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For Tiri, my own personal superhero.
 
   Although, you must be at least a little villainous, because Achilles wouldn’t exist without you...
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter One
 
   Day of the Dead
 
   “Come on, sweetheart. You know them fingers make you a superhero in my books.”
 
   Ha. Would it be highly unprofessional to laugh in the face of an injured, sedated man? 
 
   Probably.
 
   “No offense, Roland, but if I really was a superhero, I wouldn’t be sticking around to wash your dirty sheets.”  
 
   And it was the truth. I wasn’t a superhero. I wasn’t a supervillain, either. I was superneutral. No bias, no taking sides. In the superhuman world, I was Switzerland. No one provoked me, and I provoked no one in return. Just the way I liked it.
 
   Not that anyone knew, of course.
 
   “You’re honestly tellin’ me those fingers aren’t some kinda miracle-workers?” Roland asked me. He couldn’t be much older than me, but somehow he managed to sound like a middle-aged criminal from a gangster movie.
 
   I glanced down at the hand I’d just brushed across his forehead in an act of checking his temperature. I had no credentials to be making such a check, but he didn’t have to know that. The thing was, that jab about the superhero issue was closer to the mark than he could’ve guessed. 
 
   “What makes you think they’re magic, hmm?” I busied myself with collecting the empty cups of water from beside his bed, then spraying down the table with disinfectant. 
 
   He tried for a shrug, but his broken arm made it painful. “Dunno. I just feel better when you’re around.” A gap-toothed smile broke across his face. “But that could also be the raging chemistry between us.”
 
   “Oh, give it up, son,” snapped another of my patients, Mrs. Corbet, from the next bed in the wing.
 
   I laughed humorlessly and resisted the urge to wipe the fingers in question on my scrubs. This wasn’t the first time someone had picked up on the way my touch made them feel better, but if someone as drugged-addled and dumb as Roland could see it, maybe I was beginning to slip.
 
   “You’re the best part of my day, dear,” Mrs. Corbet told me in that soft-as-cotton voice when I reached her bedside, giving me a genuine smile. Mrs. Corbet had been in and out of the hospital since I moved to Carova, receiving treatment for two types of cancer. Her husband had died years ago, and she had no other family to visit her. 
 
   To hide the lack of gladness – or anything, really – from her compliment, I plastered on a smile. For the millionth time in almost three years, I wished I could feel the sunshine welled in my chest. “Well, hopefully you won’t have to see a lot more of me. You’re going home next week, right? That’ll be nice.”
 
   She said nothing, just nodded sadly and turned her eyes to the clock on the wall. I would make the worst nurse in the world – my bedside manner was terrible. But I wasn’t being paid to be nice – hell, I wasn’t getting paid, period. This whole job was purely volunteer-based.
 
   I started working at the Carova City Hospital about a year ago, when it became obvious my power of making people happy was going to waste. I’d been given this godawful power for a reason, and I guess I had to use it somehow. 
 
   Without another thought, I wrapped my fingers around Mrs. Corbet’s slender wrist, and willed a trickle of sunshine to slide down my arm, into my hand, through her skin, into her blood. The effect was instantaneous. Her skin brightened, her eyes regained a twinkle, her muscles visibly relaxed. It wasn’t much – I didn’t have much left to give, after the night I’d had – but it would last her another week, at least.
 
   “You’re a good girl, Felicity,” she told me, before shutting her eyes for a doze.
 
   There, I was done. All my regular patients – and some new ones, like the guy who’d been gutted like a fish in a back alley just this evening – had been dealt with. My fingers tingled with the amount of sunshine I’d dished out in one night, and my chest felt emptier than usual, but seeing the glow of Mrs. Corbet and Roland was enough to keep my spirits high.
 
   I slipped out into the gloomy hospital hallway, its ugly mustard walls half-illuminated by flickering fluorescent lights. I knew this hospital like the back of my hand – every creaky step, every broken window latch, every disabled fire exit. 
 
   Technically speaking, I wasn’t allowed to touch patients. No one knew I was a superhuman, but if someone found out, I’d be fired for sure. Superhumans weren’t permitted to interfere with the natural order, by law. In other words, we weren’t allowed to take away or save a life, or create ‘unnatural’ disasters, or disrupt society with mental powers, or anything along those lines. We were supposed to just exist – or, rather, coexist. I think the government thought that if they just ignored us, we’d go away.
 
   However, in Carova – my new home – superhuman laws didn’t apply. Not many normal laws did, either. By moving to Carova, you gave up a sense of right and wrong. The jobs paid well because nobody wanted to live there, and nobody wanted to live there because the city was at war with itself. It had no culture, aside from bloodlust and superhumans. It had no history, aside from a major cigarette company booming here in the fifties. It had no sense of community, aside from the citizens hiding in fear of being caught out by the fifty-per cent crime rate.
 
   But while it was, in many ways, the epitome of Hell, it needed someone like me to try and bring the peace. I hadn’t been welcome back in Florida. Superhumans were identified at birth by a blood test, and the label tended to stick with you wherever you went, including school and work. Blending in back home had been impossible. Not ideal for a girl who’d rather just be ignored her whole life.
 
   There was nowhere else in the world I’d rather be, mostly because there was nowhere else I would fit in. In Carova, I was anonymous. No one knew me, no one wanted to know me, and no one gave a damn if I was superhuman or not. 
 
   I hadn’t felt anything in almost three years. Like, anything. Sure, sometimes I felt lonely, or a little scared, or angry at the card I’d been dealt. But they were just twinges, just tiny niggles at the back of my mind that disappeared when I tried to bring them to light. 
 
   So, when I left the hospital for the night, under the full moon, and spotted the cemetery across the road on the way back to my car, I was shocked to find that I felt … something.
 
   Not scared, but definitely not safe. Something weirdly like excitement.
 
   Dropping my car keys back into my bag, I grabbed onto the feeling with both hands and followed the urge right into the graveyard.
 
   I’d always thought it incredibly depressing that the hospital faced Carova Cemetery. As if the interior of the hospital wasn’t awful enough, the patients had to look out onto their inevitable fate for a view. 
 
   Tonight, however, it wasn’t depressing. 
 
   It was thrilling. 
 
   I climbed over the picket fence surrounding the block of land and followed the gravel path up to the gazebo at its center. There were a few lights across the grounds, but otherwise I was greeted by shadows and strips of moonlight – all the better for a creepy setting. Even the police sirens in the background made for a cheap thrill.
 
   All kinds of horror movie flashbacks came to me in that gazebo, from half-rotted zombies bursting out of their graves, to axe-murderers, to little girls residing in wells. My heart was actually starting to race – the most it’d done for me in almost three years. 
 
   The wind whipped up a frenzy around me, carrying with it the sound of feet pounding on gravel. Was I really imagining things? Was I that scared?
 
   God, this was so easy! I should’ve done this years ago!
 
   My heart beat faster and faster as the noise of footsteps came closer and closer, until I could hear panting along with the crunching … and suddenly I realized I wasn’t imagining things. 
 
   Eyes wide, I turned to see someone – something – stumbling towards me through the darkness, its silhouette slightly hunched. 
 
   Usually, when faced with something like this, the ‘fight or flight’ mode sets in. I was a fighter by definition, but a flyer by choice. I never knew there was a third option, though: ‘freeze’. Because that’s exactly what I did – I sat there, rooted to the bench beneath me, staring as a possible madman approached me in a cemetery.
 
   Then the figure came into full view under the flickering light of the gazebo, and I screamed.
 
   In Carova, there were a few distinct heroes and villains that seem to make headlines more than others. The biggest and baddest villain of them all, a guy called Achilles, was notorious for a few reasons: he killed Carova’s mayor, he murdered people on a daily basis, he was weirdly charismatic, and he knew everything about everyone – or so it seemed.
 
   And now, he was standing right in front of me, clutching his shoulder with one hand and a bloodied nail-gun in the other.
 
   “Christ, girl, you gave me a heart attack!” He jumped back at the sound of my shriek. 
 
   He was a whole lot scarier up-close than I’d imagined. In my two years in this city, I’d learned to judge people pretty well. Some people hid behind masks, others flourished behind them. With most people, it was all in the eyes. 
 
   But Achilles was different. He painted his face into some kind of terrifying skeleton, his eyes blackened completely, with no whites whatsoever. Even though I knew they had to be some kind of contact lenses, they still held a permanent place in my nightmares. And yet, in the flesh, he seemed a lot more ... human. That could have been because he was bleeding profusely, though.
 
   “Me? I’m not the one running around looking like the goddamn Hunchback of Notre Dame!” Okay, so I should have mentioned – I’m terrible in a crisis. My mouth has a mind of its own in times of panic or stress, and tends to forget who it’s talking to.
 
   In this case, it was a man a good head taller than me, with twice my muscular strength and a total lack of compassion for human life.
 
   Not a great outlet for such sarcasm.
 
   “What do you know about dislocated shoulders?” he asked, surprising me. Then I realized I was still in my scrubs – he must’ve thought I was a nurse.
 
   “Um, enough to know they’re a real pain in the ass.” God, what was wrong with me? I was conversing with a psychopath! I blamed it solely on the panic. 
 
   He grunted when he shoved his shoulder against the pole in the middle of the gazebo. “You’ve got that right, darling. Help me out, would you?”
 
   “I … I…” Crappity crap! I couldn’t help him – that would be enabling a criminal, right? But if I didn’t help him, he would kill me. Of that, I was absolutely certain.
 
   “If you don’t help me, there’s a good chance I’ll be dead in a matter of minutes. You really want that on your conscience?” Even with the contact lenses in, I could tell he was in a considerable amount of pain from the crackle of his voice. Blood was smeared across the white paint of his cheek – his, or someone else’s, I couldn’t tell.
 
   I stood – whether to run or help him, I still don’t know – but a sudden puff of smoke alerted me to another presence in the gazebo. 
 
   “Finnian,” growled Achilles at the newcomer. 
 
   Finn Cole was this city’s golden boy. Hell, with surfer-blonde hair and blue eyes, he even looked the part. He and a group of guys he lived with had taken it upon themselves to rid Carova of people like Achilles, though so far, they hadn’t done too much, aside from throw a lot of parties and beat up a few muggers. They didn’t bother with alter-egos or superhero names – to them, the whole business of defeating crime in this city was just a past-time, something to make them look impressive. 
 
   “Not looking so hot, bud,” commented Finn, eyeing Achilles’s injured shoulder. 
 
   “Yeah, some skinny-ass white boy threw me out a second-floor window.” The pain was truly seeping into his voice now, tightening the dry words. His head cocked to me. “But lucky for me, you have a certain weakness for hostages, right, Finnian?”
 
   Finn finally noticed me, still rooted to the cement beneath my feet, and those baby-blues widened.
 
   With a speed that had to be superhuman, Achilles took advantage of Finn’s distraction and sent a fist straight up into his jaw. I heard a sickening crack, right before Finn disappeared in a puff of smoke – his superpower: teleportation through smoke.
 
   Achilles laughed, right as Finn reappeared behind him, and went to twist his injured arm backwards.
 
   Achilles knew it was coming, and dodged the attack, instead taking the nail-gun and twisting to aim it straight at Finn’s chest. Another puff of smoke, and Finn was behind Achilles again, but the villain was faster. He caught Finn in the jaw with an elbow and shot a nail into his arm, right through to the gazebo wall behind him. The proceeding roar of pain sent off alarms in all parts of my body. Do something!, cried my heart. Stop him!
 
   “Help!” Finn cried to me, his arm physically pinned to the wall. He couldn’t teleport without ripping the nail through the muscle, and it made my own arm twitch in empathy.
 
   “Yes, darling!” said Achilles in a mock-desperate tone. “By all means, step up to the plate!”
 
   My hesitation was obvious, judging by the smirk on his painted face. If I got involved, if I attacked Achilles, I would effectively be siding with the superheroes, and putting a target on my back. If I walked away, I might as well be leaving Finn to die by nail-gun, damning my conscience for the rest of my life. 
 
   This was why I was superneutral. This was why I never got involved.
 
   Seeing my moral dilemma, Achilles brought the nail-gun down on Finn’s head, knocking him completely unconscious, before stalking toward me. Well, at least he’d made the decision for me.
 
   “Are you Mexican?” I found my mouth asking, though it had no approval from my brain. 
 
   He stopped, a foot from me, and blinked. I think I’d surprised both of us. “Why do you ask? Is my complexion showing?” he asked dryly, patting at his whitened face, nail-gun still in hand.
 
   “Day of the Dead. That’s your mask, right?” I had absolutely no idea where this information was coming from. I’d studied Spanish in high school, but I’d never bothered to memorize any of it, including culture. I blamed it on stark, outright fear.
 
   Of course, his black eyes gave away nothing, but I had the distinct feeling he was slightly impressed. Then again, he could simply have been impressed that I wasn’t on my knees begging for mercy already.
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me and took a step forward. Still frozen, I couldn’t even manage to back away. In that small moment, I caught a glimpse of why he wore the mask of the dead – he was Death. He could easily kill me, and act as the final stroke between this life and the next.
 
   “Not scared of me, darling?” he purred, and I let out a strangled laugh.
 
   “Strangely concerned for your welfare, actually.” It was the truth. He was losing blood from the wound on his neck rapidly, and his shoulder was still sticking out at an awkward angle. Why would I care? It had to be a combination of the shock I felt at experiencing radical emotions so suddenly, and the urge to heal people that came with working in a hospital. “But I’m smart enough to know I should be petrified.”
 
   He actually laughed, but I think it took effort. “I think I’m flattered. Now, are you going to help me with this thing, or what?” He gestured to his shoulder. 
 
   I glanced at Finn, lying bloodied and unconscious across the gazebo. Superneutral! yelled my brain. You can’t help either side!
 
   But there was more at stake here than my moral code; chances were, Achilles would kill me in the blink of an eye if I refused him. He had no problem nailing Carova’s golden boy to a post – what would he do to someone as insignificant as me?
 
   “Turn around,” I heard myself croak. 
 
   Giving a smile that made my spine hitch in both fear and adrenaline, he turned. Interesting, how quickly he trusted me. 
 
   “For your sake, darling, please don’t try anything stupid,” he told me, as though he’d read my mind. Crap. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I placed one hand on his shoulder and held his bad arm back with my other, praying this wasn’t some kind of sick test … or trap.
 
   “Freeze! Police!” roared a voice in the darkness, beyond the light of the gazebo. Clicks echoed around the grounds – guns, most definitely.
 
   “Oh brother,” muttered Achilles. 
 
   I didn’t let go of his hand. My heart was beating so fast, I could scarcely remember where I was.
 
   “Get on your knees!” came the gruff order. Neither of us moved. “You, girl – move or we’ll open fire!”
 
   God, could they be any vaguer with their commands? Don’t move, move a little, move a little more. 
 
   “Shoot her in the leg,” came the command, just loud enough for me to hear.
 
   My reaction was instantaneous and … well, extreme. In one smooth movement, I pulled Achilles to his knees, following him down, and shoved his shoulder back into its socket with a resounding pop – eliciting a rough groan from him – right as a bullet whizzed past where I’d just stood.
 
   “On three, I distract them, and you run.” I think Achilles spoke the words, but I was too dazed by all that was going on around us to be sure. 
 
   “W-what?” 
 
   “One…”
 
   “I said back the hell up, girl, or we’ll shoot!” came another, colder voice. Crap, crap, crap!
 
   “Two…”
 
   I let go of Achilles’s arm and stepped back, towards the rear exit of the gazebo. God, I hoped it wasn’t surrounded.
 
   “Three.”
 
   Achilles jumped to his feet as if he’d never been injured, and procured a red cylinder from his pocket. It cracked in his hand before he tossed it straight out of the gazebo, right into the face of one of the policemen. The ensuing screams made my head hurt.
 
   “Go!” Achilles pushed me out into the graveyard before turning to confront the other officers in the grounds. His nail-gun and something else – was that a hammer? – were in hand, and he took full advantage of the light the flare provided, slashing out at his targets like a cat swiping at wool. 
 
   I sprinted down the hill, all the way back to the parking lot. Why had he saved my life? Or had he simply meant to kill me and been interrupted?
 
   Either way, I wasn’t sticking around to find out. One thing, though, I was sure of: my thrill cravings were most definitely filled for an entire year. 
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Two
 
   Rabbit to a Trap
 
   Three nights later, I stood in the living room of a stranger’s house, surrounded by drunken peers and music loud enough to give me permanent hearing loss. I didn’t start going to parties until my power developed, at around sixteen. Before then, I was more than content to stay at home and get an early night. 
 
   But my power fed on happiness and good feelings – I could well it up and transfer it to others through touch. Which was why, in a roundabout way, parties were the best way to store enough sunshine to treat the whole hospital.
 
   I call it ‘sunshine’ because, about six months ago, when I used my power to cheer up a little girl, she said it felt like sunshine on her insides. I wouldn’t know what it felt like – I’d only ever given myself trickles of the stuff, because my own happiness was locked away in the same bottle. I’d only used up my whole supply on one person once, and I would never, ever do it again.
 
   “You have an admirer,” said my only friend in Carova, Lucia. She was one of three people in this city who knew about my power and had kept the secret locked so tightly, I doubted she even knew what it was any more.
 
   I followed her gaze to the other side of the room, where Finn Cole, of all people, was openly staring at me. He’d recovered since the gazebo incident, but rumor was his ego had taken a pretty big beating. 
 
   I still didn’t know what had happened to Achilles.
 
   “Oh God,” I groaned, crunching the plastic cup in my hand. “Anyone but him!”
 
   Lucia giggled and waggled her fingers at Finn. I instantly snatched her hand and hissed, “Are you insane? He’s Finn Cole!”
 
   I wasn’t being coy. Finn Cole truly wasn’t appealing to me. I got it – blonde hair, smoky blue eyes, sun-kissed skin – it all made for a traditionally good looking package. But I knew that underneath that god-like exterior, he was just as arrogant and thick as the rest of his gender, with the added bonus of being superhuman. 
 
   “He’s coming over! Look casual,” whispered Lucia, floating off into the background with far too much ease. I went to follow her – anything to escape Finn Cole’s notice – but a heavy hand on my shoulder stopped me.
 
   Crap, crap, crap. What if he somehow recognized me? It had been dark in the gazebo, and I had a heap of make-up on tonight, but he might be more perceptive than I gave him credit for.
 
   I cleared my throat and turned, hoping I could pull off a huskier voice for the sake of a disguise.
 
   “Hello,” came Finn’s voice, as dry as the smoke he disappeared into.
 
   “Hi,” I replied flippantly, avoiding eye-contact at all costs. The happiness and excitement from the party was making my brain a little sluggish, especially with Finn here – he tended to inspire good feelings wherever he went.
 
   “I’m Finn,” he said. Like I didn’t know who he was. I shook his hand.
 
   “Felicity.” Please be put off by my cold shoulder. Please just leave me alone.
 
   But once Finn Cole got his claws into a girl, he didn’t let go without a fight. Again judging by rumor alone, he was apparently crushing big time on his pseudo-sidekick, Skye – another superhuman, with the ability to blend in with her environment, clothes and all – but she’d disappeared off the face of the earth about a month ago. When no ransom for her came, and the police gave up their search, I guess everyone just assumed she’d skipped town.
 
   Finn must have, too. At any rate, he was fast to forget poor Skye and jump back into the bachelor lifestyle.
 
   Which was why, an hour and a half later, I found myself sitting on a sofa with him upstairs, listening to him recount the gazebo incident. It would have been amusing to hear him twist the story in his favor, I suppose, had he not been so lacking in personality whatsoever. 
 
   “So he pulls out a nail-gun, and I’m like, ‘Listen dude, I just want to reason with you’, but he’s not so into reasoning…” On and on and on the story went, like it was a freaking epic in its own right. Funnily enough, I was only mentioned sparingly – usually crying out in helplessness and sobbing hysterically. 
 
   During his retelling, I stared out the upstairs window, half-wishing Achilles – or any supervillain, for that matter – would appear, just to put me out of my misery. 
 
   The skin at my nape kept prickling with the sense I was being watched, but I shrugged it off as Finn’s nearness. If anyone was watching me, it was probably to spread the rumor that Finn Cole had been trapped in the web of a plain-looking geek. 
 
   At least he didn’t seem to detect presence of a superpower on me. I once read in a magazine that people with special abilities could sense others of their kind, thanks to our different genetic make-up or something. I can usually spot a superhuman if I’m close enough to them, like sitting next to them on a train. They have a certain glow about them, under their skin. 
 
   But no one has ever suspected me of having a superpower – probably because I’m so normal-looking. I lack the standout beauty most superhumans possess, helping me to blend in with my peers.
 
   “And the police shot him, you know, so it’s not like he’s coming back any time soon…”
 
   “Wait, what?” I asked, snapping out of my rather morbid daydreams.
 
   He blinked those huge eyes at me. “They shot him. Achilles, I mean. I would’ve done it myself, but don’t usually pack heat –”
 
   “Is he dead?” Something weirdly like panic bloomed in my chest, and I had no idea why. What did it matter if Achilles was dead? Who cared? Definitely not me. 
 
   “Nah, just in a critical condition or something. I wouldn’t be too worried about him, if I were you,” he said, clearly reading the emotion in my eyes. “The guy is a psychopath, Felicia. He feeds off the misery and misfortune of others.”
 
   Felicity, I wanted to snap, but instead I got to my feet. “Well, I’ve had a great night, but I really should be going. My curfew is midnight.”
 
   “It’s only ten,” he told me, looking at his watch with a frown.
 
   I laughed in the most charming way I knew. “Then I might find you in two hours, and maybe you can give me a lift home.” I even added in a wink. 
 
   The full-blown wattage of his smile hit me with another round of good feelings. I quickly latched on to it and mentally stuffed it into the bottle with the rest.
 
   Before he could trap me with another ‘quick’ story of his grandeur, I returned the smile and fled downstairs, elbowing my way through the crowds until I made it outside. 
 
   I didn’t allow myself to think as I drove with urgent speed to the hospital. I told myself I was simply escaping Finn’s advances in the most radical way possible, but I knew, deep down, there was another reason. I just didn’t want to acknowledge what it was.
 
   Grabbing the bag holding my scrubs from the trunk of the car, I marched through the hospital, trying my best to look as though I was there on a normal shift. 
 
   I changed into my scrubs in the bathroom, and it was then I noticed the navy top stuck to my skin in an unusual way, and it was then that I realized I was sweating. Sweating. Like I had something to be nervous about. Like I was doing something wrong.
 
   Again, I pushed my motives for being here to the back of my mind. I was simply checking up on Achilles. That was it. No talking, no eye contact, no interaction. Just seeing if Finn was telling the truth.
 
   Shouldering the bag now containing my regular clothes, I sent Lucia a text telling her I’d gone home early and slipped into the shadows of the hospital hallways. It didn’t take a genius to know where Achilles was being held – there was a maximum-security wing for that very purpose. Carova City Hospital wasn’t grand or big enough to warrant a psych ward – nutbags were sent straight to the Carova Institute for the Mentally Unstable.
 
   The nurses’ station was empty, by some miracle. At the very end of the wing, guarded by two cops, was the maximum-security ward. Signs littered the hallway, advising patrons to stay away. I ducked behind a laundry bin, and waited until the two men were looking elsewhere, before sliding into an open closet in an alcove of the hallway. I was near enough to hear their feet shuffling on the tiles.
 
   A full fifteen minutes ticked by before one of them spoke.
 
   “He’s not going anywhere. I don’t see why two of us need to stand guard.”
 
   “It’s in case he overpowers one of us. Standard procedure,” replied the other one, then added, hesitantly, “Although, I would like to be at home watching the game right now.”
 
   “Overpowers us,” snickered the first. “I give him another few nights, tops. If the bullet didn’t kill him, I’m sure one of the doctors wouldn’t be opposed to accidentally pumping too much morphine into him. For the right price, I mean.”
 
   The other chuckled. “You are one evil son-of-a-bitch. Would make our job a lot easier, that’s for sure.”
 
   That was the thing about Carova police – they were relatively thick, but they were also very dedicated to the job at hand. If it were the means to an end, they would do it. It was something they shared with the villains of Carova, not that anyone would ever speak that theory aloud. My time at the gazebo with Achilles had only proved the idea.
 
   “I’m going to the vending machine. You want anything?”
 
   “Yeah, get me a soda.” The topic changed from Achilles, and I knew I had to take this chance to get out of there. When footsteps faded into the hallway, I peeked around the corner to see the single guard left, his attention on Achilles’s form, bedridden behind the heavy glass door.
 
   Sticking to the shadows, I moved back out of the wing, past the nurses’ station, down the fire exit, and used the faulty fire escape on the second floor to get down to my car. 
 
   I wasn’t not a great believer in fate, but I did believe in coincidence – and sometimes, they can mean the same thing. The fact that the cops didn’t start discussing Achilles’s health until I was there? Definitely not a coincidence.
 
   Which meant … what? That I was supposed to do something about his condition? Or was I simply trying to justify some act of gratitude?
 
   Three days, I told myself firmly, zooming back home in my tiny car. If he’s still alive in three days, I’ll visit him. If he dies before then, I wasn’t meant to interfere.
 
   Cursing my conscience for all it was worth, I tried to forget the words of the policeman, about the doctor overdosing Achilles with morphine. 
 
   But, to my dismay, the idea lingered in my mind, until it took up a spot on my priorities, and stayed there.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay? You haven’t been to work in three days. It’s just not like you.”
 
   Lucia’s voice crackled through my ancient cell phone, disrupting my train of thought. Just in time, too – I had been considering attempting to straighten my hair with a flatiron. I’d done it a few times before, and the apartment always smelled of burnt hair afterwards.
 
   “Just a cold,” I told her, blocking my nose slightly. “I hate being sick.”
 
   She snorted through the connection. “You’ll survive. I’m sure you’ve had the worst time, lying on your sofa and watching every re-run of The Nanny.”
 
   “For your information, I was sitting. And they were Mad About You re-runs.” I hated lying. I was a terrible liar. But the good thing about Lucia was that she was usually too caught up in her own world to even recognize the hitch in my tone.
 
   “Well, you haven’t missed anything at work. That dumbass Bridget girl spilt hot coffee all over herself and had to be taken to the E.R. It wasn’t even an accident – she did it to see if her shirt was, I kid you not, ‘hot-proof’.”
 
   That had me laughing hard enough to hurt. The café where we worked – and where I first met Lucia – was a minefield of idiots and bimbos. Part of the reason I hadn’t quit yet was because the staff members were too entertaining.
 
   After I’d convinced Lucia I would meet with her for lunch tomorrow, I hung up and stared at the clock on the wall. Ten o’clock. It had been exactly three days since I’d overheard the guards’ conversation about Achilles, and no news had been heard of his condition since then. I had to assume he was still alive, somehow – the city would be celebrating and declaring a national holiday if he was dead.
 
   For the thousandth time that day, I ran every possible outcome of me helping him in my mind. If I saved Achilles’s life – or aided him, anyway – there could only be four immediate repercussions that I could see: he could turn good (unlikely); he could lie low until he was recovered (less likely); he could escape and never be seen again (more likely); or he could escape, go on a murderous rampage, and hunt me down to use me for his own purposes (most likely). 
 
   Then why, for the love of all that was holy, was I already in my scrubs, in the car, driving towards the hospital?
 
   It had to be gratitude. I was thankful for him not killing me and, in some ways, saving my life. If he hadn’t pushed me out of the gazebo and distracted the cops, they might have shot me on sight. I assured myself it was perfectly normal to feel such compassion, even if a small voice in the back of my mind was telling me I was acting crazy.
 
   For the second time that week, I acted as though I was absolutely supposed to be there. None of the nurses or doctors really paid me any attention – I was a volunteer orderly, after all. You couldn’t get much lower on the food chain than that.
 
   I strode through the corridors with a feigned sense of purpose, praying it was enough to ward off any curious glances or queries. When I reached the maximum-security ward, my palms got sweaty once more, and I steered a cleaning trolley out from behind the nurses’ station to stop my arms from shaking. 
 
   The same two cops from the other night were posted outside the door, looking bored as ever. They didn’t even bother looking up as I pulled up in front of them. 
 
   “Sorry,” I stammered, hoping I looked as timid and innocent as I felt, “I’m supposed to clean out the trash.”
 
   The tubbier of the two straightened, as though it was a great pain to even look at me. “I.D.?”
 
   I gave him my volunteer security badge and he nodded. “Go on in. Want one of us in there with you?”
 
   I peered through the glass window at the unconscious figure in the bed. “Is he awake?”
 
   “Nah, he’s been out for a few days straight. Doesn’t look good.” He swiped his key-card to open the door, and held it open for me. “Don’t be too long. Just scream if you need any help.” The two of them chuckled at the rather macabre advice, and I gave him my weakest smile.
 
   “Thanks.” Not.
 
   Hauling the trolley in behind me, I closed the door and went about my usual tasks at a painfully slow rate – emptying the trashcan, disinfecting the tabletop, wiping down the windowsill. When I felt the eyes of the policemen turn from me back to the hallway, I snuck a peek at the object of my intrigue.
 
   If Achilles had heard my entry, he didn’t react to it. His heart rate lifted a little, but his eyes remained closed.
 
   With the caution of a rabbit approaching a trap, I inched towards Achilles’s still form, making it seem as though I was going to spray and wipe the bedside table. His face paint was intact, though it was cracked at the edges and smudged across the eyes. His suit-shirt, now rolled up to his elbows and open at the neck, exposed skin the color of cinnamon, peppered with freckles. Tubes and wires ran out of his hand and nose, and something eerily like sympathy tugged at my heartstrings. Crap.
 
   “You smell like a bakery,” he croaked without opening his eyes.
 
   I froze, and made sure I looked busy when I replied, “You smell like death.” I wasn’t kidding – the whole room had a horribly ‘dead’ feel to it, like a black mist blanketing the small space.
 
   He crackled a laugh. The corners of his mouth-paint splintered. “Darling, you would too, if you’d gone through what I’ve –” He broke into a rattling cough, and I instantly returned to the windowsill, expecting the cops to barge in at any second. When not a single peep came from outside, I half-turned, well aware a security camera in the corner was watching my every move. To my knowledge, though, they couldn’t hear me.
 
