…um, 
I’m—”

Nina lifted her gaze to mine, then grinned, a crooked little twist of 
her mouth that was sweet, charming, and damnably sexy all at the same 
time. Her eyes sparkled, and the blush on her cheeks grew full as she 
gave a slight shrug.

With that, I realized she was about to apologize, that she felt as self-
conscious as I did, and the knowing made me smile. Still, I didn’t want 
her to feel that way, and she certainly had nothing to be sorry about.
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And I wanted to let her know—for whatever reason the kiss had 
happened, whether it repeated or not—it was okay. I was okay with it.

No pressure. No expectations. Truly.
“I’ve always wanted to do that,” I told her as I placed my fingers 

against her lips, hushing her the same way she had me.
Nina’s eyes widened. She placed another soft kiss against my fingers, 

then took my hand in hers. “You know what?” she asked.
“What?”
“Me too.” Her grin was irresistible, so her, charming, flirty, sexy, 

shy, all at the same time. And I knew, from the way she gazed at me now 
to the way we had kissed seconds before, that it was true.

To learn that, after all this time… I couldn’t help it; sheer delight 
made me laugh.

“So,” Nina asked as she removed her scarf. “Did it fulfill your 
expectations?”

She shook out the solid black wool length, then draped it over my 
head and shoulders with a deft flourish.

“What’re you doing?” I asked as it settled around me and she brushed 
light fingers through my hair.

“Keeping you warm—it’s snowing.”
I watched her hands as she neatly tucked the ends into the open V 

of my pea coat, her fingers nimble as they neatly slipped the anchor-
engraved button through its hole.

“There,” she said, satisfaction in her voice as she stepped back and 
viewed what she’d done. “So…”

“So…what?”
“Did it fulfill your expectations?”
From the cock of her head to the jut of her hip, Nina projected 

nothing but cool, casual, as if the answer didn’t matter.
But her eyes—her eyes still flashed silver, and the quirk of her lips 

was so frankly sensual, so perfectly poised to do it again.
I literally felt heat rise through me, an incandescent torrent that 

raced up my thighs to my chest, leaving my stomach hollowed and 
carved out in its wake, then raced through my neck only to pour over 
my face. There was a chance it might have been the scarf—

Had our kiss fulfilled my expectations?
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Did I have any to begin with?
Did I now?
Still?
“Well, let’s just say that….” I turned my gaze from hers to the flakes 

that fell to the sidewalk, needing the break from those eyes, from the 
vision of that mouth to think, to answer clearly and honestly.

My chest still hummed and my head still tingled, but I fought 
through that and somehow found the words. “I’m glad it happened.”

Once more, I watched Nina’s eyes widen and the tip of her tongue 
touch the place mine had so recently been, while the taste of hers was a 
vivid memory in my mouth.

The moment stretched and gathered us together once more, and the 
snow continued to fall, landing on us both.

“C’mon,” I said, and reached out to brush a few snowflakes from her 
head. “Let’s get going.”

“What’s your plan?” Nina asked as I took her arm and we walked to 
the intersection.

The weather, the hour, her job all sorted through my head, and I 
came up with a suitable solution as we waited for the light to change.

“Well, we grab a cab back to my place—I’ll make something quick,” 
I told her as we crossed. “You take a nap, and I’ll send you back to the 
island later today in a cab. Whattaya say?”

Nina nodded next to me as she considered. “How about…we walk 
and try to catch a cab,” she said with a smile and a glance around the 
now-empty streets that shone at us.

“Okay. And…?”
“We pick something up on the way.”
“Okay…”
“And I’ll leave after that.”
That halted me midstride.
Absolutely not.
I’d lost her for four, almost five years—I wasn’t going to lose her 

again, not in a storm, not in the snow, not to the vagaries of time, of 
place, and happenstance.

Anything could happen—it already had—and urgency filled me, a 
protective…instinct coupled with sense of warning. That instinct, that 
sense, was never wrong, and I obeyed it.
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Whatever happened, whatever decision we made, there was no way 
I’d let her go—not alone, not in this.

“Nina—no way,” I told her flatly as I turned to faced her.
Her eyes asked me why.
“It’s late, it’s snowing like hell, and you’ve got to be exhausted,” I 

explained, giving common sense answers, reasons that made practical 
sense.