   “Why did you help me escape?” I demanded in a hiss, wiping down the glass with much more vigor than necessary. 
 
   Another laugh, this one much quieter. I saw his eyes blink open and stifled a gasp when I saw the all-consuming black contact-lenses were left in. “Did you really come all this way to ask me that?”
 
   “If you died, I would never get an answer.” It was the only justification I was ready to give to either of us.
 
   Those terrifying eyes studied me, but I didn’t find myself frozen in place this time. I moved to his bedside, crouched near his head, pretending to pick up things from under the bed. Something about seeing him so vulnerable made me much more confident than it should have.
 
   After a long moment of silent observation, he tried for a shrug. “You looked like a girl who would appreciate chivalry.”
 
   I tried not to take offense – I had to assume there was an insult in there somewhere. “Does that mean you weren’t planning on killing me?”
 
   In the blink of an eye, his wrist flicked out and grabbed my neck, his grip tight enough to keep me in place without hurting me. I prayed his arm was blocked by my body for the camera in the corner, instead of praying for my life. I didn’t want Security rushing in here and spoiling my suicidally-brave intentions. “Are you implying I’m a coward? Because I could finish the job right here, if you’d prefer. Nobody would even hear you scream.”
 
   Like that night in the gazebo, my spine prickled with unadulterated fear. One of his fingers curled against the skin under my ear, sending shivers across every part of me. Somehow, I managed to find the courage to speak. “No, but they’ll hear you scream when I take my mop and shove it up your –”
 
   “Kinky,” he purred, black eyes flashing. For a heart-stopping moment, I wondered if they were, in fact, his real eyes. His grip on me tightened ever-so-slightly. “But an empty threat, I think. You should be careful – that streak of fire will get you killed one day.”
 
   “As will yours,” I retorted, rolling my eyes back towards the security camera. 
 
   With a growl, he released me, and I backed up towards the cart, idly rearranging my cleaning products. 
 
   “What are you doing here, darling? Because if you’re going to grant my last requests, you should know, I’m an absolute sucker for red-heads.”
 
   Another shiver. I ignored it. “I’m already convinced this is a bad idea – you don’t have to open your mouth and confirm the theory.” Before he could provoke me further, I returned to his bedside, back to the camera, and slapped a hand over his mouth and poured exactly half of the sunshine I’d collected from the party three days ago into his skin. 
 
   Just like with Mrs. Corbet, the effects hit him swiftly. The unhealthy hue to his dark skin lifted, his heart rate jumped back to normal, and his chest bowed off the bed, as though I’d sent electricity through his veins instead of confidence and happiness.
 
   The shock was plain as day on his face, even underneath the make-up. He opened his mouth to speak – and ruin the moment, most likely – but I kept my hand against it. 
 
   “I’m going to pretend you thanked me, go back to my car, and hope never to see you again, understand? My debt’s been paid,” I told him firmly. 
 
   The door instantly opened when I knocked on its inside, and before I pushed the trolley back out into the hallway, I stole one last glance at the man I’d just saved from certain death. His life was back in his hands now, and that would have to be enough. His ebony eyes were on me, seeing through to my soul, even with the closing door between us. 
 
   He mouthed something at me, but I chose not to interpret it. He was nothing to me now.
 
   I thanked the policemen again, stowed the trolley where I’d found it, all but sprinted from the hospital, reached my car, and sped home. 
 
   It wasn’t until I was tucked in bed, scrubs stuffed in my closet, sleep creeping towards me, that I replayed Achilles’s words to me across that miserable room:
 
   See you soon.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Three
 
   Taking in Strays
 
   By the next morning, news had spread that Achilles had escaped the hospital. By the time I met Lucia for lunch downtown, rumor was that he had personally hunted down the doctor who tried to overdose him, and hung him with his own stethoscope. 
 
   Over and over logic screamed at me – ‘I told you this would happen! He’s coming for you now!’. Which, you know, was highly comforting.
 
   “You don’t look too good” was the first thing Lucia said to me as she approached our usual table at the café. “Are you sure you’re well enough to be out?”
 
   I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “Just a lingering thing – I’m taking tons of vitamins, though, so I’m sure it’ll blow over. What’s been happening?”
 
   “Well, did you hear about Achilles? You know, the crazy dude who dresses like a skeleton? I hear he’s roaming around the city right now. Originally I was going to cancel our lunch, but I figured, since you’re … you know…” She lowered her voice significantly, “neutral, that we wouldn’t be targets. So we’re safe.”
 
   “Yeah, totally safe,” I said, more to myself than her. I knew he was coming for me. Whether or not he would kill me, I had no idea. So, to my dismay, the hospital would have to do without me for a while.
 
   I had been running all my life. I’d run from my family, from my hometown, from my past. I was so used to being betrayed that nothing shocked me. If Lucia had suddenly pulled out a knife and stabbed me in the chest, I wouldn’t have even flinched. My own happiness and good feelings were unimportant, after all. People in need – in need of cheering up, of a boost, of a spirit lift – took precedence, always. Why use it for myself when I could save lives with it?
 
   “I still can’t believe you bailed on Finn Cole,” Lucia gushed, breaking my reverie. From the corner of my eye, I saw a head snap up. I brushed it off as paranoia. “You have to be the first girl in history to do that. What is it about him that freaks you out so much, anyway? Is it the smoke thing? Because I can see how that would come off as creepy.”
 
   “He’s just … I don’t know … boring. Too nice.” It was a lame excuse, but it was the only one I could come up with. I didn’t do ‘nice’ guys. Nice guys usually fixated on mending people, and I was in no way looked to be mended. The skeletons in my closet were very happy were they were, thanks very much. “Was he mad when he couldn’t find me later on?”
 
   She shrugged. “If he was, he didn’t show it. I left just before eleven, anyway, and he was chatting up some other girl then. So, if I had to guess, I’d say no.”
 
   “Good.” I meant it. Someone like Finn Cole didn’t take a genuine interest in someone like Felicity Eastwood. Most likely, he’d seen me as an easy lay, and gone for it. Either that, or he had been drunker than I remembered.
 
   Lucia’s ongoing stream of chatter was easy enough to get through with minimal ‘oh, yeah?’s and ‘mm-hmm’s. When she visibly saddened at the mention of her dog Bruno, who’d had to be put to sleep a few months back, I briefly considered sending a shot of sunshine her way. One brush of the hand would do it. Hell, she probably wouldn’t even notice. 
 
   But I’d sworn to myself, all those years ago, that I would never use my power on someone too close to me. It was the reason I distanced myself from the patients at the hospital, and the reason I didn’t let many people know of my power. Just the essentials: my doctor, Lucia, and my next-door neighbor, who’d once overheard me discussing the power with Lucia, and who had only agreed to keep quiet about it after I wrote him a check for five hundred dollars. 
 
   I’d learned the hard way that people could easily become addicted to my power. It was a drug in its own right – the power to unleash your happiest thoughts, increase luck and confidence, and boost your morale for a long period of time. Which is why I kept a tight lid on it for everybody, including myself. Anything more than a burst of the stuff could send a person off the edge – again, I’d learned that the hard way.
 
   So, really, it was inevitable that Achilles was coming for me. He’d had a taste of pure happiness, and now he’d be coming to get another. The best plan was to sit tight and wait for enough time to pass so the effects of my power would have worn off. It had been foolish of me, to do what I did in the hospital, but I didn’t regret it. My conscience was stronger than that.
 
   “Felicity? Are you feeling okay?” Once more, Lucia broke my concentration. Thank goodness, too, because I was dipping into memories I didn’t care to revisit. Her coffee-colored eyes searched mine with concern.
 
   “Oh, yeah. A bit tired, is all. I haven’t been out in a while,” I said, as the waiter cleared away our lunch plates. 
 
   She tutted. “Time for you get home and back to bed. You look exhausted. I’m sorry I dragged you out here, I just –”
 
   “Don’t be silly,” I assured her, “I love our lunches! As soon as I’m up to it, we can do a day-trip somewhere, I promise.”
 
   “Ooh, good!” And that was enough to set her off on another rambling speech about a new shopping center opened in the nearest city, Port Martha, and all the winter outfits she planned to buy. Lucia, it seemed, hated winter. I, on the other hand, loved the cold. I couldn’t wait for the skies to darken and the nights to lengthen. 
 
   We said our goodbyes soon after, when we were out on the street, and Lucia’s hug was tighter than usual.
 
   “Take care of yourself, okay? I’m going to visit Brad this weekend, but feel free to call me any time.” Lucia’s boyfriend Brad went to college in New York, and she usually flew up to see him whenever possible. I still hadn’t met him, but from her stories, he was a bit of a douchebag.
 
   “Sure,” I said, though we both knew it was a lie. “Thanks for everything, Lucia. I really appreciate it.” Not a lie. I was lucky to have a friend like Lucia, who put up with all my crap and didn’t judge when I didn’t laugh at anything or smile too often.
 
   “Be careful,” she repeated, gripping my shoulders lightly before stepping aboard the bus behind her. I stayed long enough to wave her off, and then headed back to my car, parked a few blocks away.
 
   Lucia’s departure left a heavy feeling in my chest, like I had just said goodbye for the last time. Maybe all my morbid thoughts were catching up to me. 
 
   People bumped into me on the street, some apologizing, others not bothering. Sometimes it felt as though I was completely invisible – like I was ghosting through the streets, the bottle of happiness in my chest the only anchor I had to the ground. I saw myself in the reflections of store windows – untidy copper hair, shapeless clothes, large square glasses, no distinct features or aura – but hardly recognized that girl. 
 
   And it wasn’t until I looked closer in the reflection of my car window as I unlocked the driver’s door that I saw I wasn’t alone.
 
   “What luck – Finn Cole’s little piece,” sneered a masculine voice. I waited for the shock to hit me – for a scream to rip from my lungs, a gasp, a cry for help, anything. But instead I just stood there, looking at the unfamiliar face in the reflection, blinking like a fish out of water.
 
   Even when a black case enveloped my head, and something whacked across my skull, and everything went black, I still wasn’t the least bit surprised.
 
    
 
   I awoke to the inside of the same black bag. Panic welled inside me briefly, before the numbness of my blood drowned it out again. If they wanted me dead, they’d have killed me by now.
 
   “What’s this?” asked another male voice, different from the one at my car.
 
   “Present for the boss,” replied the voice beside me. Slowly, headache receding, I registered the grip on my arm, the ropes binding my hands and feet, the scrapes on my knees. I’d been dragged a long way, by the feel of it. “I heard her say Cole’s after her.”
 
   A chuckle. “He’ll be happy with you, man. God, I hate that smoky bastard.” Oh, brother. These guys somehow thought I was involved with Finn. Next time I saw that idiot – if I ever saw him again – I was going to punch him right in the face.
 
   I didn’t make a sound, even as my assailant continued to drag me over the cement floor for what seemed like miles. If I gave away my consciousness, I’d either be beaten or something worse. Until I could assess the situation, I was much better off playing knocked out.
 
   A rap on wood. A deep voice from inside. A door opening, closing. I tried not to cry out as I was suddenly tossed forward onto my face.
 
   “I don’t take in strays, Joshua,” said an eerie voice. 
 
   “This ain’t a stray, sir. She’s involved with Finn Cole. You know, romantically. Sir,” the other voice added quickly. 
 
   Crap, crap, crap, this wasn’t good. Whoever I was dealing with was obviously someone of power, if he had thugs working for him. And judging by the hatred of Finn Cole, I’d have to guess they were superhuman – one of the criminal bosses, maybe? Another villain? Or, God forbid, Achilles himself?
 
   I almost laughed at the idea of that. How ironic – him catching me, not for me saving his life, but for being publicly seen with Finn Cole.
 
   “Just throw her in a cell, I’ll deal with her later,” came the order. 
 
   “Yes, sir,” replied the thug, grabbing me roughly by the collar and dragging my forced-limp body out of the room. I felt the warmth of blood trickle into my torn stockings at the knees, the skin scraping with every inch he tugged me. 
 
   Finally, blissfully, he tossed me on the ground once more, and I heard a lock resound behind me.
 
   “Nice legs,” commented someone from a distance.
 
   “Too bad about the rest of her,” snickered another voice. “There won’t be much left once the boss has a turn.”
 
   A turn? A turn at what? Once more, the panic threatened to overload my senses and have me screaming out for help. But I forced myself to remain calm, no matter what the cost. 
 
   It wasn’t until footsteps faded into the background, and yet another door was closed, somewhere far away, that I stretched out my legs to test the environment surrounding me. I had to stretch my entire body out before my feet met a wall, meaning the cell was about six-foot in width. I did the same for its length, only to find I had to scoot forwards about three or four feet to touch the end. Well, at least I knew dimensions.
 
   A source of light was at the very top of the wall behind me, which I had to assume was either a window or a light bulb. Something hard and metal sat in the corner of the room – a toilet? – and the floor was cold concrete. It wasn’t long before that very cold seeped through my clothes, through my skin, into my bones. Shivering, I curled up in what I hoped was a corner of the cell, and tried to will warmth back into myself.
 
   They couldn’t torture me – I literally had nothing to tell them about Finn Cole. They could kill me, I supposed, but it wouldn’t do much good. I wasn’t worth anything to society. In theory, they really had no use for me. My relationship with Finn was nonexistent. The sooner they realized I was a nobody, the better.
 
   What felt like hours later, after I’d simply accepted the frigid cold running through me, the door scraped open. Instinctively, I leaned further into the corner, as though the wall would swallow me whole and hide me.
 
   “She doesn’t look like much,” commented the voice at the door. The same eerie voice as before. 
 
   “That’s what I thought, boss, but Tony says he saw her with Cole the other night. Then I heard her talk about him in the café, so I guess she must be hiding something, right?”
 
   “Leave,” said the first guy, in a voice so cool, it made the cement beneath me seem warm.
 
   “But I thought I could maybe have a go at her, you know, after you’re –”
 
   The sound of a struggle, and something was scraped against the wall. A horrible gagging noise filled the tiny room. “No, I don’t think there will be a go, Joshua. And the sooner you learn the rules, the less likely it becomes that I’ll try and mine your insides with my screwdriver. So when I say ‘leave’, you…?”
 
   “I leave,” choked the thug. “I leave! I leave!”
 
   “Gold star,” chirped the other, and the door blew open and slammed shut. 
 
   Seconds ticked by in complete silence. I was balled up so tightly, every muscle screamed at me in pain. But it was a good thing – the pain was the only thing keeping me from freaking out entirely. 
 
   “Now, let’s see what’s fallen into my…” The black bag was lifted, and light flooded my vision. “…lap.”
 
   The voice sounded oddly amused – staggered, even.
 
   Gradually, my eyes focused, and the figure crouched before me came into clarity. And when I recognized him, something like a shriek lodged in my throat. 
 
   Black eyes bored into my own, neither of us so much as breathing heavily. 
 
   I stared right back at him, knowing just as well as he did that he couldn’t hurt me, not really. I’d done more than save his life – I’d given him the means to escape, the confidence of revenge, the promise of better days. His moral code was skewed, but he wasn’t an idiot. I’m sure he knew it was better to be on my good side than have me as an enemy.
 
   “Should have recognized the legs,” Achilles said simply, taking a seat on the cot near me. I hadn’t felt that in my blind search. His eyes lingered on the blood oozing from my exposed knees, my stockings ripped to shreds. I felt the insane urge to cover myself.
 
   “I am not involved with Finn Cole.” It was the best my brain could do under the circumstances. 
 
   I expected him to launch into attack mode, but instead he threw his head back and laughed. The face paint had been redone since I’d seen him at the hospital – the details of his eyes were different, the sown-up lips more intricate, the cheeks not as hollow. I wondered briefly if he paid someone to do his make-up for him.
 
   “I got that, from the way you let him get shot with a nail-gun,” Achilles said dryly. “So why oh why would one of my men lie to me? Any ideas?”
 
   “I was with Finn at a party, but he was recounting the gazebo story to me. For some reason, he deemed me worthy of his attention, at least for a while. So your men didn’t lie, not really.”
 
   In a flash, he was crouched beside me once more. He no longer smelled of death – it was a little mintier this time. An improvement, I guessed. 
 
   He tutted slowly. “Protecting the ones who abducted you, darling? That’s not normal at all. I think you should be more worried about protecting yourself. I told you your carelessness would get you killed, didn’t I?”
 
   “I’m not dead, in case you hadn’t noticed,” I retorted, using what little courage I could muster.
 
   “No, you’re not,” he said, a feral grin illuminating the skeletal features of his face. “But you could be, I suppose.”
 
   “Look, if you’re going to kill me, just kill me. I don’t have any information on Finn. I have no money, no family, and the city won’t exactly mourn the loss of me. So don’t bother beating around the bush.” The words spewed out of me, a suicide note in their own right. 
 
   For the second time in two days, his hand wrapped around the column of my neck, and his other hand tangled a fist in my hair, tilting my face back. I didn’t struggle.
 
   “I must say, I expected better from someone who specializes in dishing out happy feelings. Aren’t you supposed to be made of rainbows and daisies? Sugar and spice and everything nice?” 
 
   I made a face at that. “The sooner you realize my power has nothing to do with my personality, the better.”
 
   For a split second, those empty black eyes widened. Then the mask reset. “Well darling, the sooner you realize I get what I want, no matter the cost, the better.”
 
   “And what is it you want, exactly?”
 
   His fingers loosened from my neck and hair as he got to his feet. “When I figure it out, I’ll let you know. Until then, sit tight.”
 
   Without another word, he left the room, a smear of black paint on the bed cover the only evidence he’d ever been there.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know how long I sat, curled up on the paper-thin mattress of the cot, alternating between praying for him to stay away and wondering if he was ever coming back.
 
   My legs ached from being bound for so long, and I could no longer feel my hands. The blood on my knees had dried in rivers on my legs. I kept expecting the quelled panic from before to come rushing back to me, but I remained in a state of mental limbo for what seemed like hours. I’d known Achilles was coming for me – I supposed this abduction had just sped up the inevitable. 
 
   The only thought tethering me to reality was, it can’t get any worse. I was in the dingiest prison cell, tied up with rope, being held hostage by the most psychotic villain in the country, with no one waiting for me on the outside. I had nothing to lose by being there. Achilles would soon realize that, and either release or kill me. 
 
   I must have fallen asleep sitting up, because when I woke, the light outside the dirty window at the top of the wall had faded. The only remaining light came from the hallway outside, which I could see clearly through the glass door to my cell. Another prison cell lay across the hall from mine, but it was unoccupied.
 
   The door scraped open soon enough, and I saw an unfamiliar man stand in the doorway.
 
   “Yes?” I asked bluntly, when he continued to just stand there and stare at me.
 
   “Boss is on his way, says he wants answers. Well I’m gonna beat him to it.” The weedy man stepped towards me and clicked the door shut behind him. Instantly, my gut began to churn.
 
   “I don’t have answers,” I told him quickly, flexing my fingers, desperately trying to regain feeling in them. If I could slip a hand out of the ropes, I could properly defend myself.
 
   The feral gleam in his eyes was so different than Achilles’s – lustier, dirtier. It was enough to make me reconsider the ‘can’t get any worse’ mentality.
 
   “I wonder what it would take for you to talk, hmm?” His fingers latched on to the top of my baggy t-shirt and ripped the collar wide open, exposing the swell of my breasts. “Your skin’s perfect for carving, little girl.”
 
   Before the fear could paralyze me, I swung my bound feet at him, hitting him in the stomach. He staggered backwards and I jumped off the bed, throwing my weight into him, sending us both into the cement wall.
 
   Foul words hit my ears as we struggled, and he finally got me pinned. Well, good luck to him – he’d have to cut my foot ties to open my legs, if he was really planning on going through with this. And as soon as my legs were free, I was planning on shoving a knee or six into his groin.
 
   “He’ll be impressed,” slobbered my attacker in my ear, his hands pressing onto my chest. “Just give me a secret, and I’ll leave you alone, I promise. Tell me something.”
 
   I bucked him off once, twice, until he growled and slammed my head into the concrete. My vision swam, my teeth rattled in my skull. 
 
   “TELL ME!” he screamed into my face, but I couldn’t talk, even if I’d wanted to. 
 
   Again, my head smashed into the floor. A ringing noise filled my ears, and a weird cry escaped me. A door opened, voices were raised, my brain seemed to deflate…
 
   And the world fell out from underneath me.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Four
 
   The Daily Grind
 
   I awoke to a hand tapping against my cheek, so insistent I had no choice but to slowly come to.
 
   “Come on, darling, no time like the present. I’ve seen worse brains splattered across a floor before.”
 
   That had my eyes flying open in horror. “What?” I shrieked, though my voice was a wisp. 
 
   Achilles’s skeletal face hovered above my own, the details of his mask a little less defined than usual. It was then that I realized I was missing my glasses.
 
   “W-what happened?” I asked, though I vaguely remembered my head being used as a bouncing ball for one of his goons. My eyes felt dried out; my brain felt as though someone had flattened it with a hammer.
 
   A cackle. “No brains, I’m just teasing. Here.” A bottle of water appeared in my line of vision, blocking Achilles’s face, and I nodded in thanks before sucking half the thing down in one go.
 
   As my close-range vision came into focus, I realized there was something beside me. No, someone. Slowly, my brain registered the puddle of blood haloing my head, the stench of excrement and death, and worst of all, the sightless eyes of the corpse lying next to me.
 
   Water sprayed from me as I scrambled backwards and hit the wall in an instant. The body of my attacker was spread out like Thanksgiving dinner on my cell floor, his hands cut clean from his arms and stuffed into his mouth in a nightmarish fashion. His throat was slit from ear to ear, the sound of blood dripping into the pool around him drilling into my mind. 
 
   I made it to the toilet just in time to empty out the few contents of my stomach. I rinsed my mouth out with the water and heard Achilles say, “Alright, take him out.”
 
   The corpse was dragged out of the cell by two goons just like him, leaving a thick trail of blood as they went. If I’d had anything left to throw up, I would have.
 
   My body wanted nothing more than to collapse on the bed and never wake up, but I knew I was very much still vulnerable with this psychopath in the same room as me. Balling up next to the cot, away from the blood and gore left behind, I kept my eyes strictly on Achilles. His face, though somewhat terrifying in itself, was a welcome distraction.
 
   “You did that, didn’t you?” I whispered, remembering the voice that joined the chaos of my mind right before I passed out. “Why?”
 
   He bounced across the pool of blood and onto the bed, pillowing his cheek with both hands and turning to face me. “Does it really surprise you?”
 
   “No, but it would still be nice to know why you felt the need to … to make a show of it.” My vocal chords were regaining strength with the help of the water. 
 
   “He broke these,” he said, off-topic, handing me … my glasses? One of the lenses was cracked a little in the corner, but at least I could see properly again. I didn’t need my glasses to see, but it made me feel a lot better, knowing there was a barrier between me and the rest of the world.
 
   “Thanks,” I muttered. 
 
   “You’re thanking me?” He gave me a funny look, even from behind the black eyes and face-paint. 
 
   “Do I get an answer if I thank you?”
 
   Time stretched out to an almost-awkward length, and then he said, rather quietly, “I told Joshua not to touch you. There are rules to working for me, darling, and he broke them. So he lost his hands. Then, because he tried to undermine me by interrogating you himself, I choked him with them.”
 
   I shuddered. “And the cut throat?”
 
   He shrugged. “To set an example.” But his tone was too tight to be truthful – I had a sneaking suspicion he was lying.
 
   Not that I would ever voice the theory. I liked my hands attached to my body, thanks very much.
 
   Speaking of my hands, it was only then that I realized my ties had been cut. Did this mean I was free to move again? Or was he just playing with me, getting my hopes up? I didn’t dare thank him for that, in case he thought he might be going soft on me, and decided to tie me up once more.
 
   “Oh, I forgot to open my present,” said Achilles suddenly, reaching into his pocket. I fully expected him to pull out a gun – or something equally violent – but instead it was my wallet. My wallet!
 
   “That’s mine!” I gasped, lunging for it. I managed to get a hand over his before he flipped me over, pressing my whole body into the mattress, holding the wallet outstretched, away from me.
 
   “Ah, ah,” he tutted, his body far too close to mine for comfort. My hands immediately flew to my open shirt to cover my skin, a gesture he didn’t miss. “I’ll give it back once I’m done. We aren’t even on first-name terms yet, darling, and it’s killing me.” With a grin that could only be described as wicked, he pushed away from me and sat at the end of the cot, my feet tucked under his arms. 
 
   “Right, what have we here?” He flipped the wallet open and took out my small bundle of cards. The name on the first card made him frown. “Felicity Eastwood?”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   I hadn’t imagined it; the frown deepened. “Nothing.” He flicked through the cards, visibly bored. “Not a very active lifestyle, Flick. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were a bit of a drifter.”
 
   “Then it’s lucky you don’t know me at all,” I reminded him. Flick. I’d never had a nickname before, and it was so, so wrong that the first one I received was from a homicidal maniac.
 
   Stuffing the cards back in random pockets, he pulled out the more personal touches.
 
   “Well, well,” he commented as his long fingers went through photos of my mom and dad, a packet of painkillers, appointment cards, and – most embarrassingly – a condom wrapper. I felt my cheeks burn bright red. “Somebody’s taking the Boy Scout motto a little too literally.”
 
   “Shut up,” I grumbled, though I didn’t know why. Achilles certainly wasn’t the kind of man to appreciate being told to shut up, especially by someone like me.
 
   He just laughed, though. “You’re fun.” Taking special care with the cause of his amusement, he slid the things back in my wallet and handed it to me. “See? I’m a man of my word.”
 
   “You’re also a psychopathic murderer,” I told him. 
 
   He blinked those huge, fathomless eyes at me. “If you’re referring to the man I just killed, let me remind you that had I not done what I did, you would be, at best, violated with half your brains hanging out. Would you be calling it murder if Finn Cole had done the same thing?”
 
   “Finn Cole didn’t abduct me and keep me starved and mistreated,” I retorted heatedly.
 
   “That isn’t an answer.”
 
   “It’s the only answer you’ll get until I have a shower.”
 
   “You sure you want to request that? The only showers are group ones in the change-rooms.” The evil grin was back in full-force.
 
   “Fine, then I’ll settle for wet wipes. You aren’t going to get whatever it is you want from me if you insist on treating me like a dog.” My chin stuck itself out of its own accord, another gesture those ebony eyes caught.
 
   “Me-ow. Where did this sudden defiance come from? I was under the impression death didn’t scare you, if the gazebo and hospital incidents were anything to go by,” he said. I couldn’t tell if it was sarcasm or not.
 
   “I’m only defiant around you, it seems,” I muttered, but I knew he heard. It was the truth. I was usually a complacent person, passive to the point of a doormat. But Achilles was … different. Like it or not, something about him made me want to stand up for myself for once. He made me confident, and it was terrifying. “And death scares everybody. Some people are just better at hiding it.”
 
    Silence fell once more. He absentmindedly unlaced my sneakers and dropped them to the floor. Of course today had to be a mismatched-socks day. Not that I cared what he thought of them.
 
   “I would very much like, Flick darling, to know how your power works. Whatever you did to me in the hospital was just short of a miracle, and now that I have you, I don’t plan on giving you up.”
 
   I expected as much. “So you’ll, what? Suck me dry of my power and be the happiest guy to aim for world domination? I can only give you the feeling – I can’t make the world see you in a particular way, or boost you up the social ladder.”
 
   “World domination? Imaginative, darling, but a bit off-target. Is it so wrong for a guy to want a bit of excitement added to the daily grind?”
 
   “It is when the ‘guy’ in question is you. Besides, you won’t get much out of me at the moment. Once I’m dried up, I can guess how useful I’ll be to you.” There was another, much bigger reason I was never going to give Achilles a larger dose of sunshine, but that story was buried in the deepest, darkest corner of my mind.
 
   Setting my feet back on the bed, he crawled up to me, sending me scrambling back against the wall. When his face was a good five inches away from mine, he said, in a deadly tone, “Then I suppose it’s imperative that you find it in your heart to help me out. For both our sakes, I hope you don’t dry out too soon. I think it would be of great benefit to everyone if you kept me happy.” He stared at me for a long moment, then, with another sinister smile, bounced off the bed and out the door, locking it behind him. 
 
   A while later, after I’d covered the pool of blood with my torn shirt and taken to simply wearing my sweater as the only top layer, a flap on the cell door creaked open and a paper bag was tossed in. With slightly shaky fingers, I opened it, fully expecting to find a dismembered head or a bomb – something to cement my suspicion that Achilles was certifiably insane – but instead found a tube of alcoholic wipes, another bottle of water, protein bars, and a bowl of steaming rice. 
 
   What the…?
 
   He’s buttering you up, I reminded myself as I wolfed down the rice. I was past the point of caring if it was poisoned – I doubted it, seeing as Achilles had had a thousand opportunities to kill me and he hadn’t. He just wants your power. You don’t matter to him.
 
   Well, he had another thing coming. The sunshine I could provide didn’t appear in my system out of thin air. It had to have a source – I needed to fuel myself with happiness first, and only then could I transfer it to others.
 
   So, unless Achilles magically found a source of happiness for me, I wouldn’t be of much use to him within a week’s time. My sunshine would fade, and I would be left with an empty well. I hadn’t experienced that in years, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to again. It wasn’t pretty when a person ran out of all good feelings.
 
   I thought about Lucia, enjoying a blissful weekend with her boyfriend. About Mrs. Corbet, alone in the hospital, without me there to ensure she kept going. About Finn Cole, who, for all I knew, was being hunted down like a dog by Achilles at that very moment. About my parents, all the way back in Florida, with no idea where I was or what I was doing. 
 
   The strangest thing was, I didn’t miss any of them. Not yet, anyway. I suspected I would, once Achilles grew tired of me and decided torturing me was the only way to ensure cooperation. And he would grow tired of me. I was the shiny new toy now, but my stubborn streak would become irritating eventually, and greed for my power would supersede care for my condition. 
 
   I buried myself under the blankets of the cot, far away from the eyes I knew watched me from the cell door. Clutching my jacket together with one hand and the empty bowl in the other, in case I should need a weapon of some sort, I squeezed my eyes shut, and waited for morning to come.
 
    
 
   Four days passed. Three times a day, every day, Achilles would enter my cell, ask me to tell him how my power worked, and leave when I politely – but firmly – declined. Three times a day, I would get the same meal – bottle of water, bowl of rice, protein bar. 
 
   There were no more visits from guards, no more threats or violence. And the boredom was almost as bad as the uncertainty of my future. Fear stopped me from asking Achilles what he planned to do with me, just as pride stopped me from asking him to let me go. 
 
   I had used most of the wipes to mop up the blood from the first day, and flushed them down the toilet, so I had to use the remainder sparingly. Translation: I stank. I also suspected I was going a little insane, judging by the way I found myself talking to the hatch in the door one day. 
 
   On the afternoon of the fourth night, the door opened, and I waited for Achilles’s skeletal face to appear. Sometimes he stayed to talk to me – probably waiting for me to slip up with information about my power; other times he simply asked for the information and left straight away when I rejected him. 
 
   But tonight, a different man stepped into the cell. Achilles was sinister because of his face, and, if I was honest, his voice. He wore sinister as a costume, a cover for something unidentifiable below the surface.
 
   But this man was different. He carried sinister. It was woven into the fine threads of his expensive-looking suit; it bled from his manicured fingers and perfectly groomed facial features. He had that familiar, eerie glow to him – the superhuman glow.
 
   This man was a whole different ball game than my captor.
 
   “Hello, Felicity,” he said, his voice far too smooth to be human. 
 
   “Where’s Achilles?” I asked casually. Behind my back, I gripped the rice bowl from lunch, ready to throw it at his head if need be.
 
   It had been so long since I’d looked at a normal person, I’d almost forgotten what eyes looked like without consuming black contact lenses and face-paint. This man’s brown eyes flared with something just as menacing as his aura, and I got the distinct impression he knew everything about me from just one glance.
 
   “I’m afraid he couldn’t make it this afternoon, so he asked me to pay you a visit. And charming as your little cell is,” he said, in a low voice, “I think we’d best move this to a more private location.”
 
   What the hell did that mean? Was I leaving the cell permanently? 
 
   I didn’t get time to think about it, though, before yet another thug appeared before me with a pair of ropes and a blindfold. 
 
   “I’m not moving,” I snarled, counting down the seconds before I made a run for it. Achilles never gave me an inch of room to escape, but this guy had – so I was planning on taking a whole mile.
 
   Tutting, the suited man came to stand beside the thug, so the pair of them towered over me. “After what Achilles said of you, I expected a little more cooperation, Miss Eastwood.”
 
   Right as the thug reached for me, I smashed the bowl into his face. He staggered backwards, giving me enough space to kick out at the suit man and make a lunge for the door. To my credit, I got out into the corridor before yet another thug – where did they keep coming from? – tackled me into the wall. My head, still tender from the attack days ago, swam with the force of the contact. 
 
   “That’s more like it. I do like fighters,” commented the smooth voice from behind me. 
 
   Taking advantage of my momentary dizziness, the thug pounced, roping my wrists together tight enough to rub my skin raw, then did the same with my ankles, tying the binds into shackles. I tried to shoulder the thug with the blindfold away from me, but instead ended up careening into the wall once more. The suited man’s laughter made my blood boil.
 
   “Leave the blindfold off,” he told his henchmen, smirking at me. “But gag her anyway. I have a feeling this one’s a screamer.”
 
   Oh God. The sickness that should have hit me with Achilles’s appearance four … no, five days ago struck me with those words. I’d known torture was on the cards with Achilles; he made no secret of his violent streak. But this man – a man who, in the real world, could have easily passed as a politician or lawyer – scared me much more than the man dressed as Death himself. 
 
   I tried very hard not to panic as they tied the blindfold over my mouth and led me down the corridor, to another door at its end. 
 
   The smell of blood and fear hit me head-on as we entered the last room. Like my cell, it was made entirely from cement and stone, but it was much bigger, with a mirror on the far wall that was obviously an observation window. In the middle sat a table stained with dark red splotches, a lamp, and two chairs. 
 
   “Put her there,” said the suited man, gesturing to one of the chairs. I was all but thrown into it. “No one is to disturb us, understand? Not even Achilles. Don’t want him finding out I’ve stolen his little pet, after all.”
 
   Double crap. Achilles had no idea I was with this guy, then. Why did that fact in itself fill me with dread? 
 
   The door scraped closed with a heavy bang, and then we were alone. My heart broke into a sprint as he took up the seat across the table from me. 
 
   I was in trouble. Big trouble.
 
   “How rude, I haven’t even introduced myself,” he said with a charming smile. My stomach flip-flopped, and not in a good way. “My name is Patrick Molten. I work for Achilles as his … well, his right-hand man, I suppose you might say.”
 
   That struck me as a little odd. Achilles didn’t seem the type to require a right-hand man; he killed his own people at the drop of a hat, after all. What about this man inspired such trust?, I wondered.
 
   “Well, on to business. Business, business.” He rubbed his hands together and gave me another winning smile. “Achilles wants your secrets, and what Achilles wants, I do, too. Personally, I think our efforts could be redirected into more practical past-times – ridding this city of Finn Cole and his band of misfits, for example. But something about you has Achilles on the pursuit of happiness, so to speak. Between you and me, I think he sees some of himself in you.”
 
   I wanted to snort in disbelief, but I was too busy trying to keep my breathing level. Molten’s hands crept towards me over the tabletop, and my insides slowly turned to lead. 
 
   “Broken,” he said in a quiet voice. “Alone. Nothing to lose. Sound familiar?”
 
   Quick as a blink, his hand shot to his pocket and produced a switchblade. A moment later, he’d cut the ties around my wrists. The first thing I did was untie my gag and the ropes around my ankles, despite the rage coursing through my veins, demanding I slam Molten’s head into the desktop. 
 
   “I know that look,” he chuckled when I glanced back at him. “It’s the look most people give me right before they attack. And I’m used to being attacked, Felicity. I think it’s time you learned you aren’t the only one around here with a powerful ability.”
 
   Without a second’s warning, he slapped his hand down on mine, and said, “Attack yourself the way you wanted to attack me.”
 
   Before I knew what I was doing, I’d grabbed the back of my own head and smashed it into the desk, just as I envisaged doing to Molten. 
 
   There was only so much my head could take, and it was on the brink of shutting down altogether by the time I straightened in my seat. A palm smacked at my cheek, much harder than when Achilles had roused me from unconsciousness. 
 
   I blinked, and Molten’s face came into sharp clarity, even through the cracks in my glasses. His smile was now pure evil. “I don’t want you passing out on me just yet, Felicity. My instructions don’t work if you aren’t awake. Now, maybe we should aim for smaller targets and work our way up, yes?”
 
   “Go to hell,” I slurred, clutching my forehead. God, my head hurt. I could hardly hear his words through the blood rushing in my ears, the stinging pain radiating through my nose.
 
   “Wonderful. Now,” He clutched my hand harder, “Take off your jacket and pants.”
 
   No! screamed my mind. I actually managed to hesitate for a full ten seconds before my shaking fingers reached up to my zipper. This was all so wrong. I’d never heard of this superpower before – it was unlike any other I’d come across.
 
   My body moved of its own accord, with my brain left to watch it perform like a puppet on strings. The jacket slid onto the floor, and I kicked the pants off, leaving me in only my underwear. Every part of me flushed with anger and shame. 
 
   “Good girl,” purred Molten. His eyes were completely cold, like he was assessing me for some kind of sick medical exam. I could do nothing but stand there and wait for his next instruction. I felt as though I’d fallen under a spell, and my happiness was –
 
   My happiness!
 
   I didn’t have much left, thanks to days of mistreatment and solitude, but the trickle remaining would have to be enough. Maybe fighting fire with fire was the only way to avoid whatever it was this madman had in store for me.
 
   “My power has its limitations, of course,” he said conversationally, circling me as a lion would stalk its prey. “I can’t touch your mind – decisions, opinions, feelings, speech. But sometimes, actions speak much louder than words, don’t you think?” 
 
   I didn’t respond – I concentrated on gathering all the sunshine I could muster from my last hit, at the party all those days ago. 
 
   “Now, if you tell me the key to your power, it will make this much easier for the both of us. But if you don’t … well, I’m sure I can think of some exciting methods of getting you to talk. I’m sure you’ve never broken your own arm, for instance. Or chewed off your own fingers. Or torn out your own hair, chunk by chunk. And that’s only the self-inflicted options – I would love the opportunity to instruct you on doing some things to me.” He ran a single finger across my shoulder blades, and every muscle in my body screamed at me to strike back, to do something!
 
   “Let me give you a clue to my power, then,” I said through gritted teeth. “Violence won’t get you anywhere.”
 
   But I knew – I knew from the way he was looking at me: this wasn’t about my power. He couldn’t care less about what made me tick. This was a man who found pleasure in doling out pain in its purest form, and needed no incentive to do it. 
 
   “You’ll have to do better than that, I’m afraid.” The finger pushed into the middle of my back. “Knock out one of your teeth on the corner of the table.”
 
   Immediately, I flooded my system with the remaining sunshine at my disposal. I hadn’t felt its effects in years, since I’d started at the Carova City Hospital, and it was a bigger hit than I remembered. The interrogation cell was suddenly a lot brighter, its shadows slinking back into the walls. My head no longer hurt; my shoulders relaxed and the threat of pain and suffering suddenly disappeared. It was as though the world had turned sunny, and there was no chance of the darkness returning.
 
   Best of all, I remained standing. My knees didn’t even shake with the demand of dropping to table-height. Instead, I laughed, as though Molten had just told a fantastic joke. The relief of knowing I could repel his power was too great.
 
   “Ah, so your ability is immune to mine,” he commented, though the sinister edge to his voice had faded. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to get my hands dirty, Miss Eastwood, but I see you leave me no choice.”
 
   I sobered quickly enough to avoid his hand snatching out to grab my hair, and even managed to strike back with a slap of my own. I was fast, but he was faster. His anger drove him, whereas my happiness distracted me. Soon enough, he had me pinned to the wall, my back against his front.
 
   “Achilles!” I screamed, voice muffled by the stone. I have no idea why his name was the one to fall from my lips – probably because he was the only person I thought could hear me in this dump. 
 
   “You’re his new toy, you know,” Molten hissed into my ear, yanking my head back with a fistful of hair. “And Achilles is very territorial about his toys. He’ll get tired of you, though. After a while, when he’s done playing with your sweet little body, he’ll move on to something better. And when that happens, I’ll be on you like a shot. Until then, I’ll have to bide my time.” He studied my side-profile for a long moment. The happiness in me waned, but didn’t vanish. It would take more than a few threats to break my power’s hold on me. 
 
   Just as he jerked my head backwards, no doubt aiming to break my nose against the wall, the door slammed open, and Molten jumped a good five feet away from me.
 
   “What the fuck is going on here?” growled a familiar voice. 
 
   
 
   
 
 
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Without a Fight
 
   I never thought I would be relieved to hear Achilles’s dry tone, but I was. Anyone aside from this monster was a welcome change.
 
   I sank against the wall, the sunshine threaded through my veins helping with the elation of being interrupted. His empty black eyes flicked over me for all of half a second before he turned to Molten, who looked like a little kid who’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, despite the fact that he had to be a good five years older than Achilles. The look was enough to make my stomach roil, happiness be damned.
 
   “I was testing the effects of my power on hers,” explained Molten, so smoothly I wouldn’t have guessed he was lying if I hadn’t known otherwise. “She’s good, but she’ll break under pressure.”
 
   I went to argue, but Achilles silenced me with a single look before turning to his ‘second-in-command’, his expression utterly calm. “Funny, I could have sworn I expressly told you not to touch her, Patrick. She’s my prisoner, my property.”
 
   “I am not your –” I really should have expected the hand that reached out and wrapped itself around the column of my neck. Achilles’s favorite pastime, aside from killing people, seemed to be choking me, after all. His grip was nowhere near tight enough to cut my air supply, though, so I had to assume he was just telling me to shut up in his own special language.
 
   “Did she use her power on you?” he asked, as if he wasn’t standing there, holding an innocent girl by the throat. 
 
   Molten shook his head. “She did use it on herself, though.”
 
   Achilles’s eyes flashed to mine once more. He looked so deadly that the sunshine in me momentarily took over – I made a funny face at him, and I could have sworn his lips twitched.
 
   “Take her upstairs, and make sure she stays there. Keep your hands to yourself, unless you want to lose them,” he instructed to someone behind me. Rough, gloved hands closed around my arm and led me outside. Achilles’s black eyes blazed with something unidentifiable as the door closed on him and Molten.
 
   “Here,” my guard said gruffly, thrusting a towel at me. 
 
   “Thanks,” I gushed, truly grateful for any good deed after what had gone down with Molten. I looked up at the guard from under my lashes as I wrapped the towel around myself. Just as Molten struck me as a politician type, this man looked more like someone’s father than the thug of a criminal mastermind. He even had a handkerchief neatly folded in his jacket pocket.
 
   “So I’m not going back to my cell?” I asked. He led me back past the cell I’d called home for five days, and through to a fire escape stairwell.
 
   “Guess not,” he replied shortly. Silence, and then he added, “You okay?”
 
   I supposed, to an outsider, I must have looked like I’d just battled my way through the Amazon. My hair was tangled, I stank to high heaven, my clothes were missing, and I had a distinct feeling my scalp was bleeding. But it could have been much, much worse.
 
   “That Molten guy is a dick,” I grumbled. “Does Achilles go out of his way to employ creepers? Don’t answer that,” I said quickly, when he went to respond, “I don’t want to be responsible for you choking on your own hands.”
 
   I’m not quite sure why I was opening up to this complete stranger. The fatherly vibe just got to me, I guess. Plus, he was the first person to show genuine concern for my welfare here. I would latch onto that compassion any way I could.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about Molten,” he said as we climbed the stairs. “If the boss wants you kept upstairs, there’s little chance he’ll get to you.”
 
   “Why? What’s upstairs?”
 
   I shouldn’t have asked – a moment later, he opened another fire exit door, and I found myself standing in some kind of office, complete with cubicles and desks. Thugs of all shapes and sizes sat around the room, some in groups, others rifling through papers, others talking furiously into cell phones. Everything was all wrong in the office, though – there were no computers, or phones, or printers. Papers were scattered across the floor, files strewn everywhere, knives embedded in walls and bullet holes riddling the cubicle barriers.
 
   Some odd looks were thrown my way, but no one stopped us or seemed to question my presence. 
 
   “Come on,” my guard said, leading me away from the cubicles, into what I assumed was once a CEO’s office. It had two rooms of its own, probably a bathroom and … a bedroom? Judging by the way the office had been converted into a living area, I would think the rest of it had to have been renovated as well.
 
   Unlike the rest of the office, this room was immaculate. Not one piece of furniture was out of place, no litter in sight, not a speck of dust or trace of bad hygiene. A smoky, citrusy smell clung to the room, such a welcome change from the stench of fear and blood downstairs.
 
   “Is this where I’m staying?” I asked, rather breathlessly. The sofa looked big enough for five people, with suede cushions and an ottoman at its front. The TV mounted on the wall encompassed most of its background, and the cabinet below it was stocked to the brim with movies. 
 
   “I suppose so. You should stay in there until the boss comes up,” he replied, pointing to the closed door at the end of the living room. “Try not to touch anything – he’s a bit particular about his stuff.”
 
   I wasn’t really listening – I’d taken to examining the countless rows of DVDs stacked on the wall. “No problem.” As my guard turned to leave, I straightened. “I’m Felicity, by the way. I know you probably aren’t supposed to talk to me, but…”
 
   He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “Hugo,” he mumbled, and then he was gone.
 
   It wasn’t until I reached the bedroom Hugo had indicated that I realized what ‘he’s particular about his stuff’ meant, exactly: this was Achilles’s apartment. He had put me in his own apartment.
 
   What was worse, the bedroom was clearly not just for me. A double bed, complete with intricate wrought-iron headboard and black sheets, lay as the room’s centerpiece. A black chaise, a dresser, full-length mirror, and a nightstand lay around the room, perfectly arranged according to shape and size.
 
   Clearly, someone had a bit of OCD.
 
   And clearly, I wasn’t going to be sleeping alone.
 
   No, I told myself. You’ll sleep on the sofa. On the floor. In the bathroom. Anywhere but in the same room as him.
 
   The ulterior motive here was obvious: put me out of reach entirely. Molten was now a threat, as were his own men, and he must have known keeping me close was the only way to keep me safe. Not for my personal sake, obviously, but because my power was worth enough to warrant the effort.
 
   Well aware I only had a short time before Achilles appeared in the doorway, ready to interrogate me some more, I hastily rifled through the dresser, searching for any kind of clothing. I didn’t care if it belonged to my captor – any barrier between my skin and his was fine by me.
 
   Eventually I pulled on an old t-shirt and a pair of cotton shorts – I had to fold the waist down a few times to stop them from falling down. Happy with the flimsy sense of security the clothes gave me, I sat on the edge of the chaise and waited for my captor to show up.
 
   I could have fetched something to attack him with, I supposed. There was a large window in the living room – I could easily overpower him somehow and make a jump for the outside world. But we were only on the second floor; the fall would, at best, incapacitate me long enough for Achilles to track me down and drag me back. 
 
   And, somewhere, deep down in my soul, I knew I wouldn’t be able to attack Achilles, if push came to shove. He hadn’t hurt me, hadn’t struck the first blow, hadn’t done anything to deserve physical retribution. Part of being all about neutrality was believing that if there was no blood, there was no foul.
 
   I dragged the chaise over to the window, hoping the city below would distract me from the itchy feeling Molten’s touch and words had sent skittering across my skin. I’d never been so close to breaking point before; if Achilles made me feel, Molten made me number. There was no way I was going to let myself be cornered by him again. I would glue Achilles to my hip if I had to – I would take him over his protégé any day of the week.
 
   “Planning a daring escape, darling?” came a dark voice from the doorway. I jumped about a foot in the air.
 
   “Don’t scare me like that!” I gasped, clutching at my heart. “Jeez! Is your superpower that you’re part phantom?”
 
   I felt – rather than saw – his eyes linger on the clothing I’d donned. A shiver ran through me. “I don’t have a superpower. Where’d you get the clothes?”
 
   He didn’t have a superpower? Well, that was news to me. Everyone in Carova assumed – probably because of his black eyes and generally petrifying demeanor – that Achilles harbored some deep, dark ability. Telepathy, maybe, or a superhuman intellect. To hear that he didn’t have one was … oddly comforting.
 
   “I found them.” I jutted my chin out defensively. “And if you want them back, you’ll have to do better than order your ‘right-hand man’ to do your dirty work for you.”
 
   He stalked towards me, but I didn’t get the same feeling as when Molten did it – perhaps because I knew Achilles wasn’t about to do something unforgivable. Was he really that predictable to me already?
 
   When we were a foot apart, he crouched down so we were eye to eye. “Keep them, but I don’t want you snooping around my place when I’m not here. You want something, just ask the guys outside. They won’t bother you again.”
 
   “What did you do to Molten?”
 
   He shrugged. “Nothing.”
 
   “Nothing? But he –”
 
   “I know what he did,” he said simply. “I watched the surveillance tape. He was stupid, to forget about it. But he was right, in some ways – I’m too possessive as it is when it comes to you. If I took revenge against him, it would just prove that theory right. And I can’t risk Molten becoming an enemy.” We stared at each other for what seemed like hours before he spoke again: “You called for me when he was attacking you.”
 
   I resisted the urge to blush. “Yeah.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Now it was my turn to shrug. “Better the devil you know, right?” It was the only reasonable explanation that I had. The other would have been something along the lines of, ‘It just happened!’.
 
   “Did you believe I would help you?”
 
   “No. But I…” I knew he’d see right through any lie I presented, so I opted with the simple truth. “I didn’t want to be alone with him.” Seeing as that was out in the open, I decided to use my confidence while I had it: “Are you planning on killing me, Achilles?” 
 
   It was the first time I’d used his name aloud, and he flinched at the word. Did he not like his own name? Or was it simply too weird for me to use it? “Are you planning on giving me what I want, Flick?”
 
   I laughed hollowly. “Does it really matter? I would rather be dead than be your happy-drug dealer. And you would rather kill me than let me go. That doesn’t leave us much leeway, does it?” I sank further into the chaise with a sigh. “I know that small hit was enough to help you escape. And I know it’s addictive – that feeling of invincibility, that fearlessness. But I’m not lying when I say it’s like the worst type of drug imaginable. You’ll become dependent on me for it, and if I’m killed, or abducted, or manage to get beyond your reach, the withdrawal will kill you. You’ll kill yourself.”
 
   “Are you speaking from personal experience?” he asked. 
 
   All the air left my body in one big rush, as though he’d punched me right in the lungs. “No,” I lied quickly. Too quickly – the smirk on his painted face told me he’d noticed.
 
   “What happened, Flick? Did you dish out one too many hits and someone offed themselves because they couldn’t have you? I’m close, aren’t I?” His feral grin reappeared, and a strange noise escaped me, a mixture of a sob and a squawk. “Who was it, Flick? Someone close, hmm?”
 
   “Stop it,” I rasped, cupping my face in my hands. Memories came to the surface and I instantly slammed them to the back of my mind, struggling to wrangle them back into the closet they inhibited. “You have no right.”
 
   “A parent? No, I don’t think so…” I jumped to my feet to run to the door, but quick as a fox, he blocked my path. “It’s still fresh though, isn’t it – the pain? You aren’t unhappy because you can’t use your power on yourself; you’re unhappy because you don’t use your power on yourself. Right?”
 
   “Shut up!” The sunshine ran through my feet like water down a drain, leaving nothing behind but raw grief and the image of two policemen at my parents’ door. No! No! Not again! “You don’t know me!”
 
   As I went to elbow my way past him, he crowded me into the corner of the room, my chin between his fingers. My eyes looked through him, though, to a time not so long ago, when my world had collapsed in on itself, when I’d had to run to avoid the fallout of my own stupidity. 
 
   “Look at me, Flick.” I gulped in bucketfuls of air, but managed to meet his empty gaze. “You’re breaking into pieces, right before my eyes. I’m not going to hold you while you cry, and I’m not going to give you sympathy. What I am going to do is stand here and watch you pull yourself together. You’re a big girl – whatever this suffering is, you can handle it. Face it and move on.”
 
   “Why are you doing t-this?” I sobbed, though no tears were shed. I put it down to exhaustion.
 
   “Because this is what I do. I’m not your kindhearted Finn Cole –”
 
   “No,” I corrected in a small voice, “I meant, why are you b-being so nice? You shouldn’t care!”
 
   “Jesus, girl,” he said, running his free hand through his short hair, “if this is your idea of nice, I’d hate to see what you’d do if I offered you a Kleenex.”
 
   To both of our surprise, I choked out a laugh. His hand dropped from my jaw and I shoved the painful memories he’d brought up back to the farthest corner of the closet in my mind, locking the door behind it. Gradually, I took in enough air to calm my nerves. I didn’t dare analyze how Achilles’s treatment of me had just worked. 
 
   “Thanks,” I mumbled, and he suddenly bared his teeth at me.
 
   “Stop being so goddamn nice!” he barked. I accidentally laughed again, ignoring the murderous look he gave me. I was as good as dead anyway. He visibly cooled his temper before asking, “How about a deal?”
 
   “What sort of deal?” I didn’t know why I bothered asking – it couldn’t be anything good.
 
   “I’ll ask an external source if they can find the key to your power. If they find it, I can keep you. If they don’t, I’ll let you go.”
 
   “You mean kill me,” I corrected. 
 
   “No, I mean, I’ll let you go.” He seemed to be lost in his thoughts for a few minutes, then those eyes snapped back to me. “What’s your greatest fear here? Being killed?”
 
   “You know that’s not true,” I grumbled. “I just … I don’t want to be a lab rat for the rest of my life. The whole reason I don’t side with you or Finn outright is because if my power got out, both sides would be gunning to cage me up and milk me dry. That’s not how it works, though.”
 
   “And you aren’t going to tell me how it works without a fight, yes?”
 
   “Why do you even need me, when you have Molten? Surely his power is worth a hundred of mine.” The power of influence through speech could get Achilles anywhere, if he put his mind to it – couldn’t it?
 
   Those two black eye sockets dipped down into a frown. “Molten isn’t a dog. He –”
 
   “And I am?” 
 
   “You’re a prisoner. You’re controllable – to an extent. Molten is … unpredictable. His dreams are of a somewhat larger scale than mine.” Suddenly he was crowding me again, the smell of paint and citrus tang filling my world. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking you’re the only unhappy soul in this world, Flick.”
 
   Something horrifyingly close to sympathy tugged at my heartstrings. No! No sympathy for this guy! Not ever! 
 
   “I won’t give it up without a fight,” I stressed, lost for any other words. 
 
   “I’d be disappointed if you did,” he said, surprising me. “Do we have a deal, then?”
 
   “I … who’s your external source?” I suddenly had a mental image of Achilles torturing my doctor – or worse, Lucia – for information on my power. 
 
   “No people will be harmed in the process of finding out the information, including you, if that’s what you’re getting all flustered about.” Though I couldn’t see his pupils, I had the distinct feeling he rolled his eyes. “You really think I just cut people open for a living?”
 
   “Prove me wrong,” I countered, arching a brow.
 
   “Well, there’s a good idea!” He grinned, and I got a familiar sinking feeling in my stomach. “Any plans for the day after tomorrow, darling?”
 
   I kept my look dry. “Oh yeah, I was thinking of taking the yacht out for a run, then maybe helping out at the homeless shelter. I just have so much free time, you know?”
 
   He studied me for a long moment. “You get sarcastic when you’ve been upset. That’s interesting.” As though that statement was a simple aside, he continued blithely, “Keep your calendar open. We’re going on a short field trip.”
 
   He turned to leave, but I piped up, before I lost the nerve, “I have some amendments to your deal, too.”
 
   “Such as?” 
 
   “I get access to a private shower while I’m here. And you’re present whenever Molten is around me. And nobody touches me, ever.” If I didn’t lay down some ground-rules now, I’d never get another chance.
 
   “What about me?” His fingers pinched at my chin. I didn’t so much as flinch.
 
   “You know what I mean,” I snapped. 
 
   The frown he gave me creased the white paint across his forehead, cracking lines just above his eyebrows. A shard of cinnamon skin peeked through. “I do. And it won’t happen again.” Just as quickly as his stormy look came, it blew away again, replaced with an eerily bright smile. “Your demands are hardly difficult. Sure you don’t want an all-expenses-paid shopping trip, or golden tampons, or whatever it is women want?”
 
   “Wow, careful there – your gender-based ignorance is showing,” I commented. 
 
   A cackle, and he pushed away from the wall, headed for the living room. “I always have fun with you, Flick. Get some sleep – I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
 
   I didn’t bother asking where he planned on sleeping. My eyes were so sore, my head so heavy, that the best I could do was shut the door before collapsing into the massive bed, reveling in the lemony smell clinging to its sheets. 
 
   A small part of my brain reminded me that I should be on my guard, should tuck a weapon under my pillow, should plan an escape route, just in case. Unfortunately, the rest of me was too exhausted to even take off my glasses before I fell asleep.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Six
 
   A Good Host
 
   It was an odd feeling, inhabiting Achilles’s apartment. He wasn’t there when I awoke, but he’d (I assumed it was him, anyway) removed my glasses and shoes sometime in the night, and, judging from the dip in the mattress beside me, had slept beside me without ever making a sound. Not that I’d been in any state to wake up to the slightest noise – I slept until midday, woken only by the sound of drilling in the streets below us. 
 
   Dressed in my underwear for safety’s sake, I showered in the massive bathroom until the water ran cold. I could have taken a bath, but didn’t like the idea of being prone for too long. When I went through the bathroom cabinets (I figured, if I found anything Achilles didn’t want me to find, it was his own fault for not guarding it better), I discovered the face-paint he used – big pots of black and white, with smaller pots of all colors. Going with my gut instinct, I left it alone.
 
   One of the upsides to staying in the apartment was the better quality food. Instead of rice and water, I was given cold pizza and a can of cola. Achilles had a stash of food in the corner of the living room, but I didn’t dare touch it. It was all sugary junk, anyway – he seemed to run entirely on energy drinks. Chances were if I needed a dentist in this place, he’d probably send Molten up to do the job.
 
   When it became obvious that I was to be left to my own devices all day, I turned to the TV to keep myself entertained. Another benefit of the apartment was the plethora of movies Achilles possessed; I watched three films before tuning in to the six o’clock news. 
 
   “…Discovered by the Channel Eight helicopter during its traffic report flight,” said the newsreader, a picture of a word I couldn’t quite make out behind her, “and is believed to be the work of serial murderer and wanted criminal, Achilles, who escaped from the Carova Base Hospital late last week, and is yet to be identified across town.”
 
   The photo expanded into a short video clip, starting in the news helicopter and looking down onto Carova’s inner suburbs. A few seconds into the report, a series of letters suddenly lit up the city landscape, running across at least six building rooftops. They appeared to be written in gasoline and fire, judging from the way the flame remained controlled. 
 
   Cole: 3PM Monday, our wedding chapel. Xox.
 
   My breath caught in my throat, something between a laugh and a yelp emerging from me. Why in the world did I find that funny? I had to be sick. Like, psychologically sick. I’d been around Achilles for too long – his dark sense of humor was starting to sink into my bones.
 
   “And the search is still underway for waitress Felicity Eastwood,” noted the newsreader, a photo of me flashing up behind her now. “The nineteen-year-old went missing from the corner of Grevillia and Taylor Street last Wednesday. The police are treating the disappearance as suspicious, and are currently asking for any information from witnesses and friends of Miss Eastwood alike. Now on to sports…”
 
   My photo disappeared. I clutched the sofa’s arm so hard I split some of the suede with my nails. To be honest, I was surprised anyone had actually noticed I’d gone missing at all. Lucia would have, of course, and my boss probably would have called the cops when I failed to show for my shift five days in a row. Had anyone told my parents?
 