I wasn’t about to tell her that the thought of her leaving—alone—in 
what seemed would shortly become a blizzard left me scared, filled with 
a crazy swarm of angry bees that screamed at me Don’t. Let her. GO!

“Fran…I don’t…I don’t want you to think I—” Nina’s thoughts and 
feelings were a quick wash through her eyes and a surge off her skin as 
she debated internally.

A mix of pride and affection, confusion and desire wafted off her, 
and under it all—faint but distinct—was a thread of fear. But she voiced 
none of it. She ran her hand through the length of her hair and clamped 
down on it all. When her eyes again met mine, her face was composed 
and still. “I don’t want to impose. That’s not what—”

Awesome. Wonderful. Great. I mentally rolled my eyes.
Nina was being gallant, noble, and all of those beautiful things that 

were no less than I’d expect, no less than I myself would do. But the 
weather was worsening as we stood there. So as much as I appreciated 
what she wanted to say and be and do—and I did, I really did—there 
was no room for that sort of formality. Not in this particular here and 
now, not with the snow blowing and the temperature dropping or the 
alarming buzz that filled me.

I waved her words away. “I haven’t seen you in almost five years, 
thought you were dead for four, and now that I know you’re alive and 
well, how do you think I’d feel if I let you go on your way to freeze to 
death or get into some sort of accident during a blizzard?”

Nina glanced up and laughed into the snow, blinking away the flakes 
that fell into her eyes. “Fair enough,” she said finally. “You win.”

“Well, of course I do,” I laughed with her, relieved, as I slipped my 
arm through hers again—she was right, we had been arguing, and she 
had let me win. “I’m still Kitt.” All right, technically, she had let the 
snow win, but I was okay with that.
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“Yeah, you definitely are,” Nina agreed, and covered my hand with 
her own.

I was cold, though the loan of her scarf had helped abate that, and 
we were both getting oh-so-wet as the snow fell harder, but that spot 
covered by her palm was beautifully warm, and that warmth radiated 
through me.

Now that we had a definite destination, I brought us hurriedly to 
my neighborhood and to one of the local all-night stores—I needed 
milk for coffee and definitely eggs for breakfast.

Nina pulled open the glass front door, then held it for me. She 
followed me down the narrow aisles and over the cardboard-covered 
floor that soaked up the snow we tracked and dripped behind us. The 
place smelled odd—a combination of wet paper, old milk, and a variety 
of stale colognes that rose up to meet us in damp waves, but it was a 
welcome break from the wind and the wet.

The intersection of so many cultures in this part of downtown 
Manhattan made little shops like the one we were in eclectic by nature. 
The cheapest and foulest of beers and wines could be found cheek by 
jowl with imported candies and cheeses or other specialty foods, a mix 
of gourmet and garbage, the utilitarian and the unique.

“Hey, look—the breakfast of champions!” Nina announced with 
large grin as she held up a box of a decent brand of frozen pizza.

“I thought that was the dinner of champions—with pasta,” I 
answered with a smile of my own, a reference to pre-swim meet dinners, 
more shared territory for us.

“Well, if breakfast is your first meal and dinner is your last”—she 
nodded to the eggs I carried—“then given my schedule, it’s the breakfast 
of champions.”

She was right, and I laughed. “Breakfast it is, then—I suppose this’ll 
be dinner?” I indicated the carton of eggs.

“Possibly,” she allowed with a smile. “Sometimes I skip dinner.”
Eventually, the pizza, Nina’s favorite ice cream—which also happened 

to be mine, a discovery that made us both blush, even though we grinned 
like loons—the eggs, milk, and half-and-half, because Nina let slip that 
she preferred it, as well as a few other things found themselves on the 
counter.
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The lone clerk, a young man with underground, fashionably messy 
hair, and the beginnings of a beard that had yet to grow right on his 
face, shuffled slowly as he picked up the first item. “Cash or credit?”