   Achilles didn’t return after I watched my fourth film of the day, or when my dinner was delivered to me (cold pasta and another can of soda), or even after I’d climbed back into the bed, hoping he wouldn’t be back until I’d fallen asleep.
 
   I didn’t know how long I slept, but it mustn’t have been long, because when the bedroom door burst open, I was conscious enough to grab the alarm clock beside me to use as a weapon.
 
   Soft lighting illuminated the room as the motion-sensor lamp by the door flicked on, and I sat up, clock in hand, not quite believing what I was seeing.
 
   A girl – she had to be around my age, with yellow hair and orange skin – stumbled towards the bed, her arms threaded around Achilles’s neck. The stench of alcohol wafted into the room behind them, and I made some kind of choking noise, alerting them to my presence.
 
   “Who’s that?” slurred the blonde, blinking at me rather stupidly. Or maybe I was being unfair. Alcohol made everyone stupid, after all, not just her.
 
   “Ah, shit,” groaned Achilles, alarming me even more. Was he … no … he couldn’t be … drunk? His face-paint was still intact, but he looked distinctly … off.  
 
   “Are you joining in?” giggled the girl, clawing up the bed towards me. 
 
   I jumped out of there as though spiders had started flooding the sheets. An inexplicably dirty feeling washed through me, as though I’d just witnessed something I could never unsee. “Leaving, leaving. Have fun,” I said quickly, rushing for the door. 
 
   “Flick –” started Achilles, but I snapped the door shut on whatever he was about to say, and all but sprinted out onto the balcony of the apartment, dragging a blanket and pillow from the couch with me. 
 
   I’d rather sleep outside than anywhere near … whatever the hell that was. She had to be a prostitute, right? No woman in her right mind would willingly sleep with someone like Achilles. Well, maybe she wasn’t in her right mind – maybe he’d busted her out of an asylum, or something. Maybe she was his girlfriend. I didn’t know anything about his personal life, after all. For all I knew, he had a wife and six kids somewhere in the city.
 
   An uneasy weight settled in my gut, and I had no idea why. 
 
   Well, she was wearing clothes three sizes too small for her, so that had to mean she’d come from a club somewhere. I’d heard rumors Achilles frequented a club on the south side – Firestorm – but I suppose he could’ve picked her up from anywhere. Again, an uneasiness that wasn’t at all to do with concern for the girl twinged in me.
 
   I hated Achilles. Right?
 
   Yeah, I told myself hastily. You just don’t want to see him hurt someone, even if it is a slutty, drunk girl.
 
   Of course. That had to be it. 
 
   Then why did I feel so … weird about him being in there with that girl? 
 
   “Don’t even go there,” I mumbled. Drawing the blanket tighter around me, I tried to find a comfortable position on the wooden planks of the balcony. The chill of the night air wasn’t particularly unwelcome – it had been days since I’d seen the outside world, and I was going to make the most of it while I could.
 
   The wrought-iron bars boxing the balcony showed the hustle and bustle of the streets below, even at this hour. I briefly considered what would happen if I called down to one of the passersby. No doubt one of Achilles’s thugs would drag me back inside and I’d be cooped up indoors for the rest of my stay here, however long that would be.
 
   Besides, what would I say? ‘Help! I’m only half-unwillingly being held hostage! I could escape if I really wanted to, but I can’t work up the courage to just do it!’? It sounded crazy enough in my mind, let alone aloud.
 
   Sighing in defeat, I curled up closer to the iron bars, wondering how long it would be before I could go inside without risking overhearing things I didn’t really want to overhear. Was this a nightly occurrence? Should I have been prepared for this kind of thing? Achilles had never struck me as a player – mostly because thinking of him outside his villainous pastimes made me feel weird – but then, there were thousands of girls gunning for Finn Cole and his superhero friends; who was to say there weren’t similar numbers for the villains of this city?
 
   Eventually the sky blackened out completely, not a single star in sight, and the peak hour traffic died down to an infrequent horn blast or squeal of tires. The cold began to seep into my bones. Shivers shook me, but I refused to move from my spot. If I caught pneumonia, it was Achilles’s fault. 
 
   What had to be hours later, I heard giggles fill the living room. Again, I found myself wondering how bad it would be if I simply jumped from the balcony, seeing as they’d moved their party to the room right behind me.
 
   “But why can’t I stay?” whined the blonde girl – still drunk, by the sound of it. I hoped for her sake that wasn’t the way her normal voice sounded.
 
   I scooted to the shadows of the balcony, watching the area through the gap between curtain and wall. Achilles looked impeccable as usual. No smudged face-paint, no bed-head, no indication that anything had occurred in that bedroom. Aside from the fact he was buttoning his shirt. 
 
   Why the hell did I suddenly blush?
 
   “That other girl gets to stay,” added the girl, pouting rather unattractively. I winced.
 
   “She’s the exception. Now get out,” said Achilles. It wasn’t said angrily, or even coldly. Just … matter-of-factly.
 
   Huffing, the blonde rolled her eyes and bounced out the door, slamming it behind her. I heard the catcalls of the henchmen on duty and almost snorted. Just a friendly reminder of why sometimes it was good not to be affected by alcohol.
 
   Achilles looked around the room as soon as the door closed, clearly searching for me. Shrugging, I turned back to the city skyline, hooking my legs over the edge of the balcony. Let him worry that I’d somehow slipped through his clutches. It was the only surge of satisfaction I’d had in a while.
 
   “You know the sofa is a fold-out, right?” asked a familiar voice from the now-open doorway. I didn’t turn around.
 
   “I did, actually. Don’t you think it’s a bit strange for someone like you to have a fold-out?” I avoided the question at hand: why aren’t you asleep inside? No way I was discussing my mixed up feelings, not ever.
 
   “Someone like me, darling? I think I’m insulted,” he mock-gasped, and slid into the spot next to me, dangling his feet over the edge in the same fashion. “And you know the saying – a good host is always ready for guests.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows, still not meeting his gaze. “You’re a good host now, are you?”
 
   He shrugged, and his shoulder brushed mine. “You aren’t dead. I’d consider that good hosting.”
 
   Well, he had a point. Another sigh, and I leaned my forehead against the cool metal bars in front of me. The city was so close, but so far. Hell, my apartment building was almost visible from here – wherever ‘here’ was. It was my own cowardice – and something I wasn’t quite able to name – that prevented me from running for it.
 
   While the silence lingered, I slid a sly glance at the boy – guy … man … whatever he was – beside me. My cheeks instantly lit up when I saw his shirt was still unbuttoned, leaving rope after rope of cinnamon-tinted muscle on casual display. 
 
   I whipped my eyes back to front-and-center before I did something extraordinarily stupid, like drool. 
 
   Hey, ‘appreciation’ doesn’t equate to ‘personal interest’, right?
 
   “Is this going to be a nightly routine?” asked Achilles, breaking my shameful train-of-thought.
 
   “I don’t plan on sleeping out here every night, if that’s what you’re asking.” I finally met his eyes. Yep, still had the black contacts in. In the darkness, it almost seemed like he had no eyes at all, just hollow sockets. If anything was to put me off my drooling, that was it. “Unless you plan on doing the rough-and-tumble every night, in which case, you might as well drag the sofa out here for me now.”
 
   “Rough-and-tumble?” he repeated with a definite smirk. “Are you suddenly a character from a nineteen-twenties silent film?”
 
   I returned the smirk, hating how easy it was to be sucked into conversation with him. “You know what I mean.”
 
   He didn’t respond for so long, I thought I’d never get an answer. Which was fine by me – the less detail, the better.
 
   “I didn’t take you for a…” I hesitated. The smirk transformed into a grin.
 
   “You can say it, Flick. You’re among friends here.”
 
   “A manwhore,” I finished. 
 
   He clutched at his heart, as though wounded by my words. “Youch! I sleep with one girl and you’re blacklisting me for it? You know, if our roles were reversed, and I was calling you out, I’d be facing an hour-long tirade on the double-standards of men, feminism rules, and all that crap.” 
 
   The alcohol had definitely soaked into his system – he would never have rambled so much to me otherwise. I didn’t mind it, but the fact that I was sitting beside a half-drunken megalomaniac, alone, in the dead of night, didn’t ease my conscience.
 
   “I saw your message for Finn on the news, by the way.” I changed the subject, deciding he wasn’t going to reveal anything about himself to me just yet. Even drunk, he was adept at keeping his personality under lock and key.
 
   “Did you like it?” he asked with another grin, buttoning his shirt the rest of the way, which I was definitely not a tiny bit disappointed about.
 
   “Well, it didn’t kill anyone, so I suppose that’s a start. What’s ‘our wedding chapel’?” I asked. 
 
   He grinned. “Where Finnian and I first met. I was naive enough to try and strike up banter with him. I think I’ve had better banter with you, and you’re not even my enemy.”
 
   Then what am I?
 
   “What do you want with Finn?”
 
   “The usual – setting an unachievable demand in return for something he wants.  It’s fun to watch him squirm, but sometimes it’s like trying to provoke a sloth. He’s so boring. I honestly don’t know what you see in him, Flick.” 
 
   “I don’t see anything in him,” I said heatedly. 
 
   “Just teasing, darling. Your severe lack of escape attempts so far proves you’re not exactly eager to get back to the real world, am I right?”
 
   He got to his feet, leaving me to blink and gape up at him, like a fish out of water. There it was – the truth, laid out in front of me in a single sentence. “Why isn’t your face-paint smudged?” I asked in a high-pitched voice, hoping yet another subject change would work in my favor.
 
   A smirk told me he knew he was right, but he let it drop, thank God. “Why would it be smudged?” 
 
   He held out a hand and I latched onto it without so much as a second’s hesitation. I’m sure he noted that, too, as he pulled me up to his height. “Well … you were with that girl … so I just assumed…”
 
   “First rule of living with me, darling? Assume nothing.” Those ebony eyes turned to the city skyline. “And as for the paint, nobody touches my face.”
 
   “Ever?”
 
   “Ever,” he stressed. “Do you have any idea how long this artwork takes me of a morning? The day I let a one night stand ruin it is the day I reassess my mental state.” Flicking his eyes back to me, he suddenly stepped even closer into my personal space, filling the air around me with the smoky, citrusy smell he carried with him. “Does it bother you – the paint?”
 
   “No,” I answered truthfully. “It’s who you are. And even if it did bother me, I doubt you’d change it.”
 
   “You have a mask of your own,” he pointed out. His fingers waved to my glasses and clothing. “First time I saw you, you were buried under your own emotional baggage. The glasses, the big clothes, the nondescript everything. But now…”
 
   “Now what?”
 
   He glanced down at my body. “You’re different. Well, at least I’ve changed the clothes. I’m still working on the glasses.” 
 
   “I’m not different,” I said. 
 
   “Then why do I see shadows in your eyes that weren’t there yesterday?” He pinched my chin none-too-gently, tilting my face towards the light to examine it more closely. It was disconcerting that he could read me so easily. I would have to work on that. “Come on. Don’t make me go all villainous on you.”
 
   “You’re incapable of being anything less than villainous.” Okay, I was projecting, and we both knew it. 
 
   “What about me is so villainous?” He seemed genuinely curious. That in itself was a little frightening. “I have no scars, no disfigurements, no eye-patch or wooden leg. No outstanding psychological problems, other than maybe an inflated ego and a love of the theatrical. I’m completely sound, medically-speaking. So what is it that makes me such a horrible villain in your mind, hmm?” God, he was absolutely drunker than I’d first thought. He was actually talking to me, not just with me. 
 
   “You killed the mayor in cold blood,” I reminded him – and myself. 
 
   The fingers holding my chin flinched away as though I’d swatted them. His eyelids shuttered close for half a second, enough to pique my curiosity. Did he not like being reminded of the murder? 
 
   I tried a different route. “You are…” If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he was holding his breath. “Hiding.”
 
   I think I surprised him, because the frown from the mayor comment lifted. “Hiding?”
 
   “Everyone’s hiding. Everyone has a skeleton in their closet. But people don’t like it when the skeleton is on display – pun intended.” I arched a pointed brow at his mask. “You’re hiding the most important feature in this world – your face, and it freaks the hell out of people. People don’t understand you, and for that, they fear you. Therefore, you’re a villain.”
 
   Silence enveloped the balcony once more, his eyes searing straight through to my soul. “So what was it about tonight that made you brave enough to say that? Did I show a weakness?” 
 
   I kept tightlipped. If I lied, he would see through it, clear as day.
 
   “I don’t like secrets, Felicity,” he said in a low voice, walking me straight back into the glass door. His body was suddenly flush against mine, toe-to-toe, his mouth level with my forehead. I glared up at him, but it didn’t perturb him in the least. “Tell me what’s upsetting you.”
 
   “That girl,” I blurted out, mostly because his close proximity was making my head spin, and I didn’t want to draw this issue out for longer than absolutely necessary. “That girl bothered me. I don’t know why – this whole night has just been … weird.”
 
   Twenty-six seconds later, he gave a single nod and stepped back. I resisted the urge to exhale heavily. “Are you coming inside?” he asked, to my surprise.
 
   “I’m not sleeping in your bed, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said testily.
 
   His lips twitched upwards. “I was going to watch a movie, actually. But if you want to stay out here and freeze to death, I guess that’s –”
 
   I had raced inside and all but thrown myself at the sofa before he could shut me out there for good. Giving me yet another inscrutable look, he put on some old Western movie, dimmed the lights, and collapsed beside me, pulling my legs onto his lap. I didn’t resist – it was more comfortable that way, anyway.
 
   Another thing I didn’t wish to overanalyze. 
 
   I cocooned further into the sofa, exhaustion slowly catching up to me. Achilles seemed to know the film by heart, judging by the number of lines he quoted, and again I was struck by how absurd this whole scenario was. I was stupid to trust him, even a little. Falling asleep in the presence of a renowned psychopath was a potentially fatal move.
 
   But if he hadn’t killed me yet, what was one more night?
 
   “Go to sleep, darling. You’re in safe hands,” Achilles said, so quietly I could hardly hear him over the dialog of the movie. 
 
   I mumbled something incomprehensible even to me, and snuggled deeper into the microfiber cushions.
 
   My last conscious thought was that it definitely wasn’t natural to feel as safe as I did in the hands of Achilles.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Seven
 
   A Very Lucrative Business
 
   When I awoke, there was a sports bag under my legs where Achilles had been, and two thugs hovering by the doorway. As usual, my captor was nowhere to be seen. The clock on the wall read one o’clock – in the afternoon. I must have been more exhausted than I’d first thought.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked the men, instantly on guard. If Molten was somewhere, sniffing around, I had to be ready to fight. 
 
   “Boss wants you to get changed.” One of them pointed to the bag. 
 
   Inexplicably nervous, I opened the bag, no idea what to expect to find inside. 
 
   Set into three neat piles, arranged by color, were my clothes – normal clothes, from my apartment. On top of the clothes were my toiletries bag, shoes, and a collection of books plucked from my shelves. I gaped at the thugs.
 
   “How … how did you get this?” This was impossible. He couldn’t have broken into my apartment – how did he know where I lived? Frantically, I whipped out my wallet and scanned the cards to find, yep – he’d taken my license.
 
   “He went and fetched it this morning. We’re leaving in half an hour, so you’d better hurry up,” advised the thug, who resembled a clichéd biker, complete with bandana and denim vest.
 
   I couldn’t believe it. I had my things back! Well, some of them. There was an ulterior motive here, but I didn’t care. Bundling a few random items in my arms, I raced to the bathroom and locked myself inside, something akin to giddiness flooding my veins.
 
   As if Christmas had come early, I hastily showered and donned my beautiful, clean, feminine-smelling clothing. I could finally wear make-up, and clean my teeth with my own utensils, and brush my hair with something other than my fingers!
 
   It wasn’t until I stepped back into the living room, and saw that one of the men was holding a blindfold and earbuds attached to an iPod that I realized why Achilles wanted me scrubbed and dressed appropriately.
 
   “We’re taking that stupid field trip of his, aren’t we?” I asked the biker dude. 
 
   “Please don’t make this more difficult than it has to be. I like my hands attached, thanks.” 
 
   Crap, I’d completely forgotten about his promise of two nights ago. Why did he want me to accompany him, anyway? I didn’t particularly care to see Achilles in his natural habitat – which probably involved being covered in blood and guts. 
 
   “Can I at least know if I should bring a cardigan?” 
 
   They exchanged a glance, then the other man, short and round, answered, “Go on, then.”
 
   I darted to the bag, my back to them, and quickly pocketed a metal nail file as I fetched my oversized cardigan. No point in being weaponless, especially if Molten was tagging along for the ride. 
 
   I followed the pair out of the living area, downstairs to some kind of rubble-filled foyer. The blindfold was tied around my head and the earbuds shoved in, blasting some kind of bluegrass song through my head.
 
   I didn’t bother asking why the music was necessary – I wouldn’t hear the answer anyway.
 
   Hands pushed and pulled me around for a while, until I hit a seat – the backseat of a car, I had to assume – and we were soon moving. My hands immediately shot to my eyes, whipping the blindfold off. 
 
   The biker thug sat beside me, saying something to the driver. I went to pull the earphones out, but his hands stopped me.
 
   “Keep them in,” he mouthed to me. I rolled my eyes, but complied. Best to save my energy for when I truly needed it.
 
   Of course, that didn’t mean I couldn’t press ‘pause’ on the iPod in the seat between us when he wasn’t looking.
 
   “…she’s coming along for, anyway. Is he finally gonna kill her?” I heard the driver ask. His words were a little muffled through the earbuds. 
 
   “Doubt it,” snorted Biker Dude. I kept my eyes out the window. “She’s got some power he wants.”
 
   “Fuckin’ superhumans, man. Can’t trust one of ‘em.” 
 
   You can have my power, I thought at him. God knows I don’t want it.
 
   “She doesn’t seem too bad. Maybe she’ll soften him up,” pointed out Biker Dude, glancing at me. I fought the urge to give him a grateful smile. 
 
   “Or make him worse. You saw what happened to Josh.” 
 
   We turned a sharp corner, and when the iPod skidded towards me, I hastily pressed ‘play’ once more before Biker Dude snatched it back up. 
 
   Why the hell did people keep thinking I had any influence over Achilles? The guy was a homicidal maniac – I doubted he let himself be affected by anyone, ever. Well, aside from girls like the one he brought home last night. The very thought made my skin crawl. Ick.
 
   It had to be what Molten had said: Achilles saw me as a shiny new toy, and therefore treated me better than his usual playthings. My power made me more valuable, more worthy of security. 
 
   Yeah. That had to be it.
 
   The car pulled up outside a Chinese restaurant on the outskirts of town, an area I’d never been to before. Biker Dude yanked the buds from my ears and said, in a growl, “We don’t wanna kill you, girly. Don’t give us a reason to.”
 
   Translation: don’t put up a fight, don’t draw attention, don’t try to escape.
 
   “Loud and clear,” I mumbled, following him out of the car. Like I would bother – this restaurant was the only building around for a good three blocks. They’d shoot me down before I got ten yards.
 
   The driver led us inside, where an elderly Chinese man just pointed to a door in the back without sparing us a glance. There was no one else in sight, not even in the main area of the restaurant. 
 
   I got the distinct feeling I should have been nervous. The two thugs seemed edgier than before, their hands at the guns at their sides as we entered the back room. 
 
   “Finally,” called out a voice from behind a wall of cardboard boxes. The room seemed to be some kind of storeroom-meets-private-dining-area. “Don’t tell me – you got all girly about your stuff and took a whole hour to do your hair.”
 
   Urgh. Even without seeing him, I wanted to strangle him.
 
   When it became obvious the two thugs were to remain by the door, I wandered around to the other side of the boxes, where a four-seater table was tucked into a corner, its setting a whole lot more lavish than the ones in the main restaurant. 
 
   “Is this seriously where you do your criminal businessman stuff?” I asked wryly, pointedly looking around the room. “A little cliché, don’t you think?”
 
   “It’s cliché for a reason, darling.” He patted the seat beside him. I tentatively sat, my arm brushing his. His eyes weren’t on me, but I was learning to read Achilles by his body language, instead of his facial expressions and eyes. The way his shoulders tensed, his hands fisted slightly; he was … uncomfortable. With the situation? Or my close proximity?
 
   “What are we doing here?”
 
   “Meeting with a prospective investor.”
 
   “Investor? People invest in you?”
 
   He looked as though it was an obvious fact. “The rate you underestimate me, honestly. I have valuable skills, Flick.” He wiggled his fingers in front of my face. “The whole killing people thing is a very lucrative business. Plus, I’m a real whiz at computers, especially bank accounts.”
 
   I frowned. “Is that why you do this? For money?”
 
   He took a prawn cracker from the center basket and chewed it thoughtfully. “I guess you’ll find out for yourself in…” He glanced at his watch. “Thirty seconds or so.”
 
   I didn’t have to wait that long. A knock came at the door as soon as he said it, and again, I noted how his body reacted to the sound: straightening the tablecloth before him, dusting off his jacket collar, head tilting slightly to the left. Anxiety? Eagerness?
 
   “Should I leave?” I wasn’t quite sure why I asked – I just felt … out-of-place. 
 
   “No, no,” he assured me, propping his elbows on the table. “I’m sure your being here will distract him enough to slip up on the terms and conditions.”
 
   I didn’t quite like the sound of that, but the door scraped open and I realized I didn’t have a choice.
 
   “Achilles!” boomed a voice. A figure rounded the corner, arms outstretched for a hug. “There’s my man!”
 
   Holy macaroni. This guy was terrifying. Not in a hulking, wrestler way, either. He was quite skinny, actually, with arms that were far too muscular for the rest of him, but he seemed to carry a sense of importance with him that inflated his  physical presence. Thick unibrow, pox-scarred cheeks, oily brown curls, and eyes shielded by expensive-looking sunglasses.
 
   Achilles didn’t meet the hug. Instead he clasped one of the outstretched hands and shook it politely. “Maxim,” he said with a very Achilles smile. “I knew it was only a matter of time before you caved to my offer.”
 
   “And who’s this?” The sunglasses turned in my direction and I could feel eyes perusing every inch of me. “Sister, I hope.”
 
   My face crinkled in repulsion and Achilles laughed, clapping a hand to my shoulder. “My date for the afternoon, actually. Said she wanted to go out for lunch, so here we are, right darling?” 
 
   “Well,” said Maxim, not giving me a chance to answer my ‘date’, “this is men’s business, babe. How about you go occupy yourself elsewhere, hmm?”
 
   Achilles’s hand clamped down tighter, preventing me from moving, even if I wanted to. “She stays.” And that was it. No explanation given or needed. 
 
   Maxim stared at me for a long moment before taking up the single seat across from us. Achilles squeezed my shoulder and sat as well. It didn’t escape my notice how his other hand had gone to the weapon tucked into the back of his pants, nor how two beefy guys had appeared behind Maxim, watching our exchange carefully. 
 
   A small Chinese woman appeared a few moments later. “Ready to order yet?” 
 
   “The usual for me. Darling?” Achilles asked me. 
 
   “Uh…” Well, this was an unexpected turn. “Dumplings?”
 
   “Get me some of that honey chicken you guys do. That’s some good shit.” Maxim sniffed and pushed his sunglasses up his nose, looking every bit the mentally unstable criminal that he probably was.
 
   The woman disappeared and the silence that ensued was uneasy.
 
   “So, what brought on the change of heart? Midlife crisis? Midnight epiphany?” Achilles stirred the drink in front of him – some kind of coffee in a whisky glass.
 
   “Came into a fair bit of a money lately, decided it was time for a change of … tastes, if you catch my meaning.” 
 
   “I don’t, I’m afraid.” 
 
   Maxim grinned, and it showcased a set of entirely false teeth. Creepy, in someone relatively young. “You know as well as I do, Achilles – sometimes, you gotta hit hard to win big.” He took a swig of Achilles’s drink, who looked as though he’d predicted the move. “Found out about this bitch a while ago – some widow of an army prick, I dunno. Just moved to Carova, into this fucking mansion by the lake, I kid you not. No kids, so she’s just living off her dead husband’s pension or whatever it is they get.”
 
   I didn’t like where this story was headed. As though Achilles could sense my distress, he leaned into me slightly, the pressure of his shoulder on mine weirdly comforting.
 
   The food arrived, but Maxim wasn’t finished. As he wolfed down the honey-battered chicken in front of him with his fingers, he spat out, “I tell you, man, it was like she fucking wanted to get done. Left the front door unlocked and everything.”
 
   The smell of the dumplings suddenly made me feel sick.
 
   “So, what? You robbed the house?” Achilles asked, cutting his meal up into very equal portions across his plate. 
 
   Maxim’s grin widened. “Robbed it, took the fucking loads of cash in the safe – around a hundred grand, mind – then she comes home and finds me, starts getting all catty, throwing knives at me and shit. Fucking hot, though, dude.”
 
   My hand unconsciously gripped the knife on the table before me. Achilles reached across to gently remove it from my grasp, eyes still on Maxim.
 
   “Is that it?” Like me, Achilles must have sensed there was more to the story.
 
   “Well, like I said, she was hot. Wasn’t like I was gonna leave without getting a piece for myself. Had to fucking slit her throat to keep her from screaming – and not in the good way.”
 
   Bile rose in my throat, and I gulped down the glass of water in front of me to quell the sickness. Achilles’s shoulder dug further into mine, but it no longer helped. I wanted to kill this man. I wanted to stab him in the eye and watch the life bleed out of him. This was what evil was. This is what I knew to be villainy.
 
   But Maxim just kept chewing that chicken, sucking on his fingers with a horrible smacking sound, as if what he’d said held no problems at all. 
 
   Achilles actually smirked, and the sight made me feel worse. “So, just to get this straight, you raped and murdered a war widow for a hundred grand?”
 
   “Yeah. Plus more in the stuff I took, too.” He wiped his greasy fingers on his shirtfront. “But I happen to know she’s got a hundred more in her bank account – that’s where you come in.”
 
   “Enlighten me.” I could hardly believe Achilles was sitting there, listening to this guy. I was one second away from ripping his throat out with my bare hands, and I was hardly a violent person.
 
   “You help me get into her account, I’ll give you half. That’s the deal.”
 
   My captor laughed in a wholly dry way. “Well, you’re ambitious, I’ll give you that. You got the bank details?”
 
   Maxim passed over a piece of paper. “You agree to this and you won’t regret it, dude. We’d make a good team.”
 
   “Hmm.” Achilles pocketed the paper, and a frown creased Maxim’s brow.
 
   “So you’ll do it?” he asked.
 
   “What do you think, darling? Sound like a good deal?” Achilles asked me, looking thoroughly bored. 
 
   I couldn’t even form words, I was so enraged and disgusted. 
 
   “My thoughts exactly.” Achilles turned back to a confused-looking Maxim and sighed. “This is where it gets awkward. You see, I like a challenge, Maxim. Give me a word puzzle or a so-called ‘impenetrable’ vault over a petty robbery or killing any day. Give me, say, Felicity here,” he gestured to me, “over someone as transparent and weak as, say, you.”
 
   “I don’t –”
 
   “I honestly thought you’d be a little more original. Less … predictable. You make yourself feel bigger by overpowering those weaker than you – you’re like the fat kid of the class who goes home and beats up a puppy. So. Damn. Boring.”
 
   “You can’t –”
 
   “But I gave you a chance anyway, because hey, you have money. Unfortunately, your money isn’t as clean as I’d like it to be. In fact, I’d say it’s downright filthy.” Achilles tossed his napkin onto his unfinished meal. “So here’s what’s going to happen: I’m going to give you your just rewards, and you’re not going to do a thing about it.”
 
   It was only then that I realized the distinct lack of the men who had been behind Maxim earlier. Where they had stood, two big bodies were now strewn across the floor, no blood or mess. Achilles’s men, however, stood right behind them.
 
   Maxim noticed the corpses the same time I did. “You punkass kid!” His hands shot out to grab Achilles’s head, but before he even touched him, my nail-file was embedded in his neck. 
 
   And it was me who’d put it there.
 
   “That’s to keep you from screaming, and not in a good way,” I snarled at him in a voice that didn’t sound at all like me. His fingers tore at the now-bloody file, trying to wrench it from his jugular, but Achilles pushed him back into his chair before he could do so.
 
   “Now we,” Achilles said to Maxim, gesturing between himself and me, “we make a good team.” His eyes flashed to me. “Turn away, darling.”
 
   “But I want to…” Want to what? Stay? Watch? Be a part of it? I knew what was coming, and the worst thing was, I didn’t see a thing wrong with it. 
 
   “Turn away,” he repeated. “No way I’m giving you nightmares.”
 
   Too late for that. Maxim’s story had planted black, insidious seeds in my subconscious that I was sure would crop up in my dreams somehow.
 
   But I did as Achilles asked anyway.
 
   “You made an innocent person suffer,” I heard him say in a low, deadly voice. “Not only that, you have a history of depravity, not enough money to sway even the likes of me, ruined our meal, and upset Flick.” I flinched at the sound of my name. I didn’t want this man to know it, even if he was seconds away from death. I already felt tainted enough.
 
   A horrible gargled sound came. Achilles laughed. “Too late, dude. But thanks for the money – I’ll take good care of it.”
 
   A thud, then silence. Pure, sickening silence.
 
   My breath felt so heavy in my lungs, like the air was turning to lead as I inhaled. I had just murdered someone. Even if I hadn’t struck the killing blow, I had still put the damning nail in Maxim’s coffin. My eyes were glued to the table in front of me, the spots of blood peppered along its white lace edging, the perfectly cut, untouched meal in front of Achilles. Such a casual thing in this otherwise macabre tableau. 
 
   Hands suddenly pried at my shoulders, turning me slightly, and my breath rushed out of me in what sounded pathetically like a whimper. “Come on, darling. Let’s get you home.”
 
   Home. Like I had a home to go to.
 
   I kept my eyes firmly above all the bodies in the room, not even glancing in their direction as we headed out. Achilles exchanged a wad of cash and a quick conversation with the restaurant owner in the front while I was herded outside into the crisp afternoon air.
 
   Nobody talked on the return journey. The two thugs sat in the front of the car, Achilles and I in the back. Eventually the blindfold was tied over my eyes again, and I didn’t bother protesting. There was a horrible, hollow feeling in my chest – I’d run out of sunshine, it seemed. No question as to why.
 
   More hands guided me out of the car when it came to a halt, into a building, and the blindfold was taken off when we were in the staircase back at … wherever we were. When we reached Achilles’s quarters, the two thugs seemed to disappear, and Achilles led me straight to the bathroom.
 
   “What are you…?” The question faded out when he shoved my hands under the running faucet and began to wash the blood from my skin. I hadn’t even realized it was there. Red was wedged under my fingernails, in the cracks of my palms. 
 
   “Needless to say, that’s not how it usually goes,” he told me in a strangely soft voice. “Most of the people I deal with aren’t so…”
 
   “Sick?”
 
   His lips quirked. “Yeah.”
 
   Silence again. Good. Silence, I could deal with. 
 
   He pulled out a lemon body scrub and gently rubbed it around my fingers, making me suppress a laugh. “I didn’t think you were the type to exfoliate.”
 
   His eyes shot to mine, trademark smirk returning. “How do you think this paint gets washed off? Magical face-washing elves?”
 
   “Oh. Don’t you find it annoying, having to paint your face every day?” I knew I was pushing the envelope, but I didn’t care. It was about time I got some answers – if only to take my mind off recent events.
 
   His shoulders heaved in a shrug. “Gets me attention.” He dried my freshly-clean hands with a towel. “Up for another movie?”
 
   In two simple sentences, he’d given away a few vital parts of his personality: what he did, he did for attention; and when the going got tough, he turned to film. That would explain the massive collection of movies in the living area. And why he’d chosen to watch one last night with me instead of talking further about his rendezvous with that horrible orange girl.
 
   It wasn’t until two days later that I found something that revealed even more to me about Achilles, tucked under a stack of paper on his chest-of-drawers. Something that made my heart both tighten and expand:
 
   A receipt for a check already donated, made out anonymously, for the sum of a hundred thousand dollars, addressed to the War Widows Association. 
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Eight
 
   Powers of Deduction
 
   “What are you guys doing here?” 
 
   The two thugs from the other day stood in the living area when I emerged from the bathroom, three days after the Maxim incident. I had a feeling there was something weird about today, something I was supposed to remember. Someone’s birthday? 
 
   I looked at the clock, and suddenly realized the significance of the time – and why these two were standing in front of me. It had been on the news, all those days ago: 2 o’clock, at a wedding chapel in the city.
 
   “We’re going to meet Finn, aren’t we?” I asked them, well aware I was right.
 
   “Don’t make us take you there by force, honey,” said the biker one in a gruff voice. 
 
   I could have put up a fight, but I knew there were at least half a dozen other thugs out in the office, probably waiting to back these two up if need be. 
 
   So, like the idiot I was, I went with them. I didn’t even require bonds – I was compliant to the point of resembling a vegetable.
 
   Once outside, it took my eyes a few moments to adjust to the blinding sunlight. Of course, it was only a matter of seconds before a blindfold blacked out my vision.
 
   “I know where we’re going,” I told my guard. “You don’t have to blindfold me.”
 
   “Boss doesn’t want you knowing where you’ve been, just in case. Best just to go with it,” replied someone. 
 
   I was stuffed into a car of some sort – a van, I had to guess, by the sound of sliding doors – and felt the engine roar to life before we took off. 
 
   So we were going to meet Finn. Great. No doubt there’d be a dozen or so snipers around the building as well, waiting for Achilles to show his face. Plus, Finn would connect the dots between my identity and the girl from the gazebo, most likely. 
 
   What in the world was ‘our wedding chapel’, though? Clearly the history of Finn and Achilles was more complicated then I’d first assumed.
 
   A long time later, we came to a halt. I was handed out of the car, made to walk a short distance, up some steps, and into a building of some kind. The chiming of bells in the distance filled my ears, and then the blindfold was taken from me.
 
   I screamed at the sight that greeted me. 
 
   At least ten versions of Achilles surrounded me, all with the same pattern of skeleton on their faces, all wearing the same outfit, all around the same height and weight. They even had the same fathomless black eyes. They must have done their make-up in the car, because I recognized none of them.
 
   “What the hell?” I gasped, taking in the setting – a dilapidated church of some kind, with broken stain-glass windows, battered pews, and an altar scribbled with graffiti. 
 
   “Is the real one here?” I asked a random Achilles clone, noting his hair was a little too long to be the actual Achilles.
 
   “You tell me,” he said with the trademark Achilles smirk. Dear God, this was beyond freaky. What was even freakier was the way I was beginning to tell them apart.
 
   I studied each of them closely, noting the way some of their eyes avoided me – definitely not the real one – and how some of them were standing with a slight hunch, or in an aggressive stance. Some were bigger, some were scrawnier, some had obviously just sprayed their hair black. Scattered around the church were more versions, one at the end of the aisle, hip jutted against the altar, examining his finger-nails far too casually. 
 
   With a last look at the group closest to me – nope, none of them fit the few descriptions I had of Achilles besides the face-paint – I approached the one in my sights. I couldn’t exactly call out his name and see which one turned around, because chances were, Achilles wasn’t his real name. 
 
   So, I did the only thing I knew would inspire a reaction in one of them, and ‘accidentally’ tripped on the carpet, hitting my head on a pew on the way down. It did hurt, but maybe my skull had become immune to pain over the last week, because it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.
 
   Letting out a keening groan of agony, I clutched at my head, tried to get up, and sank back down dramatically. 
 
   “Boss?” asked one of the thugs – the one I’d first guessed was just a clone.
 
   Footsteps approached me, then a shadow fell over my ‘unconscious’ face. “Christ, girl, what am I going to do with you?”
 
   A hand slid under my head, feeling for a lump or blood, and my eyes flew open. The Achilles leaning over me was definitely the real one – the one I had been approaching anyway. Same floppy hair, same square jaw, same intricate detail in the face-paint, same tanned skin peeking out from under his collar.
 
   “You can start with not underestimating my powers of deduction,” I told him with an unrestrained grin. I shouldn’t have found that to be so much fun, and I really shouldn’t have received a trickle of happiness from Achilles’s end when I opened my eyes. 
 
   Was he just happy that I wasn’t dead? Or something else?
 
   “I’ll remember that,” he growled, but I saw the twitch in his painted lips. Ha! He bent closer to me, mouth hovering just above my ear. “I’m slightly impressed, darling.” The whisper made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.
 
   He straightened, pulling me up with him, and I heard one of the Achilles clones mutter behind me, “She’s just as weird as him.”
 
   Achilles didn’t react, and neither did I, but I wasn’t quite sure whether or not to be insulted. That in itself was worrying.
 
   When a knock at the chapel doors came, Achilles instantly handed me off to one of his carbon copies. “Try not to read too much into this, darling,” he told me, before clicking a pair of handcuffs on me that he procured from his pocket – what? – and returning to the pews to lounge. 
 
   One of the thugs opened the church doors, just as another gagged me with a strip of material, and another came to stand behind me and pressed a gun to my head. I struggled against his hold, looking to the real Achilles, who was studiously avoiding my gaze. Well, that wasn’t good.
 
   A second later, Finn appeared in a puff of smoke at the end of the aisle, surveying his surroundings with a speed I hadn’t thought possible. His eyes cast over me, over every version of Achilles, and settled on the one in front of me.
 
   “Nice to see you again, Finnian,” said the imposter, his voice at exactly the right pitch for the part. “I was starting to think you’d stood us up.”
 
   “It was stupid, you know, making a big show of where you wanted to meet. Most of the city’s police force are putting snipers on you as we speak.” Finn seemed a lot less confident than when I’d last seen him at the party so many nights ago. He’d lost the sparkling edge that seemed to set him apart from most other people. Why?, I wondered.
 
   “Oh, I know,” said Fake Achilles casually. “I just wanted some attention. Plus, I have a proposition for you.”
 
   Finn arched an eyebrow. “For me? How sweet.” His eyes raked over me again, kneeling on the sticky carpet, and I saw a brief flare of recognition. 
 
   “I think you may have already met Felicity,” said Fake Achilles, gesturing back to me. “She’s been staying with me for a while, keeping me company. Say hi, Felicity.”
 
   I glared at the Fake Achilles, and the one behind me tugged on my hair hard enough to elicit a muffled yelp from me. Another glance at the Real Achilles, who still wasn’t looking anywhere near me.
 
   “Goddammit, Achilles, I thought we were past this crap. Let her go.” Finn sounded so weary. What was wrong with him? Where was Finn Cole, nice guy extraordinaire?
 
   “Well, I’ll admit, I expected a bit more fight from you,” tsked Fake Achilles. “But no matter. I don’t just have dear Felicity, after all.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   I couldn’t see Fake Achilles, but I knew he was grinning. “Does this look familiar?” He held out a mask of some kind – sapphire-colored, with splotches of blood, and thin silver detailing…
 
   Skye’s mask!
 
   I gave another muffled cry, drawing Finn’s eyes to me. The thug behind me fisted my hair, bringing tears to my eyes. “Shut up,” he snarled down at me. I resisted the urge to send a donkey-kick back into his kneecap.
 
   “Where did you get that? Where is she?” demanded Finn, storming towards Fake Achilles, who held the mask back with one hand and gestured towards my holder with the other. The safety cap of the gun against my head was suddenly flicked off.
 
   “No further, Finnian, unless you want to lose both of your fangirls. Skye is safe and sound, tucked somewhere you won’t find her. The same can’t be said for this one, though,” he said, turning to smirk at me. “Don’t get me started – had to wrench her legs apart with a crowbar just to get some, if you know what I mean.”
 
   I choked on my gag and saw the actual Achilles half-stand from his position in the pews, then quickly sit back down. Clearly that little titbit hadn’t been part of the script.
 
   Finn’s fists clenched, but he didn’t rise to the bait. Smart man, I thought. “What do you want?” he asked again, the confidence flooding back into his tone. 
 
   Fake Achilles shrugged. “Nothing you can’t get me, I’m sure. Felicity here is a sweetheart, but she’s a bit tight-lipped on her power, I’m afraid. If you can get me information on how her ability works, I’ll set Skye free.”
 
   Finn’s frown deepened. “Why do you want her power?”
 
   “Why does anyone want anything? Because they can’t have it. That’s my deal, take it or leave it. No catches, no pitfalls, no fine-print. Just get me the information somehow, and you’ll have your precious Skye back. Or, don’t get me the information, and I’ll cut off both their heads and send them to you in a basket. Choices, choices.”
 
   I could see the indecision take hold of Finn’s mind, could all but hear the cogs churning. When his eyes searched mine from the small space between us, I tried to mentally shout to him: Don’t do it! She’s not really being held! Get out!
 
   He mustn’t have heard my imploring, because a moment later he sighed and said, “Fine. You have a deal.” To my surprise, he addressed me next, “I’m sorry, Felicity. I’ll get you out of this somehow, I promise.” 
 
   “How romantic,” commented Fake Achilles with an eyeroll. But I was actually very impressed with Finn – he didn’t know me at all, didn’t have to play the good guy part here, but he seemed genuinely worried about me. Sweet, in a backwards way.
 
   “Oh, and you have twenty-four hours. Did I mention that? Probably should have,” added Fake Achilles. 
 
   Finn’s jaw tensed, but he showed no other signs of anger. “One day soon, I’ll have you all to myself. Then we’ll see how confident you are.”
 
   “Careful, Finnian, we are in a church,” warned Fake Achilles, winking dramatically. He then turned to me and hauled me to my feet by my hair. I winced, but managed to hold back my cry this time. “See you tomorrow, then? Maybe in the same gazebo we met Felicity? Seems fitting.”
 
   Finn simply stared daggers at him as we backed out into the church hallway. All the other clones of Achilles followed us, and with a last wicked grin, Fake Achilles slammed the door behind us, blocking Finn out altogether. He couldn’t teleport beyond solid walls, or so the rumors went – he often ended up with parts of himself inside the wall, usually resulting in him having to smash the whole thing down to free himself.
 
   “Don’t give me that look, darling,” said the real Achilles when I was handed back to him like an unwanted doll. “I think you did brilliantly.”
 
   I couldn’t say anything to him, even if the gag hadn’t been on me, because we were charging out into the parking lot behind the church a moment later, into two separate vans, as I’d guessed before.
 
   Seeming to know what to do, the group split in half, and I was bustled into the back of a van with Achilles. He grinned at me. “Having fun yet?”
 
   I grunted something behind the gag that I never would have said to his face, but he seemed to understand me, because he laughed. 
 
   “Trackers on the vans, I think, boss,” piped up the thug in the driver’s seat, roaring the engine to life. 
 
   “Good,” said Achilles, surprising me for the thousandth time in so many days. He pulled me down into the seat beside him as we took off out of the lot, into the streets.
 
   I was thrown around the back of the van enough to make me feel a little queasy. We skidded to a halt, and I was quickly dragged out of the van and into what appeared to be a rental car yard. People screamed and scattered as we approached the main building, each of the Achilles clones armed with various types of weapons.
 
   As we entered the rental offices in the middle of the park, police sirens blaring in the background, a pudgy man strode towards us, red in the face. 
 
   “Out!” he shouted, shooing us with his hands. “Don’t bring your goddamned guns in here like you own the joint! Get out!” The thugs instantly dispersed, taking up post at most of the windows and office doors, rounding up the people inside the building. Soon enough, a small group of people were herded out in front of us, most of them cowering or sobbing. 
 
   One of the clones stepped forward and pressed a hand to the pudgy manager’s neck. “Go and get the keys to three white vans, bring them back here, don’t stop for anything.”
 
   Without a second’s hesitation, the manager turned and practically fled from the room. I turned to Achilles, panic in my eyes. His grip on my arm tightened ever-so-slightly, as though he feared I’d suddenly make a run for it. His fear wasn’t exactly misplaced.
 
   Molten had been in the room with me, that whole time. He’d been the Fake Achilles – the one to address Finn, which explained how he’d known Achilles’s idiosyncrasies so well, and also why the real Achilles had shown a hint of defensiveness when Molten had mentioned prying my legs apart.
 
   Panic seized my gut, making the world around me suddenly seem very stark. Instinctively, I released the sliver of happiness I’d attained from Achilles in the church into my system – I wasn’t going to need it any time soon, anyway. 
 
   Of course, I’d forgotten that Achilles was in direct contact with my skin, so the sunshine slid right through the both of us, my body only retaining a little of it, his receiving much more.
 
   The fear in my blood settled to a low hum of caution, which was better than nothing, I supposed. 
 
   Achilles, on the other hand, experienced more than me. His breath left him in a quiet whoosh, and immediately his eyes slid to me. Crap. He probably thought I’d done it deliberately. 
 
   The pudgy car dealer returned with three sets of keys, which Molten snatched up and gave to a few random Achilles clones. 
 
   “Y-you can’t do this,” blubbered the manager to Molten, who, to him, was the real Achilles.
 
   “Sure we can” was Molten’s reply, slinging a shotgun over his shoulder. 
 
   “Almost there, darling,” whispered Achilles to me. He proceeded to unthread the scarf from around my neck, unlock my handcuffs long enough to slide my jacket off, lock my hands back up, and pile my hair atop my head using a rubber band around his wrist, all in a seamless, fluid movement. I winced against his rough treatment of my hair, and I saw his lips tighten in a scowl. Why?
 
   He handed the scarf and jacket to Molten, who then gestured to two women in the small crowd before us – a brunette my height, and a red-head a little bigger than me. I struggled against Achilles’s hold, knowing what they were planning, but it was pointless. I couldn’t even reassure them.
 
   Their fear was palpable as Molten hooked the scarf around the brunette’s neck and handed her to one of the thugs. A man – her partner, I presumed – stood and went to argue, but Molten pushed him back down. “She’ll be fine, pal. Just your standard decoy move,” he explained, jerking a thumb back at me. All eyes fell on me, and I glared at the back of Molten’s head.
 
   The red-head was given the jacket, and she donned it with little reluctance. The whole exchange was over in about two minutes. I didn’t know whether to be impressed with Achilles’s gang’s skill, or embarrassed that these people had put up so little a fight. Then again, living in Carova, there wasn’t much point to fighting back.
 
   “Off we go,” said Molten, clicking his fingers at the other versions of Achilles. 
 
   The brunette went off with one group of copies, the red-head with another, and Achilles handed me to one of his thugs. I felt inexplicably fearful – abandoned, even. He must have read something like it in my eyes, because he said, in a low voice for my ears only, “Don’t get all panicky on me, Flick. It’s for your own good.” He smirked, but it was oddly strained. “Don’t miss me too much.”
 
   He and three thugs jumped into one of the original vans we’d travelled in, leaving me with a single copy of Achilles. I hoped it was Hugo or the kind-of nice biker dude from this morning under that paint.
 
   Wordlessly, he grabbed my arm and hauled me past the group of hostages, who gave me a collective look of fear – probably for themselves, not me – and into the passenger seat of one of the rental vans. He didn’t bother with my seat-belt, and we were zooming out onto the freeway before I could do it up. 
 
   The three other vans split up – Molten’s exited early on, then Achilles’s, then the third, police cars trailing after all of them, until we seemed to have lost the trail. I balled up in the seat, hands twisted uncomfortably behind my back, just wishing this afternoon was over already. Not that I had anything better to do – I just didn’t love the idea of being a part of a high-speed chase that was sure to result in death of some kind. I just hoped it wasn’t Finn’s.
 
   Poor Finn. I hoped for his sake Skye wasn’t really anywhere with Molten or Achilles. Surely I’d have heard about it if she was. She’d been missing for months – there would have to be some trace of her in the whole building I’d been kept at, some clue to her presence. 
 
   A sharp skid to the right had my mind jolting back to my present situation. My driver had swerved down an exit that seemed to be in the middle of nowhere. I looked at him in question, hoping he would catch my glance. Were we simply throwing the police off our scent? When I looked behind us, I couldn’t see any followers, but I suppose that didn’t mean they weren’t there.
 
   “Two years,” said my driver, with a hiccup of a laugh. I blinked at him. “I’ve worked for Achilles two years now, and you know what? He still doesn’t know my name. He doesn’t know my name,” he repeated in a hiss.
 
   Uh-oh. This conversation couldn’t be headed anywhere good. 
 
   “My brother worked for him, too – his golden boy, Joshua. I think you might have met him?” 
 
   Definitely not going anywhere good. I tried to scramble back on the seat. He cackled, the sound so different than the laugh of Achilles I was used to.
 
   “Of course, no one knew Josh and I were related.” I could see the crazy glint in his eyes, and it filled my stomach with dread. I frantically looked for a walkie-talkie, a phone, anything to contact the other cars with, but found none. “He was ashamed of me, said I was too eager to please Achilles. I did the dirty work, you see – mopping up the blood, hiding the bodies, that sort of thing. And I didn’t mind. I figured eventually I’d do enough dirty work for Achilles to notice me and boost me up past Josh’s rank. But no.”
 
   The car revved to a higher speed along the deserted street. Oh God, oh God, oh God. I was going to die. I was going to die in the middle of nowhere at the hands of a maniac henchman of a maniac criminal. 
 
   “I didn’t care when Josh died, really,” he told me, not taking his eyes off the road. “He’d always been a shit – only a matter of time before Achilles got sick of him. You might say I was glad. My big chance, laid out in front of me. But then, of course, Achilles calls me into his apartment and tells me that I’m in charge of making your food. Your food!” He banged a fist on the dashboard, making me flinch. “Like your fucking slave!”
 
   My heartbeat was somewhere in my ears and my stomach was somewhere near my knees. I couldn’t even stall him by talking. I was utterly useless. I swore to myself, I’d kill Achilles if I lived through this. If he hadn’t insisted on these stupid cuffs, I’d be fine!
 
   “And you know what’s funny?” He gave a weird little giggle. I fumbled for the latch on the door, but found it locked. “Ah, ah,” he said, noticing what I was doing, “no escape this time, little girl. Now, you know what’s funny? Answer the fucking question.”
 
   He said it with such vehement calm that a dry sob escaped me, which I guess he took as an answer.
 
   “What’s funny is that he knew your name. When it comes to his own men, he couldn’t care less, but when it comes to his pet Felicity, he knows you inside and out. I thought about poisoning your food, but knew it was too easy. Besides, what Achilles would do to me would be worse than death. So I waited. And waited. And then today, of all days, when I’m dressed as the man who only knows his own name and yours, apparently, you fall into my lap. And I’m not a man to waste opportunity.”
 
   With a sickening grin that would haunt me for the rest of my days – as if I didn’t have enough nightmares – he let go of the steering wheel. I lunged for it, knowing full well how pointless it was, but I was thrown against the passenger door as the van veered hard-left, straight towards a cluster of trees.
 
   I barely had time to make a leap for the back of the van, the driver’s hand latched around my ankle, before I heard the sickening crunch of metal against wood, glass shattering, an engine groaning, a horn endlessly blaring.
 
   My chest compacted so tightly I thought it would burst. My head hit something hard. Sharp pain stabbed at my legs. I let out a cry for somebody, anybody, but my vision was quickly fading to black.
 
   Agony ripped at my insides, and blissfully, everything disappeared.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Nine
 
   No Room for Emotion
 
   “...not so pretty now, huh?”
 
   “Doc said she’ll be lucky to last the next few days. Poor kid.”
 
   “Come on, boss says to get her upstairs. Just when I thought he couldn’t get any worse…”
 
   “Nah, he’s taking it out on that driver. Now him, I don’t feel sorry for.”
 
   A chuckle. A searing blast of pain through my chest. A hand pawing at my hair as I rocked back and forth in something solid. I gasped at the pain, and a voice gently shushed me, told me everything would be alright. 
 
   Then I was back under.
 
    
 
   Next time I awoke, the world was a blur of shadows and dancing light. My eyes were too heavy to keep open for long, and I could feel more pain trying to break through me, barricaded by something I later realized was morphine. 
 
   Lolling my head to the side, I saw a black-clad figure asleep in a chair next to the bed I lay in, his painted face smudged in a few places. On the bedside table was a collection of pill bottles, cups of water, bandages, and a hammer.
 
   A breathy giggle escaped me upon noticing the last item. A hammer? How odd.
 
   The man jerked awake at my tiny noise, his huge black eyes immediately on me. In my drug-addled haze, he looked like Death himself, soulless and bleak.
 
   “I don’t want to die,” I croaked out as his hand reached towards my face. Immediately he withdrew it.
 
   “You won’t, darling. Go back to sleep.” His hand eventually touched mine, so tentative I hardly felt it. 
 
   “Don’t kill me yet,” I heard myself whisper. 
 
   I dropped into weightlessness, aware that Death kept a firm grip on me as I fell.
 
    
 
   The third time I awoke in so many days, I was completely conscious. Once again, the pain had receded to a dull ache in the back of my mind, stinging just enough to remind me of its presence.
 
   The bedroom was dark, its curtains closed tightly, though light from the outside world escaped in slivers through the gaps. I seemed to be alone, the whole apartment eerily silent. 
 
   Seizing the opportunity to check myself over, I threw the sheets covering me back, and was almost sick at what I saw.
 
   My legs were bare from the jeans I’d worn to the church, and in their place, a series of bandages and surgical tape, criss-crossing up my thighs. My arms weren’t much better – bandages of all shapes and sizes were strapped around them, one of my hands seemingly cut across the palm, judging by the heavy cushioning surrounding it.
 
   Looking at my torso, I noticed I was no longer wearing the same T-shirt I’d worn that day, either. Someone had dressed me in one of the ratty nightgowns Achilles had taken from my apartment. Lifting the material, I saw my chest wrapped in yet another thick bandage, spots of blood seeping through the white gauze. My ribs felt as though they’d been snapped and glued back together. 
 
   Worst of all, when I brushed shaking fingers over my face, I felt small bits of tape patterning down my cheek, and my eye was too tender to touch. I was suddenly very grateful Achilles’s mirror faced the door, not the bed.
 
   Just as that thought ran through my head, the door creaked open, and a familiar skeletal face appeared.
 
   Feeling stupid just lying there looking at him, I waved feebly. The next instant, he was beside me, his tall form blocking all sources of light.
 
   “Give it to me straight – do I look like Frankenstein’s monster?” I rasped before gulping down a glass of water from the table next to me.
 
   “Well, you don’t look fantastic, but I think ‘monster’ is stretching it.” He studied me for a long while, until I grew sick of it.
 
   “You can sit down, you know – it’s your bedroom. Looking up at you is hurting my neck.” 
 
   With that trademark smirk, he took up a seat and scooted closer to me. “You must be feeling better if you have the energy to boss me around. I’ll let that one slide.”
 
   I tried for a grin, but my lips cracked so much I could only grimace. “How long was I out?”
 
   “Three days.” I’d figured as much – my injuries felt too tender to be more or less than that. 
 
   Suddenly a more immediate problem hit me. “Um, this is really embarrassing, but I need to use the bathroom.” He rose to throw the covers back – was he really trying to help me? – but I stopped him. “I should be okay to go it alone.”
 
   Of course, then I took two steps off the bed, and my knees collapsed beneath me. Achilles just stood and watched until I held out a hand. “Fine. Can you please help me get to the bathroom?”
 
   He could have easily laughed and walked out on me. He could have told me to do it myself. I fully expected him to rebuke my plea in some way, but instead he shocked me to the core, and scooped me off the carpet, into his arms. 
 
   I didn’t bother fighting him. My limbs weren’t working properly, and my head was still a little foggy. When we got to the bathroom next door, he set me down on the edge of the bathtub. 
 
   “Do you need a hand?” he asked, shocking me further. Who was this guy, and what had he done with my heartless captor?
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks. I’m sure there’s nothing in the abductor handbook about helping your hostage use the toilet,” I said with another attempt at a smile. Still no dice.
 
   He gave me a curious look before slipping out the door, locking it from the inside as he went. 
 
   I used the facilities, washed my face and hands without so much as glancing in the mirror, and limped outside into the lounge area, where Achilles was stretched out on the sofa.
 
   “Do you want to go back to bed?” He blinked up at me, his head craned upside-down on the sofa’s arm. He had to be playing some kind of mind game. There was no way in hell he could be actually concerned for my welfare.
 
   “Not just yet,” I answered. I suddenly felt a little self-conscious, standing awkwardly in my thigh-length nightgown, but shrugged it off. He’d clearly seen more of me while I was unconscious, anyway. For whatever reason, that fact didn’t make me feel as violated as it should have.
 
   When I moved to sit on the edge of the sofa, near his feet, he instantly kicked his legs off to make room. Weirder and weirder. “Are you going to tell me what happened to me, or will I have to use my powers of deduction again?”
 
   He threaded his hands behind his head. “I have a few things to tell you, actually, but first I want to know how you ended up in a head-on collision with a tree in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   It was obvious from his dark look that I wasn’t going to get any answers until I did some explaining, so I told him what I could remember from my trip in the van. I could have lied, of course, and said we’d crashed by accident. But the driver had to have died in the crash, right? So it wouldn’t make a difference if I told the real story, anyway. 
 
   Besides, I knew those endless black eyes would see right through the smallest lie. 
 
   It was weirdly cathartic, getting the story out of my system. Achilles didn’t interrupt once, but I saw the crease in his forehead deepen as I went on. By the time I’d finished talking, he looked positively murderous.
 
   For a long while, neither of us spoke. I edged towards the end of the sofa, pure instinct telling me he was going to pounce and attack at any moment. 
 
   “Look, you have no right to be angry at me,” I told him, hating the quake in my voice. “If anything, I should be angry at you. Your damn handcuffs meant I couldn’t get into the back of the van before he crashed it.”
 
   To my surprise, he didn’t respond. He just got up and left, slamming the door on his way out.
 
   The hell…?
 
   “Achilles!” I pushed to my feet, ignoring the ache in my legs at taking the sudden weight. 
 
   I limped into the main office area, where every eye of every thug turned to me suddenly. But it was only one man I was focused on – the man who was currently charging towards the stairwell, pushing everything out of his path.
 
   “I know you’re not going to make an injured girl run!” I called out to him. 
 
   As though I’d struck him from behind, he froze, turning to pin me with that terrifying gaze. This was the Achilles I’d first met in the cemetery: pure predator, with no room for emotion.
 
   “Make sure she stays in the apartment,” he told the thug closest to me – Hugo, incidentally – in a deadly voice. Then he turned and stormed out.
 
   Well, that had to be the strangest reaction to a recount of a car crash in history. 
 
   “Where’s he going?” I asked Hugo, who led me back through to the living room.
 
   The big guy shrugged. “Probably checking up on Doug.”
 
   “Who’s Doug?” I put a movie on – one of my favorites, Caddyshack, because God knew I could use a laugh – and curled up on the sofa, wrapped in a blanket. 
 
   Hugo gave me a strange look. “The guy who crashed the van.”
 
   And just like that, all the warmth drained from me in a rush. “H-he’s still alive? He survived the crash?”
 
   “Well, yeah. He’s probably wishing he hadn’t, by now. We’ve been keeping him alive because we weren’t sure if it was an accident. The crash, I mean. I’m guessing from the look on your face that it wasn’t, right?” He handed me a bottle of water, and I gratefully accepted.
 
   “No, no it wasn’t. Holy crap.” It was an understatement, but it was the best I could do under the circumstances. “I have to go there. Achilles will murder him!”
 
   “Why the hell are you looking guilty?” he asked. “The guy tried to kill you, Felicity. You saw what happened to that Joshua guy, and he just knocked you unconscious. What do you think will happen to a guy who tried to murder you just out of spite for the boss?”
 
   “Holy crap,” I repeated. I’d just signed someone’s death sentence, even if it was inadvertently. I shouldn’t have said anything to Achilles. I should have lied.
 
   “Kid, look at me,” said Hugo, crouching to my level, though my eyes were a little unfocussed. “He would have been dead anyway. He’s lucky to have lasted this long. Don’t feel guilty over something you can’t control. This is who Achilles is – if you go charging down there now, I can guarantee you won’t like what you find. Trust me.”
 