“Cash,” Nina answered as she reached into her jacket.
“Put that away!” I told her as I unzipped my bag. “You’re my friend.”
“And you’re mine,” she agreed with a smile as she calmly counted 

out bills.
The last item was rung up with a final ding, and the total shone in 

bright blue numbers on the cash register.
“Besides, I told you it was my treat,” she continued as she held the 

money out and away from my reach.
“No,” I said softly, and lay my hand on her wrist.
I mean, she worked in a bar, for Christ’s sake. How much money 

could she make?
“Yes,” Nina countered, steel in her voice and steel flowing to my 

fingertips where they rested against her pulse. “It’s the least I can do.”
The clerk waited with his hand outstretched, glancing at each of us 

in turn.
Pride. I knew it, felt it, recognized it.
I could feel my own rise within me, partially ready to challenge, 

partially born of that earlier sense. But that sense, the sense that had 
told me not to let her go home alone in this weather—not that I would 
have anyway—also told me that I had probably pushed against the limit 
of what her pride would allow—at least for tonight.

And because of all the people it could have been—because it was 
Nina who had lent me her scarf, who I knew from the start was really 
accompanying me because she wanted to see me safely home—I knew 
this was a part of her.

I let it go and reluctantly slipped my fingers from her wrist. She 
handed the clerk the bills.

“Thank you,” I said as she tucked the change into her jeans. “I’ve 
got next though, ’kay?” Because really, I couldn’t let this become a habit, 
and honestly, I wanted to.

“My pleasure…and we’ll see,” she answered with a satisfied grin as 
she gathered the handles of the bag into one hand and reached for mine 
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with the other, a silent way of telling me in no uncertain terms that I 
couldn’t help with that either.

“What am I gonna do with you?” I shook my head and smiled as I 
curled my fingers through hers. I could feel both her satisfied pride and 
pleasure flow through our touch.

“Whatever you’d—oh!” Nina halted midstride and craned her head 
around, brow furrowed as she visually searched but didn’t find.

“What’s the matter?”
“No flowers,” she answered with a wistful sounding sigh and an 

almost childlike disappointment in her eyes and hands.
“They put ’em in the back after midnight!” the clerk called out to 

her as I opened the door.
“Good to know—thanks!” Nina tossed over her shoulder with a 

brilliant smile that she shared with me as she followed me out the door.
Her delight was infectious.
“What am I gonna do with you?” I asked again, unable to help 

matching my expression to hers, amazed and wondering at how one 
random-seeming decision had turned out, had become this unexpected, 
wonderful surprise.

“Anything that doesn’t require being a polar bear or a penguin,” Nina 
answered with a slight shiver that I don’t think she realized showed.

The snow had developed into a heavy fall, covering our steps from 
earlier and leaving new prints behind us as we walked. It made footing 
treacherous in some spots. The few legally and illegally parked cars 
on the street were already covered beyond color recognition, and the 
occasional trees we passed had been transformed into white sculptures.

“I’m way over the penguins thing,” I told her with a smile, 
remembering the nuns we’d had as teachers in high school. “Gave up 
the habit a few years ago.”

“Yeah? Me too,” Nina joked back. “But what about polar bears? We 
don’t have to become them or act like them or anything, do we?”

“Lack of polar bears, I can arrange,” I told her as we walked on. “I’m 
another few blocks away.”

It would figure, of course, that in addition to leaving my scarf 
behind, I’d also completely forgotten my gloves, otherwise I’d have 
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shared them. I jammed my free hand into one pocket, and Nina didn’t 
object when I did the same with our combined grasp.

Our walk was as silent as the snowfall as our joined hands warmed 
in my pockets.

“You know,” Nina began, her voice low in the whirl of white, “I 
always love the way the world transforms when it snows—it takes on 
this purely magical quality, like anything is possible. It’s like, like…
walking in whimsy.”

I glanced about and could see the beauty she felt, caught its magic 
from the air around us. “Look at the snow as it comes down through 
the lights,” I said, joining her world. “It’s like being in a storm of stars.”

Nina paused to look up with me as her thumb gently brushed across 
my fingertips, all sheltered under the heavy wool of my pocket.

“Exactly,” she breathed out, and as we walked on in magical 
communion, we let the snow speak for us.



 
 

TO CONTINUE READING, 
PLEASE PURCHASE 

 
 

GLASS LIONS 
 
 

BY JD GLASS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This excerpt is offered by Ylva Publishing. 
Its primary function is the orientation of interested readers. 

Ylva Publishing | www. ylva‐publishing.com 


	Cover
	GLASS LIONS
	Chapter 1 - Calling the Archer
	Chapter 2 - Arrows Fly True
	TO CONTINUE READING, PLEASE PURCHASE