   I clutched the blanket tighter around my shoulders, letting Hugo’s advice fully sink in. He was right. I knew he was right, but I still felt a little sick. Maybe it was more because Doug had survived the crash, instead of feeling guilty that he was going to die. 
 
   “Okay,” I croaked out. He looked visibly relieved that he wouldn’t have to physically keep me here. “Okay, I’ll stay.”
 
   “Between you and me,” he said, sitting on the carpet by my feet, “that dickhead had it coming anyway. I’ve never met a bigger kiss-ass in my life. And I used to be a high-school teacher.”
 
   “Really?” I asked in surprise. “And you took up a life of crime for, what? The retirement fund benefits?”
 
   He gave me a smile bracketed by fine wrinkles. “You know what they say – crime pays.”
 
   “It also has a weird way of landing you in prison. But hey, no judgment here.” I returned the smile as best as my train wreck face would allow and turned back to the film. 
 
   I thought I would succumb to the effects of the drugs after a while, but I was wide awake for the whole movie. Hugo helped me make the next pick – avoiding any kind of on-screen violence, we settled on The Pink Panther. It wasn’t until halfway through the film that Achilles returned to the apartment, his face flecked with blood, dark hair slicked back, shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows. 
 
   I think Hugo and I gulped simultaneously. 
 
   “You can leave, Hugo,” my captor said tonelessly. With a darting glance in my direction, Hugo got up and left. 
 
   When Achilles took up the cushion next to me, I resisted the urge to recoil. He wouldn’t hurt me. Well, I hoped he wouldn’t. He’d been anything but predictable since I’d woken up a few hours ago.
 
   “Is he dead?” I asked, trying for the same indifference his tone held.
 
   “Yes. Does that bother you?”
 
   I took a deep breath. “No. It did, but I know it would have happened sooner or later anyway.” My fingers fidgeted with the edge of the blanket. “Thanks for … for not letting me die after the crash. I know it must have been a tough decision, choosing whether or not I was worth the trouble.”
 
   “If you weren’t injured, I would have you in a chokehold right now,” he told me, his voice cold as ice. “I told you – don’t assume anything when it comes to me. Let me tell you what was a tough decision: choosing whether or not bludgeon that guy’s head in with a hammer, or gut him with a fishing knife and watch the life bleed out of him. Choosing whether or not you were worth the trouble? Not so hard.”
 
   I should have been sickened by the speech, should have called him an evil-minded piece of crap and stormed out. But instead, I read between the gory lines, and caught a glimpse of something in Achilles I wasn’t sure anyone had ever seen: vulnerability. Sure, he’d killed a guy – many guys, in fact. Sure, he was describing a rather brutal scenario I didn’t allow myself to visualize.
 
   But him leaping to his own defense could only mean one thing: he was just as aware of this weird connection between us as I was. He had defended me time and time again, maybe because he saw me as a useful new toy, maybe not – but this time, he had done it solely for my sake. He didn’t have to kill Doug. Hell, it would have been just as easy for him to patch the guy up and get him back in the ranks, ignore everything I said, and go on like nothing had happened. It would also have been easy to lock me back up in a cell once it became clear I was well enough to stand on my own.
 
   Instead, he had tracked down my attempted murderer, killed him, and then berated me for putting myself down. So I wasn’t the only one recognizing this burgeoning thing between us, even subconsciously. 
 
   “Are you going to tell me how I got here?” I asked, remembering what he’d said earlier, about answers for answers.
 
   His lips tightened behind the paint. “Are you sure you want to know?”
 
   “As long as you leave the gruesome bits out for my stomach’s sake, then, yeah. I’d like to know.” 
 
   He exhaled sharply, moved slightly closer towards me, and took on a wholly casual demeanor. “Well, we all got to the rendezvous spot at the same time, but your van was missing. We’d thrown off the police, and your boy-toy Cole didn’t bother following us.” He held up a hand when I went to argue. “My story, my rules, darling. Anyway, we waited for ten minutes. One of the police radios we have announced a crash on the Whitsby exit on the highway – a black van, as it was. So, of course, I left Molten at the rendezvous with most of the men, stole a car, and managed to beat the cops to where you were. 
 
   “When I got there, the car was smoking. The guys I’d brought with me dragged out the driver, but I couldn’t see you anywhere. At first, I thought you’d made a run for it somehow. But then I saw a dent in the rear of the van, away from the tree. So I opened up the back, and sure enough, there you were. You looked … bad,” he settled on, clearly wanting to say something worse. 
 
   “How bad?” I asked in a quiet voice. 
 
   His eyes met mine, even though I couldn’t see his pupils. “I’ve seen a lot of blood in my time, darling. I’ve seen bodies in all states of disrepair and twisted in all ways. But I’ve never seen anything that made me feel quite as ill as you in that van.”
 
   Oh my God. I didn’t know whether to blush or vomit. “That’s sweet, sort of,” I said lamely. 
 
   He didn’t so much as blink at the comment. “We wrapped you in a blanket and stowed you in the backseat with the driver.” It didn’t escape my notice that he didn’t use Doug’s name. A tiny part of me surged with satisfaction at that. “I called up a surgeon who doesn’t mind blurring his moral code for the right price, and he operated on you. You heavily bruised two ribs, sprained your wrist, and lost a lot of blood from the slashes on your legs. Doc told me you wouldn’t live through it, thanks to the blood loss and head wound. So we just kept pumping you full of drugs.”
 
   “But I did live through it,” I whispered, inwardly patting myself on the back for defying the odds.
 
   “That you did.” His face was less than a foot away from my own. The smudged details on his mask told me just how stressed he’d been these past few days. I shouldn’t have been able to read him so well, but I put it down to limited human interaction – he was really the only person I saw these days. Of course I’d know his habits by now. He was unblinking as I sat there, gradually growing warmer and warmer under his scrutiny. Eventually he spoke again: “Cole might be a moron, but he managed to find information on your power.”
 
   “W-what?” I stammered, snapping right out of my reverie. 
 
   He leaned back once more, giving me air to breathe again. “Molten went and met with him two days ago, like he said. I don’t know where Cole got the information – I didn’t care to ask, seeing as you weren’t expected to last the night.” He took out a folded piece of paper from his pocket and read: “Collects endorphins from large groups, enhances it and transfers it to individuals through touch. Can be highly addictive after prolonged exposure.” 
 
   I was surprised, more at the fact that he’d managed to hide the knowledge for this long, than him knowing the information itself. He was bound to find it out eventually, anyway. A few more sessions with Molten and I was sure I would have been singing like a bird.
 
   “So.” He folded the paper back up and slung an arm over the back of the sofa. “It isn’t self-sufficient. Interesting. You know what I find most strange about it?” I shook my head, not trusting myself to talk. “Your happiness doesn’t seem to come into it at all. I mean, it’s all well and good to snatch up happiness from other people, but does yours get stuffed in there with them?”
 
   “Yeah, it does, actually,” I said in a crackling voice.
 
   “Huh. Well, that’s not fair, even by my standards. This does explain why I felt the need to abduct you after your hospital visit, though,” he added, and I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry at the truth in that statement. I’d dug my own grave on that one. “So, I suppose what I need to do now is get you somewhere happy, huh?”
 
   “Somehow I doubt anywhere you go will inspire good feelings,” I pointed out.
 
   Smirk. “And what about individual happiness? Ever tried collecting it from one person?”
 
   I hadn’t, actually, though the idea had crossed my mind once or twice since my power’s appearance. Until meeting Achilles, I’d never felt even a twinge of individual happiness from someone else - I figured it was because people were more potently happy in large groups.
 
   “I can give it a go with you, if you’d like. All going well, you’d be sucked dry forever and I’d live the rest of my life in peace” was what I said, though.
 
   Achilles just laughed. “You’re getting a bit crabby, darling. I think it’s time for bed.”
 
   “As long as you don’t bring home another one of your hooker friends and I end up sleeping on the balcony,” I snapped, my mouth not quite connected to my brain.
 
   “Christ, those drugs do boost your confidence, don’t they? It might surprise you to know,” he told me, helping me to my feet, “she wasn’t a hooker, and she certainly wasn’t a friend. But it helps to know you’re jealous.”
 
   “I am not jealous!” I almost stamped my foot. How embarrassing that would have been. And painful. “I just don’t love the prospect of spending the night freezing my ass off while you do the no-pants-dance with some random sl-”
 
   But his hand clapped over my mouth – gentle enough not to hurt, but firm enough to close my lips. “First of all, the fact that you used the term ‘no-pants-dance’ is strangely endearing, and I commend you on it. And secondly, if I tell you I won’t be bringing home ‘hooker friends’ any more, will you agree to tell me why you don’t like using your power in large doses?” He released me as we got into the bedroom.
 
   My head hurt too much for me to mull over the offer. “Fine. But tomorrow, not now. I’m not in the mood.”
 
   His chuckle slid down my back as though he’d traced my spine with a finger. “You know, you’re the first girl to say that whilst in my bedroom.”
 
   “Urgh, pig,” I said, screwing up my nose as I fell – rather than climbed – into the bed. “I’d smack you but my arms won’t work.”
 
   He slid into the bed beside me, flicking off the lamp as he went. I vaguely noted that he hadn’t washed the paint or blood off his face. I suppose, with black sheets, it didn’t matter that much.
 
   I should have been aware of his body’s proximity to mine, of the heat radiating from his skin just inches from me, of the fact that I was sharing a bed with a madman of epic proportions.
 
   But awareness was beyond me, and I guess that, in the dark, all cats are gray.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Ten
 
   A Symbol of Trust
 
   Hands roamed across my arms and neck, stirring something inside me I didn’t know existed. I was hot – so damn hot. My skin felt like it was on fire, my gut tight with a feeling I couldn’t name. A voice called out to me and I moaned in response. Skin slid against mine. I gasped at the sensation, rocking against it, against any touch I could find. 
 
   “Felicity,” said a familiar voice.
 
   I couldn’t do anything but moan again, the power of touch superseding all logic.
 
   “Felicity!” insisted the voice. I bucked my hips. Fingers brushed against my collarbone – it wasn’t enough. I grabbed the hand and pushed it against my skin, palm flat, to find that it was just as hot as I felt.
 
   “Darling, you’re not making this easy for me.” The voice sounded slightly pained.
 
   With a final gasp, I brought myself to the surface.
 
   And woke up in flames.
 
   “Achilles” was the first thing I choked out, past the hot blood rushing through me, throbbing in my gut, my head, my breasts, between my legs. Oh my God, what was happening to me? “Help me.”
 
   I could feel him straddling my waist, pinning my hands to the pillow. In the dim light from the living area, I could just make out the white of his face-paint, the outline of his slicked hair. The sight of him made something in me physically ache, like a bull ramming against its cage.
 
   “Trying, darling, trying,” he told me through gritted teeth. My arms were struggling to escape his hold of their own accord, and my hips bucked underneath him, almost throwing him off.
 
   “What’s happening to me?” I gasped. Sweat coated every inch of me, plastering my hair to my cheek, my nightgown to my skin. Why did it feel good? This wasn’t normal. Something was terribly wrong. I let out another low moan. 
 
   “I’m hoping it’s the drugs. Either that, or your repression of sexual urges has suddenly caught up to you in a rush.” I heard the smirk in his voice, and it made me hotter.
 
   “Stop,” I groaned, “you’re making it worse! Help me!” I writhed under him, uncaring for what happened. I was burning for him, for his touch. Any touch. Something deep inside me realized how wrong this all was, but my body couldn’t care less. 
 
   “Any suggestions?” he asked in a tight voice. 
 
   “Just touch me! Anywhere!” God, I could hear myself and was ashamed of what came out of my mouth. I was just thankful it was Achilles I was here with, and not back in my cell, or worse, with Molten.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, but let up on my arms to bring his hands to my face. I could feel every callous, every scratch, every crease in his palm. I was hypersensitive to painful proportions, and to my horror, it wasn’t going away.
 
   My eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness. He was wound so tightly above me that I was sure he’d snap if I so much as flicked him. His face was precariously close to mine – so close that I gave in to a rather suicidal urge, and ran my tongue across his bottom lip. The worst thing was, I wanted him to lose control. I wanted to play with the fire he provided.
 
   I felt, rather than heard, the responding growl in his chest.
 
   “Don’t tempt me, darling. My moral code isn’t prepared for the likes of you.” He was breathing heavily. Good. I dug my nails into his biceps and saw a flash of white teeth. “You’re going to hate me in the morning, but this is the only noble reaction I can think of right now.”
 
   “Stop talking and start – oh!” I cried out when he transferred his weight to his hands, and pushed a thigh between my legs, right against my very core.
 
   And all of a sudden, the pressure started to wane.
 
   I moved against him, all but writhing on his skin, clawing at his shoulders and moaning out unintelligible sounds. Achilles, on the other hand, stayed perfectly still, holding himself above me with an admirable amount of self-control. Well, much more than I had at that point, anyway.
 
   When his leg pressed a little more insistently, and I lifted my hips at just the right moment, the fire ripped through me with a terrifying power. I screamed into his shoulder, the relief so great that it took a full ten seconds for my vision to refocus.
 
   And then, of course, came the inevitable realization of what I’d just done.
 
   “Please tell me this is a dream,” I croaked, knowing the blush filling my face was probably visible, even in the dark.
 
   He let out a strained laugh and rolled back to his side of the bed, while I tried not to bury my head under the pillow in pure shame. “If it is, it’s one of the best I’ve had.”
 
   “Achilles, I am so sorry,” I gushed. “I honestly wasn’t thinking. I had this weird dream, and then I woke up and I felt like my skin was on fire, and –”
 
   The light flicked on, and I winced at its brightness. Achilles’s black eyes bored into me, seeing straight to my disgraceful soul.
 
   “Felicity, are you honestly apologizing to me?”
 
   “Well…” The blush increased. “I kind of … used you. If our genders were reversed, this would be assault.” When he didn’t respond, didn’t even blink, I went on blithely, “And thank you for, you know, helping me out. And for not taking advantage of me.”
 
   He continued to stare at me. Eventually he said, in a quiet voice that warmed my blood all over again, “I want you, Felicity. I want you so goddamned badly, it hurts. I think you want me too, despite it all. And one day soon, I’m going to have you, and there’s nothing either of us can do to stop it. When that day comes, you won’t be injured, or drugged, or drunk, or anything else you can blame your actions on the day after.” He moved closer to me across the mattress, and I didn’t even flinch backwards. “Don’t apologize or thank me for something beyond your control.”
 
   Something between an ‘okay’ and a ‘sure’ fell from my lips. I was too busy registering his words to correct my own. 
 
   He wants me. It didn’t seem possible. Why would he want me? It had to be my power – maybe he thought by sleeping with me, he would somehow gain access to the sunshine in my blood. Or maybe he was still softening me up to coax me into cooperation.
 
   But why would he be so intense about it, then? Why not just seduce me and be done with it? Hell, I had been all but offering myself up on a silver platter not five minutes ago – he could have taken me then, and I wouldn’t have minded at all. Well, at the time, I wouldn’t have.
 
   Apparently satisfied with my speechlessness, he turned the lamp off again. Thank God. I didn’t think I could look at him any longer without spontaneously combusting from the embarrassment.
 
   “That has to be a first for you, right?” I asked after a long while of the two of us breathing in tandem.
 
   “What – confessing my feelings?”
 
   I instantly flushed yet again. “No, having a drugged-up hostage hump your leg into oblivion.”
 
   He laughed so hard and so suddenly that I jumped, which only made him laugh harder.  Threads of happiness ran from him to me, enough for me to transfer back tenfold. So I reached out, touched his bare arm, and let it flow back to him. I didn’t know why – it just seemed like the right thing to do.
 
   “You didn’t have to do that,” he told me, after the effects had sunken into his system and the laughter had stopped.
 
   “I know. I wanted to.”
 
   Silence, then, “You are the strangest person I’ve ever met – and I’ve met myself.”
 
   His breathing evened out into slumber, and I rolled over, trying not to dwell on anything that had happened in the dark. But even as the fire subsided in my blood, I felt his words – one day soon, I’m going to have you – sparking a whole other brand of flame somewhere deeper in me. 
 
   And it refused to be extinguished.
 
    
 
   The morning after ‘the incident’, I fully expected to wake up alone. It wasn’t a totally farfetched idea – every other morning I’d been in the apartment, Achilles had already disappeared.
 
   But, that morning of all mornings, I opened my eyes to find him still there, eyes closed, mouth slightly agape. It saddened me a little to find his face remained wracked with worry lines and frowns, even in sleep. How could someone with such freedom, such endless possibilities in life, appear so burdened?
 
   Forcing the memories of the previous night into a tightly-locked room in the back of my mind, I gingerly got out of bed, my legs aching under the sudden weight. God, the bruises on me had seemed to worsen overnight; my upper arms were peppered with nasty shades of purple, and when I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror I almost shrieked. 
 
   The swelling on my forehead had mostly disappeared, but my left eye and the space around it looked as though I’d been sucker-punched by a heavyweight champion. Green-and-brown spots, with some minor cuts, decorated the socket like eyeshadow. Ick.
 
   A few steps towards the door and exhaustion swiftly caught up to me. 
 
   “Crap,” I mumbled when my knees began to shake. Last night’s activities – both in and out of the bed, I thought, fighting a blush – had drained me almost dry. 
 
   You can do this. You stink. Just make it to the bathroom and you can sit down for a while.
 
   Latching on to the furniture for support, I hobbled into the living area, then all but dragged myself into the bathroom. There was no way I was waking Achilles for help. After last night, I’d be happy not to see him again for another week, at least.
 
   Once inside the bathroom, its interior so posh and modern, I sank to the gold-flecked tiles and almost sobbed in relief. My legs were killing me. My thighs felt as though they were being constantly pricked by needles, and every breath I took made my chest seem like it was being ripped apart.
 
   I peeled the bandages from my torso and thighs, wincing at the sight of the skin underneath. At least most of the cuts had healed over, despite the pain. I unwound the padding on my hands to find the grazes still an angry shade of red. But they weren’t bleeding – that had to be something, right?
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” asked a voice from the door, making me jump.
 
   “I need a shower,” I huffed at the object of my worries. Sleep, hard as it was to admit, was good to Achilles. The whole bed-head look really suited him, as did the slight smudges it brought to his face-paint. I, on the other hand, probably resembled a female Yeti. 
 
   I had the distinct feeling he rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure that’ll be really good for the bandages. Scalding water cures everything, right?” Without waiting for an answer, he crossed the space and crouched before me, a bottle of pills in his hand. “Tell you what – take these for me, and I’ll help you with your shower.”
 
   “Um, no, and hell no,” I answered, pushing the hand away. Even that small effort sent darts of pain through me. “You’ll have to try a bit harder to use me for your nefarious purposes, I’m afraid.”
 
   Smirk. “I think you’re flattering yourself, darling. They’re painkillers, and I promise I’ll keep my hands to myself. Although after last night, I think –”
 
   I clapped a hand to his mouth. “No, no thinking allowed. No mentioning of that … thing, ever, ever again, understand? It didn’t happen. Nothing happened.” 
 
   Actual dimples appeared in the cracks of the face-paint – that’s how mischievous his smile was. “You know, I think I prefer you heavily sedated and drug-addled, Flick. Much more willing to accept certain undeniable facts like … I don’t know … the fingernail marks all over my shoulders, for instance.”
 
   My face felt as though it had gone up in flames. “You’re … you’re…” I couldn’t think of a big enough insult. I was too busy fighting the pangs of both shame and some sick kind of lust at the reminder. 
 
   He just laughed, though, and the sound soothed my frazzled nerves. “I know, I’m such a charmer.” The pill bottle was waved under my nose once more. “Another deal – you take some of these and let me help you, and I’ll never mention last night again. I’ll even burn the sheets if I have to. Yeah?”
 
   I studied him closely. It didn’t seem like he was lying, or trying to wheedle something out of me, aside from my compliance. But then again, I couldn’t see his eyes – for all I knew, he was looking at me as though I was his next meal.
 
   “Why are you doing this? Why are you … helping me?” I asked, eyes narrowed.
 
   He shrugged. “No matter what I tell you, you’re going to think it’s about getting to your power anyway, right?”
 
   Well, he had me there. What other reason was there? Guilt? Sympathy? “Fine,” I muttered, and downed a few of the pills in one go.
 
   “That’s my girl,” he said brightly, but his grin faltered when he realized what he’d said. 
 
   Opting to pretend I hadn’t heard the rather weird comment, I pulled myself to a standing position and held out my arm. “You can help me step into the shower. Then you have to leave.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I’m sure that won’t end in your head splitting open when you slip and fall.” Now he definitely rolled his eyes. Before I had time to argue, he reached behind me and turned on the faucet to the bath, pouring a crapload of muscle relaxant into the running hot water.
 
   “What are you doing?” I demanded, lunging for the bathplug. His hand grabbed mine in the blink of an eye. “I’m not taking a bath!”
 
   He just looked at me, with what I had to assume was a deadpan expression. “Stop being such a prude. You honestly think I’m going to make a move when you’re injured and in the bathtub?”
 
   “I am not a prude!” I said hotly. “And my biggest concern isn’t you being a total sleaze, FYI. I just…”
 
   “Just what?”
 
   “I don’t want you to see me like this,” I all but mumbled to the tiles beneath me. 
 
   “Half-naked, you mean? Because, darling, I have to tell you, I saw a lot more last night and after the crash –”
 
   “No, I mean, I don’t want you to see me when I’m all cut-up and gross. It’s … weird.”
 
   “You’re weird.” He tested the water, almost up to the bath’s edge by this point, and grabbed the hem of my nightgown. “And we’re doing this. Accept it and move on.”
 
   “But I don’t think –”
 
   “We’re doing it, Felicity.” Crap, he was giving me the cold and deadly voice he usually reserved for his men and Finn.
 
   Something between a growl and a huff of exasperation escaped me.
 
   “Did you just growl at me, darling?” He tutted and whipped the nightgown over my head without a hint of warning. Then, as I went to snatch the material back from him, he picked me up and all but dumped me into the bubble-filled water.
 
   I cried out at the sudden heat on my raw wounds, digging my nails into his arm. “I hate you so much right now,” I hissed through the shock.
 
   “You’ll thank me when you don’t lose your legs to gangrene, though,” he pointed out. 
 
   I just growled at him again, drawing a laugh from his lips.
 
   But God, did the water feel good after about thirty seconds. The heat soaked right through to my bones. Suddenly I didn’t mind the idea of bathing so much, especially if it meant I could stay in here for a while.
 
   “Better?” 
 
   I grumbled something of a ‘yes’.
 
   “Think you could take off your underwear?”
 
   I shot him a scathing look. “This is your idea of helping?” When he didn’t reply, I retreated further into the water. “I’m used to it by now. It’s fine.”
 
   “Flick, are you telling me you always wear your underwear in the shower?”
 
   “Well, no … just since I’ve been here.”
 
   Oh jeez, he was suddenly livid. “Are you kidding me? Christ! You’re safe here – when will you get that? What will it take to make you trust me?” he demanded, getting to his feet. 
 
   “It isn’t you I’m worried about, you idiot!” I said hotly. I unhooked my bra, peeled it off whilst keeping my torso underwater and hidden by bubbles, and threw it at his head. “There! You can freaking frame it as a symbol of trust!”
 
   To my dismay, he dodged the flying bra. “If you trust me, let me take care of you, goddammit!” It was perhaps the first time he’d raised his voice directly at me, but I didn’t back down at the volume. I was getting to him, just like he was getting to me.
 
   “Why is this so important? You don’t have to be nice to me to get my power – I gave it to you last night of my own free will, if you remember,” I reminded him in a rather bitter tone. He didn’t so much as flinch. Hell, if anything, he looked angrier. “So why, Achilles? Why are you so bent on fixing me?”
 
   “Because seeing you suffer makes me feel helpless!” he roared, slamming a fist into the cabinet by the sink. The wood splintered on impact. I must have looked more than a little terrified, because he lowered his voice, “And I hate feeling helpless.”
 
   As though ominous lightning had struck outside the window, a very tense silence filled the room at that revelation. 
 
   I tried to think of some reason why he would feel helpless, of all things. Guilty, I could understand, I guess – it had been, after all, him who had put me in that van in the first place. Even if he’d admitted to feeling angry, or empathetic, it would have been vaguely appropriate.
 
   But helpless? Not so much.
 
   I had two choices, as far as I could see: tell him to get out and stop trying to mend me, or admit I needed help. The former would probably result in some much needed alone time, but in the long run I couldn’t see many positives from it – chances were, if I rejected his help now, he wouldn’t offer it again. Like, ever.
 
   The latter, on the other hand, would cost me a chunk of my ego, but would mean I didn’t have to go this whole recovery alone. Plus, Achilles was pretty good company, I supposed.
 
   With that in mind, I held out the shampoo bottle. “Could you please help me wash my hair?” The words hurt my throat a little – probably because I was swallowing my pride, and it didn’t taste so great – but they seemed to do the trick, because he returned to my side.
 
   “Never thought pampering would be akin to pulling teeth,” he said, just loud enough for me to hear.
 
   Smiling to myself, I let him do whatever it took to get his helplessness out of the way and end this awkward standoff. To Achilles’s credit, he was incredibly gentle. His fingers combed my hair in the water for so long, I couldn’t help but think he was just playing with it now.
 
   “Do you have any friends?” I asked him, eyes still closed. I had so many questions, and I felt brave enough to ask them now I was sure he wasn’t going to kick me while I was down. 
 
   “If by ‘friends’ you mean ‘girls who hang around my apartment all day and seem to enjoy making my life difficult’, then I have at least one.” I didn’t need to see him to know he was smirking in a way that probably would have had my heart ba-bumping in my chest. “But otherwise, no.”
 
   I cracked open an eye to find him staring at the bathroom wall. His fingers hadn’t stilled in my hair, though. “Not even old friends? From high school?” I found it hard to believe that he had gone his entire life without a single friend. Sure, I’d fallen out of touch with most of my high school friends, but that didn’t mean we weren’t friends any more. Some bonds just didn’t break with time or distance. 
 
   “Darling, do I honestly strike you as the type of guy to have a lot of friends?” His gaze returned down to me. 
 
   I frowned. “I’m still trying to figure out what type of guy you are.”
 
   “I’ll give you a clue.” He bent down until his lips were only inches from my own, until I could see every crack and crease in his paint. If he’d made me highly-strung by demanding I be naked before, I was positively quaking in my non-existent boots by now. He whispered, his breath a caress across my mouth, “I’m not the type of guy to do something halfway. If I want something, I do everything in my power to get it. And when I get it, I don’t give it up without a fight.”
 
   Holy Hell. The water had to be boiling with how hot I was all of a sudden. My hands itched with the urge to grab him, pull him into the bathtub with me, and lick every inch of him, including the painted parts. 
 
   Oh my God, what the hell was this guy doing to my brain? It had to be the drugs. Yeah. Definitely the drugs. 
 
   “Why ‘Achilles’?” I asked, mostly to divert his attention away from me, naked in the bath before him. 
 
   It worked, thank God. He sat back, much to my disapp-- um, relief.  
 
   A long pause, then, “If you typed my real name into any database, it would come up with absolutely nothing. You type ‘Achilles’ into one, you’re bound to get a few more results. And not just of the Ancient mythology variety.”
 
   So, what? It was to cover his identity? Why did he care who knew his real name?
 
   “And, um, what real name would that be?” I asked, oh-so-casually.
 
   “Oh, it’s under last name ‘Try’, first name ‘Nice’,” he replied without missing a beat. I actually laughed, and his fingers tightened in my hair at the sound. “It’s just a name, Flick. It doesn’t mean anything to me, just the means to an end.”
 
   Like me. The thought hit me like a shot to the heart. And it wouldn’t go away.
 
   After rinsing the conditioner out, he went out and collected fresh clothes from my bag, including new underwear (thank God), and held out a towel in front of him. 
 
   At that point, I was so damn relaxed, I couldn’t have cared less if he’d snuck a peek at my naked form over the towel. What did it matter, anyway? 
 
   As he finished wrapping me in the towel, a knock came at the door.
 
   “If this is another ‘emergency’ concerning Rivett’s lactose intolerance, Hugo, I keep telling you, soy milk isn’t real milk –”
 
   I giggled. He seemed surprised by the sound.
 
   “Actually, boss, there’s … um, there’s a girl here. Um … what’s your name again, honey?” A muffled reply from outside, then, “Georgiana? Says you were supposed to go out with her tonight.”
 
   And just like that, my stomach dropped to the bottom of my feet.
 
   “Shit,” muttered Achilles. His eyes met mine for a fleeting instance, before I stepped back, out of reach.
 
   “It’s okay,” I lied, hugging the towel closer to my chest. God, why did I suddenly feel as though every wound from the crash had been reopened? “You’ve done all the hard work – I’m sure I can manage from here.”
 
   To be honest, all I really wanted to do was march out there, grab Georgiana by the hair and fling her out the window. But I couldn’t. She wasn’t my guest, this wasn’t my apartment, and I certainly didn’t have any claims on Achilles’s attentions. As much as it made my chest hurt to recognize, I wasn’t anyone’s Number One – not by a long shot.
 
   “Boss?” called Hugo tentatively.
 
   I could feel Achilles’s eyes burning into me, but I didn’t look up to meet his gaze. He’d see the twinge of pain, and I couldn’t afford to let him know I cared about his plans.
 
   “If I stay, will you tell me why you don’t give out your power in large doses?” he asked quietly.
 
   Urgh! It all came back to my power with him, didn’t it? I shivered, steeled myself against the hurt. “Just go. I’m not worth the effort.”
 
   Crap. Self-deprecation was the one thing he seemed unable to stomach, if last night was anything to go by. 
 
   As if to prove the theory, he pinched my jaw none-too-gently, turning it towards the mirror. “Project for the night: stop insulting me by make assumptions about how I see you, and start seeing why you’re worth the effort. Until then, consider the female visitors a nightly routine. At least they know how to fight for what they want.”
 
   Then, in a whirl of black and the slam of a door, he was gone. 
 
   I stared in the mirror for a good ten minutes before I decided on a plan of action. He wanted me to be assertive? Fine. I’d be the most assertive-aggressive girl this side of the whole damn country. 
 
   Then, I thought, unzipping my make-up bag, we’ll see who’s scared to fight for what they want.
 
   Oh, this was going to be fun.
 
    
 
   By midnight, I was totally wired. I’d picked out the most confidence-boosting outfit at my disposal: an A-line, apple-green dress, sleek, black stockings, and ass-kicking platform heels. I felt kind of ridiculous – all dressed up and nowhere to go – but the attire, coupled with the smoky, cat-eyed make-up I’d applied, helped me feel a lot braver than if I’d worn pajamas and my glasses. Plus, the make-up helped cover the bruises and cuts across my face, which did wonders for my self-confidence.
 
   I waited on the sofa for Achilles to get back. That was, assuming he got back at all. It did cross my mind that he might go back to Georgiana’s house after … well, whatever it was they were doing, but it was better to be safe than sorry.
 
   I had no right to be jealous. I had no right to be acting as crazy as I was. Achilles had abducted me, put my life in direct danger more than once, and never indicated he felt anything for me besides a grudging kinship, mostly because of our shared sense of dark humor.
 
   But the fact of the matter was, it hurt to know he was out with some other girl. The very thought of someone touching him the way I had last night made my gut churn. There was no point denying it, because I had no one to answer to but myself. I’d had him to myself, basically at my beck and call, and I’d let him go.
 
   Well, I wasn’t making that mistake again.
 
   “…heard you had some chick holed up in here. Savanna told me there was, like, a girl in your bed when she came home with you,” said a saccharine-sweet voice from the office.
 
   Oh sweet Baby Jesus, she had come home with him! I hadn’t predicted that! 
 
   They were right outside, by the sounds of it, probably making their way to the apartment through the office floor.
 
   “Crap, crap, crap,” I hissed, looking around the room wildly for something that would make me look busy. Knitting? A book? Anything!
 
   No! Assertive! This is your territory, too – you have a right to be here. She doesn’t.
 
   I didn’t hear Achilles’s response, as I was too busy trying to think of a new plan. Then the door to the living area creaked open, and I sprang into action before I knew what I was doing, storming across the room to confront them head-on.
 
   “Get out,” I snarled at the girl – a busty girl about my height, with a dress half as short as mine and twice as transparent.
 
   “Achilles, what the hell is -?” 
 
   “Out!” I grabbed a rolled-up newspaper from the coffee table and physically shooed her out the door with it, slamming the door shut behind her. “And stay out, unless you want to be crapping words on paper for the next month!”
 
   Leaving no time to reassess my tactics, I turned to Achilles. Why did I get the distinct impression he was trying not to laugh? 
 
   “Get on the sofa,” I ordered, shoving him backwards.
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he said with a smirk. I ignored it. I’d come too far to doubt myself now.
 
   “You wanted to know why I don’t give out my power very freely, yeah? Why I’m so afraid to make people ‘happy’?” Just blurt it out. Just say it. Don’t think, just do. “When I was seventeen, my brother Xavier was having a bad day. Xavier was three years older than me, and he was my everything. Ever since I can remember, Xavier had been my hero. When he was sad, I was sad. When he was happy, I was happy. So, because my powers had developed by then, I decided there was no harm in using them on him – I hated seeing him sad, and surely I’d been given this power as a gift, right? To make my family happy?” I laughed without an ounce of humor. 
 
   “Flick, you don’t –”
 
   “So Xavier’s having a really bad day,” I continued, as if he hadn’t spoken. “We all have them. I just felt worse about this one because I knew there was something I could do. I gave him everything I had – all the happiness I’d collected over six months. I had no use for it, and I figured it would last him a while. He goes off after that, happy as anything, and for a few weeks, everything’s sunny again. 
 
   “Then, Xavier has another bad day. And another, and another – and every bad day ends up with him visiting me, asking for my help. I loved him with my entire being, so of course I gave him a shot of the stuff every time. My parents didn’t know. Nobody knew. I thought of it as our little secret, you know, like a private joke? Something that was too cool for adults to know about?” Again, a laugh escaped me. The alternative was to collapse into panic completely.
 
   “On my eighteenth birthday, there was a big party at my house. All the family came, including Xavier. I hadn’t used my power on myself in so long, not since my brother had started asking for my help – but I figured, on my eighteenth birthday, I was entitled to some happiness. It seemed fair, anyway. So I used it on myself, had a great night, and went to bed.”
 
   Achilles’s eyes were wide, as though he knew what was coming. I needed to keep going, though. I needed these words to see daylight at last.
 
   “Xavier came into my room in the middle of the night and asked for another shot of happiness. I told him I’d used it on myself, and he … didn’t react well.” My hand shot to my cheek, the memory of his slap fresh as a freaking daisy. “He told me if I didn’t help him, he’d kill himself.”
 
   “You don’t have to –”
 
   “And that was when I realized – I did that. I turned my own brother into some kind of junkie, and I had no one to blame but myself.” My throat tightened around the confession but I forced them out anyway. “I should have told my parents. I was just so afraid of Xavier getting into trouble, of them shipping him off to some asylum somewhere…” A shuddering breath, and I pooled the last of my strength to finish the story. “I couldn’t get the happiness fast enough. I didn’t know how to get it from smaller groups – I’d only ever experienced the power at parties and gatherings, and there was never enough of it at school to make an impact. I tried everything the day after my birthday – malls, parks, playgrounds, cafes. But it wasn’t enough. I didn’t know enough about my power to control it, so most of the happiness just slipped away.
 
   “Three nights after my birthday, the police came to my house and told my parents that Xavier had … had stepped in front of a train. A week later, I moved to Carova, far away from anyone I cared about.” I moved my gaze to Achilles, who looked … troubled. “You think my power will be good for you, but I know otherwise. I can’t keep your demons at bay any more than I can my own, Achilles. Happiness is not my forte. Not by a long shot.”
 
   A long while after the words had left me, Achilles slowly got to his feet. He walked straight past me to the stereo, tapped in a few buttons, and suddenly the air around us was filled with a slow, rather kooky song about outer space.
 
   “Dance with me, darling,” he whispered into my hair, clutching my waist with one hand and my own hand with the other.
 
   “W-what?” Was he serious? After all I’d just told him, he wanted to dance?
 
   “You look far too lovely to spend the rest of the night in tears.” We fell into a soft rhythm, his cheek pressed against the top of my head. “I’m going to tell you to do something, and as an act of trust, I want you to do it. Okay?”
 
   I was too weirded out by his sudden dance urges to decline. “Okay…”
 
   “I want you to give me everything in that bottle of happiness.”
 
   As though he’d electrified me, I went to break free from his hold, to no avail.
 
   “Do it,” he said, tightening his hand.
 
   “Did you not hear what I’ve been saying for the last ten minutes? You honestly think I’ll –”
 
   “You know me well enough to know I’m smarter than the average person. I wouldn’t ask this of you if I wasn’t sure of its outcome. You aren’t seventeen years old, and I’m not your brother. This will work. Just trust me.” 
 
   I drew back enough to look him in the eye, and I hoped to God he wasn’t lying. “If you hurt me for this, I will kill you,” I told him, not as firmly as I’d have liked.
 
   “I will not hurt you.” How could he be so sure?
 
   Screw it. If he wanted to ruin his life, so be it. This was what he’d wanted all along, right?
 
   I pressed my palm against his and hit him with everything I had, imagining the bottle of happiness being drained dry. He instantly straightened, his mouth curved upwards, his eyes a little brighter, even behind the contact lenses.
 
   “Happy now?” Pun fully intended.
 
   “Concentrate very carefully,” he said softly. “Because now I’m going to give it back.”
 
   “Wait, what?”
 
   I didn’t get an explanation. What I did get was a full-blown, hundred-watt smile from him, and a blast of sunshine right through my being. Not just a trickle, not just a hint – like last night, after ‘the incident’, he was giving me … everything. A maelstrom of emotion pinged around my chest like a pinball machine gone wild. I felt … calm. In control. Like he’d balanced the scales in me.
 
   “What the hell was that?” I rasped, bottling the happiness before it could spread through me.
 
   Not breaking our slow-dance, he shrugged. “You make people happy in small doses. Ergo, they can’t give anything back to you – they use it for themselves. But when you give large amounts, like that, there’s an excess, like you’re overfilling a cup. Your brother – though I’m sure he didn’t know it – was trying to stuff the overfill into himself, and it drove him crazy. Our minds can only deal with so much in moderation – happiness, sadness, anger, fear. Too much of any of them is a bad thing. You gave me overfill, so I poured it right back.”
 
   “I don’t … you just…” I momentarily lost my grip on reality, and found the room spinning before my eyes. We came to an instant standstill. “You can’t just give it to me! That’s not how it works!”
 
   “Look at me, Flick.” His forehead pressed against mine, filling my vision. “I’m different to other people. You know it, I know it. It’ll take a lot more than an overdose of happiness to kill me.” He drew back slightly, brows drawn together. “And for what it’s worth, your story makes me feel … helpless. Again.”
 
   I wasn’t too proud to accept the fact he’d insinuated I was suffering. Like it or not, I was suffering. Had suffered, was suffering, would probably continue to suffer this pain for the rest of my life.
 
   But try as I could, I didn’t feel like I was suffering. I still felt as though everything was fine. I waited and waited for the numbness to sink back in, for the sunshine to fade, but it never came. Instead, I just felt … normal. For the first time in years, my emotions weren’t clawing their way out of the pit in my heart – they were just at peace.
 
   “You know,” said Achilles, breaking my concentration, “the way I see it, you’ve been half-living. No wonder happiness is a burden for you. You aren’t giving yourself a chance to live life to the full.”
 
   “And you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
   He just laughed, but I got the feeling it wasn’t just a side effect of the sunshine. “Right, I forgot about the sarcasm defense mechanism.” The song changed – this one faster, about trumpets – and suddenly he span me away from him, the smile on his face cooling my temper. “Joie de vivre, darling – that’s what you need.”
 
   “Can we just forget about the world for a while?” I asked, quickly rebuilding my mental walls against the raw memories. Achilles had knocked them down in a single punch. It wasn’t right that he had that much power over me, but there it was.
 
   “Now that, darling, happens to be my forte.” As if he’d been waiting for the request, he grabbed both my hands and started dancing like an absolute moron with me. I never thought I’d see someone like Achilles try and cheer me up by doing the Robot, but then again, I never thought I’d tell anyone Xavier’s story. It was a night of miracles, I guess.
 
   So, giving up my resistance to Achilles’s attempts to make me feel better, I kicked off my platform shoes, pulled out my cheesiest dance moves, and let the most feared man in the city frighten away my ghosts for one night.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Eleven
 
   Smudged Paint
 
   My recovery from the car crash wasn’t easy. Once the morphine left my system, and I transferred to standard painkillers, the real aches and pains started to crop up. 
 
   Achilles avoided me like the plague – well, at least, I think he did. It seemed like every time I was awake, he wasn’t in the apartment, and as soon as I was asleep, he was there. Even the thugs left me to my own devices, never interrupting me or poking in a head to make sure I was still alive.
 
   Six days after all the drama with Achilles, I was getting into a routine: wake up, have breakfast, take a shower, watch TV until dinner, fall asleep on the sofa, be carried to bed by Achilles, go to talk to him, and fall back to sleep before I got a word out.
 
   On that sixth day, I found cream the surgeon had left for me on the bedside table for treating the bruises and swelling, so I retreated to the bathroom and stripped down to my underwear, guessing Achilles wouldn’t be home until midnight, at the earliest.
 
   As I waited for the ointment to dry – it seemed to lessen the bruising before my very eyes – I went through the bathroom cabinets, looking for a cloth to wash my face with. My eyes fell on Achilles’s pots of face-paint for the hundredth time in only a couple of days. Going against most of my instincts, I took them out and studied them. 
 
   One big tub of white, a tub of black, and smaller pots of red, blue, green and gold. He even had a set of brushes for each paint, and a sponge to apply the white with. 
 
   It shouldn’t have thrilled me so much to know I was the only person who’d ever seen these tools for Achilles’s mask. His mask meant something. It inspired fear and greed and respect, all because he happened to paint his face into a mask of death. How did it feel to hide under all that paint? How did it feel to have such power, all thanks to a bit of color?
 
   I convinced myself to find out.
 
   With shaking fingers, I dabbed the sponge into the white paint and gradually applied it over my neck and face, leaving only my eye sockets free. 
 
   “He isn’t here,” I murmured to myself sternly. “He’ll never know.”
 
   What was worse than the dread was the slight thrill at being caught. God, there really was something wrong with me. Maybe I had some kind of extreme boredom syndrome, where I’d reached the lengths of playing with fire simply to alleviate the monotony of everyday life in this apartment.
 
   Steeling my nerves (and keeping an ear out for any slamming doors), I covered my eyes and the end of my nose with black, painted my lips into a sewn-up smile, and used the blue and red paints to decorate around my forehead and cheeks with flowers and swirls. 
 
   Smiling back at me in the reflection, as eerie as Achilles could be at times, was my skeleton self. 
 
   I used hairspray to mess my auburn hair into a radical version of bed-head and giggled at the result. Hidden beneath the mask of a sugar skull, I could be anyone. Without the cover of my baggy clothes, I saw just how much weight I’d lost since my abduction – my ribs stuck out against my skin, and the extra muscle on my thighs had disappeared. Usually I would have been happy with the weight loss, but I knew it wouldn’t benefit me  long-term – if I had to make a run for it someday soon, or use large amounts of energy at once, I’d be done for.
 
   As it was, I was too entranced by the girl looking back at me to hear the bathroom door creak open.
 
   A moment later, Achilles appeared in the doorway.              
 
   And time seemed to come to a halt.
 
   “I found your paint,” I rasped lamely. My brain was too stupefied to think up anything better.
 
   Even behind the contact lenses, I could see the fire in his eyes. Crap. He was livid.
 
   “I’ll wash it off,” I told him quickly, turning back to the sink. I felt his eyes rake my near-naked form, but for whatever reason, I wasn’t embarrassed. 
 
   Right as water came rushing from the faucet, his body sprang back to life, moving towards me and emanating all sorts of power.
 
   “Achilles –” I started, but he spun me around and cut me off with a look before I could finish. Not that I knew what to say. 
 
   His finger traced the paint across my lips, and a heat not unlike the one from ‘the incident’ washed through me, making parts of me ache with desire. Oh God, not again!
 
   I clutched the basin behind me with both hands, afraid I’d fall if I let go. I was throbbing, and I had no idea why. My breath came out in heavy rounds, the air between us suddenly filled with an electricity that wasn’t there before.
 
   The fingers danced down the side of my neck and slid around to tangle in the hair at my nape. We were inches apart. I knew he could only do one of two things: strike me, or walk out. I had gone too far, and somehow, he was going to punish me for it. 
 
   So why the hell wasn’t I fighting him off? Why did I want, more than absolutely anything, for him to kiss me? My body was screaming at me, demanding we kiss, demanding I cross the last threshold between us and go to the point of no return. 
 
   Once again, I saw how wound-up he was. He was always so cool, so controlled. I wanted to break that control. I wanted him to lose his mind to me, as I had to him so many times. 
 
   I wanted to see him lose his cool. For me.
 
   “You,” he said in a voice as tight as I felt, “are in so much trouble.”
 
   With a cracked moan, I threw caution to the wind, fisted his collar, and dragged his lips down to mine. 
 
   Not that he needed much encouragement. 
 
   I’d been kissed before, in high school, before my powers developed. After moving to Carova, I’d pretty much banned romance from my life. My power, after all, could be let loose at any moment, and chances were, my boyfriend would fall in love with my ability instead of me. 
 
   But kissing Achilles made me quickly reassess that theory.
 
   His body pressed mine against the bench-top, until it didn’t seem to be enough, and he lifted me onto the surface and wound my legs around his waist. He kissed me as though he’d been waiting for it for a lifetime, as though he’d planned every nip and lick and swipe out in his mind to perfection. And it was perfection. Happiness poured off him in waves, enough to fill my power to the brim – just like the night before, and the night before that. Why could Achilles affect my power so potently? Was he happier than normal people because he felt emotions more intensely, or was it just because I was closer to him than I’d been to anyone in a long time?
 
   I must have been momentarily distracted by the hit of power, because he broke away long enough to breathe, “Don’t leave me just yet, darling.”
 
   I made up for the lapse with a bite of his lower lip that ripped a groan from his chest. Empowered by his reaction, I dug my heels into his lower back and rubbed my chest against his, wishing I could feel his skin against my own.
 
   “This is wrong,” I managed to choke out as he moved to kiss my neck. The fire from the other night returned with a vengeance, but this time I was fully conscious. This time, it didn’t feel wrong – and that thought in itself was terrifying.
 
   “So wrong,” he agreed, but didn’t stop. 
 
   His face returned to mine, our tongues tangling once more, until I could taste that citrus scent and paint and something uniquely Achilles, and he was pressing the his length right into the core of me through his black jeans, and I was clawing at his shoulders, wanting something more, but I didn’t quite know what. 
 
   Just when I thought he was going to give me whatever it was I wanted – he seemed to know my needs better that I did at that moment – a knock at the door sounded, and we froze, hands, lips and legs intertwined.
 
   “Boss?” came a gruff voice. 
 
   My eyes met Achilles’s, our breaths mingling with the effort of whatever it was we’d just done. Suddenly overcome with shyness, I dropped my head, hands, and legs. Once again, I had all but transformed into some slutty version of myself, probably making him think I had a serious case of split-personality disorder.
 
   “I can’t,” he whispered, though it seemed more to himself than to me. I’d messed up his paint. Smudges were everywhere, blending the black to shades of gray. Holy crap. He’d let me touch his face. 
 
   Can’t what?, I wanted to ask, but my voice wasn’t working properly.
 
   Without another look at me or word, he left the bathroom. I tried to climb down from the bench, but my legs were shaking so badly, I almost toppled over into the bath. 
 
   When I looked in the mirror, I saw the havoc he’d wreaked on my paint – the black of his lips and mine was smudged across my cheek and chin, and the red flowers near my eyes had bled into my hair. 
 
   Suddenly inexplicably furious – mostly with myself, but also at him – I scrubbed the paint off my face with enough vigor to rub my skin red raw. The black and white swirled down the drain, taking the heat in my blood with it. 
 
   He couldn’t have kissed me because he actually wanted to. It had to be the paint; he was so infatuated with himself that he would willingly make out with his female counterpart. It had nothing to do with me. Right?
 
   I hastily donned my clothes again and resisted the urge to go looking for him. I was growing too attached. I had to distance myself, because otherwise, when the time came for me to escape, I might not take it.
 
   When I exited the bathroom, he was nowhere to be found. Telling myself that was a good thing, I balled upon the sofa and watched yet another movie, though I wasn’t really watching it. The only thing swirling through my mind’s eye was the look on Achilles’s face right before he kissed me. Or did I kiss him? I couldn’t remember.
 
   Either way, it was best if I just forgot about the whole thing. If he came back anytime soon, I would act as though nothing had happened, and keep out of his way until the awkwardness blew over. 
 
   Hours later – it must have been hours, because the sky outside had darkened to pitch black – a thug came into the room, yet another unfamiliar face in this new world.
 
   “Get your stuff,” he said gruffly to me. 
 
   “Huh?” I blinked, unsure if I’d heard him correctly.
 
   “Get your stuff.” Okay, nothing wrong with my hearing. “Boss says you’re to move back to your cell before he gets back.”
 
   “W-what? Why?” A whole maelstrom of dark emotions churned in my gut, clawing at the happiness Achilles had fueled me with. 
 
   The man shrugged. “Guess your stint of luxury is up. Get a move on– he’ll be back soon.”
 
   In a kind of stupor, I grabbed my sports bag from Achilles’s bedroom, taking the hammer and pills from the night-stand for good measure – hey, if he didn’t want me to take them, he should have hidden them better – and followed the goon out. The apartment disappeared from view behind the door, and I stifled the feeling of abandonment that threatened to grab hold of me.
 
   I heard the snickers and comments of thugs as I walked back through the office, though none of their words actually registered. I made eye contact with Hugo, standing by the window, who gave me a look of utter pity. I gave him a pathetic wave before I was led down the stairwell.
 
   When we reached the ground floor, we passed the front door of the building – how absurd, that I still didn’t know where I was being held, after all that had happened – right as a black-clad figure with his arm around a waifish girl with fire-red hair stumbled through the entrance, almost right into us.
 
   Then his eyes, though I couldn’t see their pupils, met mine. And I felt as though I’d been slapped across the face.
 
   “Come on,” snapped the thug, shoving me through into another corridor lined with cells – we had to be in some kind of abandoned police station, right? 
 
   Of course, my surroundings weren’t the cause of tears welling up in my eyes. It was the giggle of the girl, the stench of perfume tickling my nostrils, the way her hand was clutching at the same collar I’d touched only hours ago. And worst of all, the stony expression he gave me as he passed, as though I was just another bullet hole in the wall behind me. 
 
   I was too tired to fight. I would like to think I would have said something, yelled something, screamed something at him in that four-second period, but I knew, deep down, that it wouldn’t have done any good. That was the only consolation I had when the thug shut me in my old cell, locked the door, and disappeared. 
 
   I couldn’t believe it. He’d used me. Worse than that, he’d abandoned me for someone else. 
 
   What did you expect? asked a voice in my head. He’s a villain, you idiot. Abandoning and ignoring are the things he does best.
 
   The hurt punched at my gut until I gave into my tears, and cried into the pillow until my head pounded and my throat was dry. Stupid girl! Stupid! I’d brought this on myself, from the very beginning. I’d let him get under my skin, let him think I saw him as something other than pure evil. Everything was turning to crap, and no doubt it would get much worse before it got better.
 
   “Things will get better,” I told myself, leaking some of the sunshine I’d collected from Achilles that afternoon into my system. It made the world a little brighter, cushioned my soul, but didn’t erase the image of that girl’s hand pressed against Achilles’s skin. “Things have to get better soon.”
 
   Little did I know how soon was soon.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twelve
 
   Caught in the Crossfire
 
   I woke up to an explosion.
 
   For a moment, I thought I was still in Achilles’s bedroom, so naturally, I looked to my right to see if he was there. Then my new setting sunk in, and I jumped up, hammer in hand. 
 
   Shouts resounded from upstairs, the walls quaking slightly as another explosion boomed somewhere. What the hell was going on?
 
   I tried to look out the glass door down the corridor, but everything was still dark. Shots were fired nearby, making my ears ring. This couldn’t be good. 
 
   More cursing, more glass breaking, more doors slamming, until light flooded the corridor, and I realized part of the ceiling had fallen through from Achilles’s apartment above me.
 
   I scrambled into the corner, praying this was the ‘something better’ I’d wished for, and not the ‘something worse’ I was dreading. 
 
   Someone – or something – crunched towards my cell, and I sunk back into the darkness, prepared to throw the hammer at whoever it was, should they try and get to me.
 
   “Felicity?” called an oddly familiar voice, from only feet away from my door.
 
   “Finn?” Slightly dazed, I wandered to the glass door and looked out.
 
   Sure enough, there was the Golden Boy himself, at one with the smoke snaking across the ground towards me. Something somewhere was on fire.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked through the glass, rather lamely. 
 
   One moment he was in the corridor, the next he was standing next to me, a trace of smoke the only warning I got of his teleportation.
 
   “I told you I’d come back for you,” he said brightly. He seemed much perkier than the last time I’d seen him, though there were still shadows in his blue-gray eyes. In fact, they seemed a lot grayer than I remembered them to be. Weird.
 
   Grabbing my hand, he teleported me out of the cell and into the hall outside, and then again into the foyer at the end, muddling my brain all which ways. The disappearing act wasn’t as sickening as I’d assumed – it just felt as though a slight breeze was at my back, and then I was standing somewhere different.
 
   “You want to leave here, right?” Finn asked, apparently reading something in my expression. I looked up towards the hole in the ceiling, where thugs were shouting at each other. Finn seemed to read that curiosity, too. “I didn’t come alone; I’m not the only one in the city gunning for Achilles’s capture.”
 
   Why did that thought make me a little ill?
 
   “Felicity!” roared a voice from upstairs. My gut clenched. The door to the stairwell flew open, smoke billowing from its interior, and a figure appeared, parts of his shirt ripped, his hair a mess, but face-paint intact.
 
   Finn moved in front of me, blocking me with an arm. “It’s over, Achilles. You’re finished. Funny, all it took was convincing the right girl to come home with you and give me a call when she’d finished with you. I think you’re getting sloppy.” I flinched at the reminder, and I’m sure it didn’t go unnoticed by either of them.
 
   Achilles wasn’t looking at Finn, though. His eyes were fixed solely on me. For such a long moment, I waited for him to demand that I stay with him, to attack Finn, to pull one last rabbit from the hat and somehow prevent my leaving. I expected – almost needed – him to do something to cement how much he wanted me around. 
 
   But, of course, Achilles always did the exact opposite of what I expected.
 
   “Take her,” he said to Finn, in a voice that grabbed hold of my throat and squeezed the air from me. “Just get her out of here.” When we didn’t move – Finn looked as though Achilles had announced his plans for a sex change – my captor bared his teeth, right as another gunshot echoed from upstairs. “Get out! Now!”
 
   I forced myself to level him with a stare I hoped was as cold as I felt. He wanted me gone. Fine. That was fine.
 
   Finn didn’t need any further encouragement. He looked out of the glass sliding doors, onto the street. A flash, and we were there. Another flash, we were on a hill. Another flash, we were outside some kind of mansion with a massive glass window at its front. Another flash, we were inside the mansion. Another flash, we were up the stairs. Another flash, we were in a nearby bedroom.
 
   Understandably woozy, I staggered to the closest chair and collapsed into it, the hammer in my hand falling to the richly-carpeted floor. 
 
   So this was it. This was my daring escape from the city’s most degenerate criminal’s clutches. And I hadn’t even done anything to instigate it – it had been Finn, and Finn alone, to get me out of that cell. 
 
   “Where are we?” I asked, looking up at my … savior, I supposed. 
 
   “My place,” he answered, and crouched down to my level. “I know this is all pretty frightening for you right now, but I promise everything will look better in the morning, okay? Feel free to look around the place – take anything you need, there’s no one else here yet.” He pressed his palm to my cheek and I tried not to flinch. 
 
   “Please don’t kill him,” I heard myself whisper. “I know he deserves it, but … I don’t…” How could I explain? How could I possibly begin to justify my feelings – whatever they were – for Achilles to someone like Finn, whose sole mission seemed to be beating the living crap out of guys like Achilles?
 
   “I won’t, I promise,” he assured me. “I have to go there, but I’ll be back soon. Try and get some rest.”
 
   He looked out the doorway, and in a flash of smoke, he was gone.
 
   Sleep was absolutely beyond me. But I didn’t want to explore the mansion, either, in case I ran into someone and had to explain my presence. Had I just traded one prison for another?
 
   Inexplicably nervous, I went to push my glasses up my nose, only to find they weren’t there. I must have left them back in my cell. Damn.
 
   I was free. Achilles had let me go, given me up to his enemy. He could have fought Finn, could have negotiated somehow to keep me imprisoned, but he … hadn’t.
 
   Why? Why had he just given me up so easily?
 
   Not that I mind, I reminded myself quickly. It was a good thing he had set me free. That was what I’d wanted all along.
 
   Right?
 
   Mind churning, I gave up trying to make sense of the last twenty-four hours and settled for curling up on the bay seat by the window, looking out onto the grounds around the mansion. The first signs of sunlight were starting to show over the horizon, chasing the shadows away from the gardens, piercing the frost on the surface.
 
   Too bad it couldn’t do anything for the frost around my heart.
 
    
 
   Finn didn’t return until sometime in the afternoon, when I heard unfamiliar male voices downstairs. I hadn’t moved from my spot near the window, not seeing much point in trying to locate a bathroom, as I had no clean clothes to wear. 
 
   A knock came at the door, and though I knew who it was, I still jumped at the noise.
 
   “It’s just me, Felicity,” said Finn, apparently sensing my alarm. 
 
   I tried to give him a reassuring smile, but it wasn’t easy. “Hi again.” 
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Fine,” I lied. I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to Achilles. Of course, I couldn’t exactly ask – not without looking completely insane. After all, what kind of hostage cared about her abductor’s welfare? “I like your room.” Lame. So lame.
 
   That earned me a crooked smile. “It’s the guest room, actually. We have a few of them. You can stay here as long as you like – for free, obviously,” he added hastily, as though that would seal the deal. 
 
   It took a moment for my situation to fully sink in. Holy crap. I had nowhere to go. My apartment had probably been closed off or rented out to someone else. I had no money, because I hadn’t worked in weeks. I had no job, thanks to my jackass boss who probably jumped at the chance to hire someone younger (and therefore cheaper) than me at the café.
 
   And what about Lucia? I would have to call her at some stage, let her know I was okay. Same with my family – though they probably had no idea I’d gone missing in the first place. 
 
   “Felicity … I have something to ask you,” said Finn, closing the distance between us to sit beside me. “I know you probably don’t want to talk about what happened to you, and that’s more than okay, but I have to know … did they kill Skye? It’s just, after that day at the church, I got them the information for her, and I thought they’d released her, but I looked everywhere, and…”
 
   “I’m sorry, Finn. I don’t know. I didn’t even know they had her before that day.” 
 
    “You really have no idea?” Finn looked so pale, so desolate. Was he really this compassionate? Or was he just playing up the whole good guy thing? I had no idea. The lines between good and bad had been blurred to indistinguishable by now. The genuine grief in his eyes tore at my heartstrings though, even though he had no right to have that effect on me. “Well, at least you’re safe.”
 
   Oh jeez. He was so … sweet. Maybe I was too accustomed to Achilles’s ruthless approach to everything, but the whole nice guy routine kind of rubbed me the wrong way. 
 
   Bad. This is such a bad sign. Stop thinking like that.
 
   Without another word, I pressed a hand to his forehead, buried under all that dark blonde hair, and sent a sizable amount of sunshine from my chest straight into his skin. I was almost out of the stuff, but since I wasn’t going to be visiting the hospital any time soon, I didn’t need it anyway. Plus, it made me feel a lot better about disliking his compassion.
 
   Finn fell back into the alcove wall, blinking wildly, his skin instantly regaining the glow I’d seen it with so many weeks ago. In fact, his whole body seemed to lighten before my eyes, the burdens rolling off his shoulders and vanishing into the air. 
 
   “Whoa” was his reaction. “What the hell was that?”
 
   “There’s a reason I was abducted off the streets,” I said quietly. 
 
   Finn looked at me, and for a split second, I thought I saw the oh so familiar spark of hunger in them – greed for my power, for more sunshine, to cage me up and wring me dry.
 
   But as soon as it appeared, it passed, and he shook his head. “Why did I just get the sudden urge to kiss you until you gave me more of … whatever that was?”
 
   I couldn’t help it – I shifted away from him. Well, I guess his urge was better than the one to cage me in a cell until I was too weak to resist his demands. “Common side effect. The bigger the dose I give you, the more you want in the next hit. You’re feeling confident enough to do anything right now, yeah? Even confident enough to bribe me into doing it again.” I quashed the memories that threatened to rise with that statement.
 
   He blew out a breath, clearly at a loss for how to react. Eventually he raised his eyes to mine and said the words I’d been dreading: “I think there’s a lot more to this story than I originally thought.”
 
   Crap.
 
   I didn’t have much of a choice; I told him the whole story, starting with being taken from the street, to my one-on-one with Molten, to the copies of Achilles at the church, to the car crash, and ending with being returned to my cell. 
 
   Of course, I left the rather private parts out – the drug-addled humping incident, for instance, and the bathroom kissing scene. Finn didn’t need to know about the other alter-ego I obviously harbored: a shameless hussy with a penchant for homicidal maniacs.
 
   When I ended my account, he was slack-jawed and wide-eyed. I hoped I hadn’t scared him too much. I knew it couldn’t be easy, knowing he’d just saved a girl who wasn’t sure if she wanted to be saved.
 
   “Felicity, I think we might need to get you into a psychiatrist,” he said after a while in a soft voice.
 
   I immediately regretted telling him any of it. “Why? There’s nothing wrong with me,” I said defensively.
 
   “I know that…” He clearly didn’t. “But – and I don’t want to be presumptuous here – it kind of sounds like you have –”
 
   “Don’t say it,” I warned.
 
   “- Stockholm Syndrome.” He said it anyway. Just when I thought I liked this guy. 
 
   “You don’t get to make that call,” I said hotly, getting up from the window. “You weren’t there – you don’t know, Finn! You have no idea what I went through!”
 
   “You’re right, I don’t. That’s why I think you should talk to someone about it, to get it off your chest before it eats away at you! Wait, Felicity!”
 
   But I was already out the door and storming down the hall. Everything from the past few days – the kiss, being rejected for another girl, being shut up in my old cell, being ‘rescued’ – hit me with a rush, and I knew staying here in this palace of a house would only make it worse. 
 
   I wanted out of the balance between good and bad. I was sick of being superneutral. I just wanted to be Felicity – no ties, no balancing the scales, no caring what either side thought of me. Neutrality was a disease that fed on moral weakness, and I was sick and tired of it. 
 
   “Felicity, you can’t go – if Achilles hears you’re out, he’ll hunt you down, and I can’t guarantee I’ll get to you again!” Finn called from behind me as I flew down the grand staircase towards the mansion’s entrance. 
 
   In a puff of smoke, he was beside me. “Please,” he pleaded. “I won’t bring it up again. I just don’t want you hurt.”
 
   “You don’t even know me!” I yelled, uncaring about the way my voice echoed in the massive house. “You just don’t want to lose another pawn to your stupid-ass nemesis! Well, guess what, Finn? Some of us are sick of being caught in the crossfire. I used to think it was good versus evil, but it’s not, is it? It’s just the two of you playing one big game – you pretending to care and him pretending not to. Maybe you should both take a good look at yourselves, because I can see a whole lot of similarities between you. Thanks for the pep talk,” I snarled, and slammed the front door behind me on my way out.
 
   Thankfully for my nerves, he didn’t come after me.
 
    
 
   By some miracle, I made it to Lucia’s house in the center of the city in one piece. I had to catch a train a few miles away from the mansion, which was on the outskirts, and nervously sit through the ride into the city without a ticket, praying the ticket inspectors wouldn’t get on any time soon. I didn’t have my wallet, my phone, my keys, spare clothes – anything that could help me prove my identity. Plus, I stank to high heaven and was covered in grime from the smoke back at the police station.
 
   People avoided me like the plague, and I was fine with it.
 
   Finally, the train reached Lucia’s stop, and I jumped off before any inspectors could get aboard. Her house was down a few blocks, in a mostly retired neighborhood, surrounded by leafy trees and bright gardens. It had been so long since I’d seen proper greenery – it was such a nice change from the Spartan interior of Achilles’s apartment and the smoky streets of the city.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to expect when I knocked on Lucia’s door. She lived with her older sister, Mia, who usually worked at the art gallery during the day, so that wasn’t a problem. My biggest fear was that Lucia would turn me away, or worse still, call the cops.
 
   Suddenly the door swung open and I stepped back instinctively, ready to make a run for it if I needed to.
 
   A freckled face greeted me, blue eyes wide and mouth agape. 
 
   “Felicity?” she whispered in shock.
 
   “Sorry I didn’t call first” was what came from me, though I was too upset to hear myself.
 
   I fully expected her to slam the door on my face. Instead, she launched herself at me, arms hugging me close. It wasn’t until I felt her body trembling that I realized she was crying. It was a foreign – but weirdly pleasant – feeling, knowing someone actually cared that I was alive.
 
   “I was so worried,” she gushed, clutching me tighter. “I saw it all over the news when I was with Brad, and – oh, Felicity, I feel so horrible! I let you walk away, even though you were all alone! I should have walked you to your car like a good friend, I knew it the minute I got on the bus!”
 
   I went to argue, but she pulled me inside the house, kicking the door closed behind us. “Are you hurt? Do you need to go to the hospital?” she asked. Her eyes roamed over my soot-drenched clothing and beat-down appearance, but I shook my head.
 
   “No, no, I’m fine. I just … I don’t have anywhere else to go.” It sounded as pathetic as I felt at that moment. 
 
   But thankfully, Lucia was made of stronger stuff than me. She pulled a blanket from the closet in the hallway, wrapped it around me, and all but shoved me into a dining chair in the homely kitchen. I sent a quick prayer of thanks that she hadn’t put me in a bedroom – I didn’t think my sanity could handle being cooped up in yet another unfamiliar room. 
 
   She filled two mugs with tea and set the kettle to boil before pulling up a seat across from me. Her blue eyes were the softest I’d ever seen them. “You stay here as long as you need, okay? Mia’s at some art convention in Boston for a fortnight, so it can be just you and me. Take anything you want, anything you need.”
 
   “That’s twice this morning I’ve been told that,” I said with a watery smile. It all seemed too much, all at once. One more scrap of pity from Lucia and I’d be pooling tears all over her lovely floors.
 
   “Do you want to go to the police? I’m sure they’ll be looking for you – to check on you, of course, not to arrest you or anything,” she added hastily, as though the police were my greatest fear. Ha. I wished. “They found your bag at the old police station, so they figured you’d escaped somehow.”
 
   “W-was it bad? The police station, I mean.” I knew she’d give it to me straight. Finn would have softened the blow; Lucia was all about direct honesty. Part of the reason she was my best friend.
 
   She winced. “A few casualties, especially on the bad side. Achilles escaped, though.” She must have seen the panic jump to life in my eyes, because she continued, “But he’s probably long gone by now. Why would he stay in the city if he’s been hunted?”
 
   “Because he’s coming for me,” I said quietly, dropping my head into my hands. 
 
   In an instant, Lucia was beside me, arm around my shoulder. “Hey, now, don’t worry. He won’t find you here. For starters, I have a kickass home security system. Give it a few weeks, I’m sure he’ll forget all about you.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed miserably. I knew as well as she did that Achilles wasn’t famous for forgiving or forgetting. “I’m so sorry, Lucia. I should never have come here.”
 
   “Stop that, Eastwood. I won’t tolerate that attitude. If you’re going to bounce back from this, the first thing we have to work on is your self-esteem. Well, maybe after you … ah … tidy up a little,” she added, staring meaningfully at my bird’s nest hairdo. 
 
   I actually smiled – one of the first I’d shown in what felt like days. “That would be really nice, actually. I haven’t had a real shower in … well, however long I was gone for.”
 
   She gaped at me. “It was about six weeks. And what do you mean, a ‘real’ shower? N-not that you have to tell me.” Poor Lucia. Her shamelessly curious nature was probably screaming at her to ask a million questions, but she was trying so hard to be tactful. I appreciated it, even if I knew that, eventually, I’d have to tell her everything. 
 
   “I showered in my underwear most of the time, because it … it was…” How in the world could I explain that vulnerability?
 
   But Lucia seemed to understand. “I don’t blame you, sweetie.” She stared at her mug for a long moment before visibly perking up. “Well, I can’t guarantee hours of hot water, but I do have a pretty huge bathtub at my disposal. And, er, some clean clothes.” This time the wrinkled nose was turned at my blackened t-shirt and ripped track pants.
 
   I didn’t have time to argue. She pulled my mug away, stood me up, and marched me upstairs, into a bathroom with glittery tiles and lipstick kisses all over the mirror. Apparently fine with this décor, Lucia just set the bath to a steaming run, lit some candles on the bench-top – my face was suddenly hotter than those flames thinking about the last time I was near a bathroom bench – and handed me a massive, fluffy towel from the cupboard. “I want that skin to be peeling and wrinkled when you get out. Want me to check on you in an hour?”
 
   “Thanks, Lucia,” I said quietly, squeezing her hand, though I would have pulled her in for a rib-crushing hug, had I not stunk quite so bad. “You really are the best.”
 
   “Ha! Remember that when I wake you up at six in the morning with my Pilates workout.” She winked and bounced out of the room, shutting me in with dancing shadows, my own thoughts, and a way of washing myself clean of everything but memories.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
   Missing
 
   Two hours and three hot water refills later, I emerged from the bathroom a new girl. The aches from the car crash had been washed away in the warm water, and my hair was back to its usual wavy style. Admittedly, it wasn’t as good as the last bath I’d had, but I tried not to think about that.
 
   “Told you a quick detox would help,” Lucia said when I appeared in the kitchen, dressed in the loose clothes she’d left out for me on the bathroom door. Since I’d lost so much weight, her clothes were already a bit baggy on me, but I guess she remembered that I liked to wear clothes four sizes bigger than me. 
 
   “I’m officially putting you in charge of my rehab regime, if that’s your idea of detoxing. What’s next on the list?” I managed a proper smile at her this time, and she seemed pleased by the show.
 
   “How would you feel about a make-over? Too soon?” 
 
   My mouth opened to automatically decline, to tell her I wasn’t quite ready for the outside world. After all that had happened that very morning, not to mention last night, the prospect of showing my face in public downright terrified me. What if Finn saw me? Worse, what if Achilles caught wind of my presence?
 
   Screw them! shouted a small voice in my head. They don’t own you!
 
   True. And revamping my appearance would be a good way to avoid being identified by either party. I wasn’t Old Felicity any more – the days of helping out at the hospital were over, as were the days of pretending not to notice the blur between good and bad. 
 
   This was a time for New Felicity. A Felicity who didn’t cower at anything, who laughed at her misfortune, and stepped out from the shadow of the past. Superneutral was gone, but there was something to be said for being superapathetic – a girl who didn’t care about anyone but herself and her friends, who didn’t help anyone but those truly in need, who didn’t interfere with any fate, but instead concentrated on her own.
 
   The more I thought about it, the better it sounded. Freedom in its purest form. 
 
   “No time like the present, right?” I said eventually to a stunned Lucia, who all but exploded with joy at the prospect of primping and fluffing me into oblivion. “I do have one condition, though.”
 
   Her mile-wide grin lessened by a few feet. “Oh?”
 
   “I get to take a nap at the hairdresser’s.”
 
   The grin expanded once more. “Read my mind, sister. Let’s roll.”
 
    
 
   The first stop was, obviously, the hairdresser, whomm Lucia seemed well acquainted with. She introduced me as ‘Francine’, for which I was eternally grateful.
 
   My hairdresser, Shaynelle, cooed over my hair color to the point where I wanted to tell her to cut the whole thing off so she could glue it to her head.
 
   “Just a cut, then, gorgeous?” she asked me in the mirror, but I shook my head.
 
   “I’d like it dyed, please. Brown – any kind of brown will do.”
 
   It was as though I’d physically winded her. “Dyed? But honey, your color is so beautiful, I don’t –”
 
   “Shaynelle,” said Lucia’s hairdresser – Aleesha, I think was her name – with a rather meaningful look, “the girl wants brown. Her choice.”
 
   With a disappointed huff, Shaynelle disappeared into a backroom, to return with a tub of color mix. 
 
   While Lucia got her blonde tips redone, Shaynelle slopped the color through my hair, making slight whimpers as she did so, as if it pained her to hide my red curls. 
 
   I must have fallen asleep at some stage, because when I next opened my eyes, the color had soaked in, and Shaynelle was readying the wash-tub for me. 
 
   A wash, blow-dry, brutal brush and cut later, my hair was completely unrecognizable. Even Shaynelle looked impressed with her own handiwork.
 
   “You look like a totally different person!” she gushed, brushing out the ends of my now-shoulder-length chop. I even had bangs – the first time I’d ever had them, straight across my forehead.
 
   “That’s the idea,” I told her, rather breathlessly. I didn’t recognize myself. My hair used to stand out like a beacon in crowds. Now, I just looked like everybody else.
 
   Excellent.
 
   A surge of satisfaction ran through me when I thought of Achilles’s reaction to the change, if I ever saw him again. No doubt he wouldn’t like it, and that thought in itself made me giggly. Even this small act of defiance had my confidence lifting.
 
   Lucia paid for me – something I wouldn’t forget when I got back on my feet – and we walked out looking like two new girls.
 
   “Where to next?” I asked. 
 
   Her grin was mischievous. “I think the new hairstyle demands a new wardrobe, don’t you?”
 
   Again, it was on the tip of my tongue to argue. Baggy clothes were really all I liked in fashion – skin-tight things never appealed because of the vulnerability they brought. But this was New Felicity. I had to take the bad with the good.
 
   “Nothing too racy, or anything,” said Lucia, apparently reading my train-of-thought.
 
   I gave her hand yet another squeeze of gratitude. “Sounds great to me.”
 
   We hit up less obvious places in the city, chain stores in malls with big crowds and lots of security guards, avoiding anywhere with hawkers, should they draw attention to me. Lucia’s sense of my fashion was better than I’d given her credit for – the clothes she picked out for me were subtly feminine, with floral patterns and flowing skirts, nothing too eye-catching or scandalous. 
 
   She even bought me new lingerie, from stores far too expensive for me under normal circumstances. When I asked why I needed so many different styles of panties and lacy bras, she just winked and told me it’d come in handy one day.
 
   That, of course, brought up the memory of Achilles seeing me in my underwear in the bathroom, and how his all-consuming eyes had roamed over me, probably taking in every flaw along the way. What had he thought of that underwear? Too prudish? Too slutty?
 
   Not that I care, I told myself sternly. His opinion is moot. Was always moot.
 
   “Ready to head home?” she asked, after we’d browsed almost every clothes store in the mall, and were bogged down with at least a dozen bags. 
 
   “Only if you don’t mind me sleeping the rest of the day away,” I replied with an exhausted grin. The happiness pumping through the mall was enough to top up my supply, which I trickled through to Lucia at random intervals, hoping it would be enough to show her my gratitude, at least for now.
 
   I think she suspected what I was doing, but she never said anything about it.
 
   We got home, and Lucia went about making dinner, all the while chatting her head off about her boyfriend Brad’s new apartment in New York, and his plans to move to Carova when he graduated next summer. I wondered how hard it was on Lucia to maintain a long-distance relationship, especially since Brad was in college and she was working in this deadbeat town. 
 
   The prospect of going to college was really the only thing keeping me in Carova, aside from Lucia. Once I had the money to fund my way, I was out of this place like a bat out of Hell. 
 
   “…and then there’s your birthday next week, so we have to do something for that, of course. Ellis Legrand is throwing a massive Halloween party, and I’m sure I could get tickets through that girl Jenna at work, because she’s dating his brother or something –”
 
   “W-what? A party?” I asked, snapping out of my daydreams. Ellis Legrand lived with Finn, along with a number of other superhumans. His superpower was something to do with self-multiplication, I vaguely remembered. 
 
   “Sure. Your birthday is on Halloween, right? It would be a good way to get out of the house and show off the new you. Only if you want to, though,” she added quickly. My apprehension must have been more obvious than I’d thought.
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I assured her. Crap. I’d forgotten all about my birthday – twenty at last. Somehow it seemed much more anti-climatic now, after everything I’d been through. 
 
   Plus, if we went to that party, Finn would be there. I had to face him at some stage, but in just a week seemed so soon. 
 
   After dinner and a movie, when it became obvious I couldn’t keep my eyes open much longer, Lucia showed me to my new bedroom, right across the hall from hers. 
 
   Somehow, the sight of that darkened room before me – the furniture arrangement so similar to Achilles’s, the bed much too big for one person – frightened me much more than anything had in the past twenty-four hours. Loneliness, I think, was the real fear. Waking up in the dark with nothing to stop the nightmares, nothing to stop the horrible thoughts from creeping into my mind.
 
   “Lucia … I know you must be sick of me by now … but would it be too much trouble if I…?” I couldn’t even bring myself to face her, knowing full well the pity I would see in her big eyes.
 
   “Oh sweetie, of course. Just let me get changed.” She disappeared into her room. I changed into fluffy pajamas she’d purchased for me that afternoon and crawled into the massive bed. 
 
   This was to be my weakness, then – the night. In the cell and Achilles’s bed, I hadn’t had nightmares, probably because I was living one during the day. But here, now, in this beautiful house, in a place I was truly safe, I felt more afraid than ever. 
 
   As I lay down and looked to the right, the image of Achilles’s sleeping form flashed before me. His face-paint wasn’t quite so terrifying when he slept, probably because those all-seeing eyes weren’t open, and the tightness around his lips was gone. White paint would smudge on the black pillows, and his arm would inevitably find me and tighten around my middle, pulling me to him in the darkness. And I wouldn’t fight his hold, because on some primitive level, it felt right. His bare cinnamon skin, the only vulnerability he ever showed me, impossibly hot against my own. His breath, even and without care, on the back of my neck. His heartbeat thump-thumping in sync with mine.
 
   Did he breathe so easily without me there? Did he care that he didn’t have someone to hold, assuming the girls he brought home didn’t stay the night? Had Finn caught him and told him what I had said? Or had he slipped through the net once more, invisible until the time came to make another spectacle of himself?
 
   Did he miss me at all? Or had he played me from the start?
 
   When Lucia slipped into the bed beside me, I was ashamed to feel tears on my cheeks. She didn’t say anything, simply pulled me in and held me in the light of the lamp, stroking my head as I cried into her shoulder.
 
   And somewhere, somehow, I told her the entire story. It ran out of me with the tears, into her shoulder, selfishly sharing my burdens with her. I told her about my first encounter with Achilles, of our back-and-forth life saving, of my banter with him, of the girls he brought back to the apartment, of the car crash and my recovery. Worst of all, I let loose how I felt about him – the kiss, the rejection, the way he managed to break and make me all at once, the way he was just dark enough to keep me on edge, and just light enough to keep me going. Equal parts villain and hero.
 
   “I miss him,” I sobbed aloud, the truth finally dropping from me. It was easier to simply admit it than lie to myself. “I miss him!”
 
   Lucia didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. 
 
   “It will get better,” she said eventually. Funny how those words sounded so more convincing coming from her, instead of myself. “Over time, it will get better.”
 
   In a tiny whisper, I heard her add, “I’ll make sure of it.”
 
    
 
   The week leading up to my birthday – and, subsequently, Halloween – passed without trouble or drama. I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen after my first night at Lucia’s house. Possibly for Finn to track me down somehow, or Achilles to show up on the news one night, or some new catastrophe to happen. But the world went on as usual, with no upsets on either side, and I grew increasingly restless with the boredom.
 
   I stayed in the house for most of the week, only going out when Lucia insisted I go to the supermarket with her, or to drive across town to check the mailbox at my old apartment. Of course, I had to wait until someone came out of the building to get into it, but it was a start.
 
   It became increasingly obvious that I was literally a nobody in this city. No home, no job, no keys to my car, no ID – nothing to my name. I had a bank account, obviously, but I couldn’t prove my identity to get into it. With my new hairstyle, I looked completely different than my ID anyway. 
 
   Yet another thing I could thank Achilles for.
 
   The day before my birthday, Lucia took me downtown to a costume store for the Halloween party, insisting that we go in strictly non-slutty outfits, probably in an attempt to persuade me to go. 
 
   “But you’d look so cute as a sexy devil,” she said with a pout, stuffing the scrap of a dress back on the rack. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Just because you stick horns on and bring a fork doesn’t make you a devil. It just makes you a horny tramp with a big stick.”
 
   She whacked me playfully with the plastic fork in question. “You’re dirtier than I remember, Eastwood. I like it.”
 
   It was getting easier to talk to Lucia – not about Achilles, but just in general. She’d stopped treating me like a china doll after the breakdown of my first night, instead opting to give me tough love every time I got lost in my thoughts or looked, as she put it, “batshit floaty”. Whatever that meant.
 
   “How about a giant teddy bear? Saves you on make-up,” she commented, pointing to a Godawful mascot outfit that was falling apart at the seams. 
 
   “I have nothing against people seeing my face. I’d just prefer to be wearing, you know, clothing.” I pulled out a pair of couples’ costumes, and turned to Lucia, holding them up and wearing a huge grin. “And I think I just found our matching awesomeness.”
 
   “Felicity, sweetie … that’s very … manly,” she said, as though letting me down gently.
 
   “Well, you’d be Tinkerbell, obviously,” I replied, holding out the green sparkly dress to her. I held the other one up to myself. “I don’t think Captain Hook is too manly. Just because he has a mustache doesn’t make him unappealing. I think it’d be funny.”
 
   From the look on her face, she thought my sense of humor was a little warped. But she managed to rein in the skepticism, and lowered her raised eyebrows. “Well, okay, if you’re sure. Just as long as you’re prepared to spend the night single – well, except gay guys, maybe, until they find out you’re a chick.”
 
   Oh, I was sure. I wanted nothing more than to be unappealing to the opposite sex for Halloween. For any time, actually. I’d had enough attention at the old police station to last me a lifetime.
 
   We hired the costumes out, and carted them out to Lucia’s car in the street. As I hung the Captain Hook coat against the door, a voice came from behind me:
 
   “Felicity?”
 
   We both froze. Lucia’s panicked eyes flicked from the man behind me to the car, probably judging how fast we could bundle inside and drive off. I slowly turned, dreading seeing whoever it was…
 
   To find Hugo standing on the sidewalk, bundles of cloth in his arms, looking just as stunned to see me as I was to see him. 
 
   “Good guy?” whispered Lucia to me. 
 
   I gulped. “I’m not sure. Start the car – I’ll be there in a sec.”
 
   Glaring at Hugo, she got into the driver’s seat and revved the engine. As though approaching a ticking bomb, I stepped towards Hugo, my eyes never leaving his. He hadn’t made a move yet, and I had Lucia at my back, so I was relatively safe at the moment. I was ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble, though.
 
   “New hair,” he said when I reached him. I resisted the urge to run a hand through it self-consciously.
 
   “New everything, actually,” I told him. Silence, then, “I won’t go without a fight, if you’re here to take me back. Just so you know.”
 
   He actually looked surprised. “What? Kid, I’m not going to … this is a chance meeting.”
 
   “So … you’re not following me?” I narrowed my eyes up at him, knowing how stupid it was to trust a criminal, even if it was harmless Hugo.
 
   “No, actually. Boss told us … well, you’re not to be disturbed in whatever it is you’re doing.” He waved a hand back to Lucia in her car. 
 
   “Oh.” What the hell did that mean? “Were you okay? After the attack, I mean. I mean, not an attack. Well, you know.” Fantastic, I was rambling. I’m sure he and Achilles would have a great laugh about this later on.
 
   He looked more surprised that I’d asked after his welfare. “Um, yeah, we’re all good. A few lost to the cops, but what can you do? Won’t be long before a new batch turns up for recruiting.”
 
   God, this was strangely awkward. “Great.” Great? Really Felicity? No wonder you’re a nobody. “Well, I should probably be going…”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” he said, shifting his weight from foot to foot uncomfortably. “But hey, er, Felicity, you should know … well, the boss’d kill me for saying this … but it’s for your own good. He hasn’t been so great, since Cole took you. I’ve seen him a lotta ways, but the way he raged after you left … yikes. Still gives me chills. I don’t think he’s hunting you or anything. I just wanted you to know – he … well, I guess he kind of … misses you.”
 
   “Hugo, he held me hostage,” I reminded him, quashing the spark of hope in my chest. “The only logical explanation for him missing me is because he misses my power, and because he’s bitter that Finn Cole happened to beat him at his own game.”
 
   Once again, he appeared thoroughly uncomfortable. “Look, kid. You know as well as I do that you could’ve walked, jumped, or ran away at any time in that place, and he still wouldn’t have hurt you. The fact that you’re talking to me instead of screaming and calling the cops speaks volumes in itself. But if you think he wants you back because of your power, or Cole, or whatever, that’s fine.”
 
   “Well of course he –” Lucia blasting the horn interrupted my protest. My time was up. “I have to go. Tell him…” What? That I missed him too, and I couldn’t explain why? “Never mind. Take care of yourself, big guy.”
 
   He gave me a very fatherly rub on the head before I got into Lucia’s car, and we were off in the next second.
 
   “Who the hell was that?” she demanded, eyeing my ruffled hair suspiciously.
 
   “A friend, I guess,” I answered tonelessly. I turned my stare out the window at the greenery speeding past. “A friend with the wrong idea.”
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
   A Bad Night for Nostalgia
 
   My twentieth birthday got off to an unusual start. To fill in time before she woke, I checked my email on Lucia’s computer, and found a flood of unread messages from the time I was with Achilles – mostly spam, but one at the very top, marked as today, that caught my attention. 
 
   From my parents.
 
   My dearest Felicity, 
 
   I promised your mother I wouldn’t write this, because she thinks you wouldn’t want to be bothered by us, but I couldn’t go your whole birthday without at least trying to reach you.
 
   This day, twenty years ago, we became parents to the most beautiful girl in the entire world. We may have lost our son to powers beyond our control, but Felicity, I refuse to lose my daughter. We miss you every hour of every day, and keep looking to the front gate for you to bounce up to the door, like you used to.
 
   Don’t ever think we blame you for what happened. We love you with all our hearts, and we just want you safe. 
 
   Wishing you a happy birthday, wherever you might be, whatever you might be doing.
 
   All my love,
 
   Dad
 
   It wasn’t until wetness splashed onto my hand that I realized I was crying. My parents didn’t deserve any of this – I had taken Xavier from them, from me, and now I had all but taken myself. 
 
   I had to reply. There was no way I was leaving my father to think I’d vanished off the face of the earth. He deserved better than me as a daughter, but I could at least give him something, until I could escape this place – this situation – long enough to see them again.
 
   Dad,
 
   Everything that needs to be said can’t be done in one email, and I’m currently pressed for time. 
 
   I’m safe, and happy, and healthy. Once everything in my life settles down – it’s a long story, trust me – I will come home again. I miss and love you both, with all my heart.
 
   Felicity
 
   “Felicity?” came a sleepy-voiced Lucia from behind me.
 
   I turned to her, hastily wiping the tears from my eyes. “Morning.”
 
   She had to have noticed the red rims to my eyes, the tear tracks on my cheeks, but didn’t comment. In true Lucia style, she simply plastered on a bright smile and held out a hand.
 
   “Ready for the most kickass birthday ever?”
 
   Lucia took me out to breakfast in the city park, and we spent the rest of the day trawling the marketplaces by the lake and prepping for the Halloween party. I had to hand it to her – Lucia was more persuasive than I could have guessed. A week ago, the party looked akin to torture to me. 
 
   Lucia’s non-stop chatter about how great of a party it would be, however, managed to do the impossible: it got me excited.
 
   “I don’t care what you say, we’re making that costume a tad sluttier,” she said to me as I tugged on my Captain Hook coat. The rest of my outfit was a combination of ruffles, tight pants, pirate boots, a sword, a hook (obviously), and a feathered hat. She’d allowed me to wear the mustache, but drew the line at the beard and wig.
 
   “It’s fine,” I moaned as she tightened the black belt around my waist, giving me curves I didn’t necessarily want, and lined my eyes with dramatic make-up. 
 
   “Now it’s fine.” She grinned at her handiwork. I couldn’t help but smile back – her happiness was nudging at my chest incessantly. 
 
   “We look hawt,” she gushed as we stood side-by-side in the mirror. Well, she looked hot. I looked like a half-hearted cross-dresser. But I could tell she was trying.
 
   After Lucia finished using three cans of hairspray on her bun, we caught a cab out to Finn’s mansion on the edge of the city. Somehow she had secured us invites to the party through her contact at the café, with me listed as her plus-one. 
 
   We arrived at the party only an hour late, and it was already out of control. I could see people trying to scale the outside wall to get in, some even braving the barbed wire sections. Three thickset bouncers lined the gate, apparently unfazed by the attempted crashers.
 
   “Names,” ordered one of them, after we paid the cab driver and stumbled towards the gate.
 
   “Lucia Gratten, and Felicity Eastwood.”
 
   He checked a very long list on a clipboard before nodding once. “You’re good. Go on in.” 
 
   The other two bouncers opened a door in the gate, and it was as though we’d suddenly been sent into another land altogether.
 
   The mansion was nothing like I remembered it. The massive glass window had been painted with glow-in-the-dark spray, showcasing skeletons and ghosts and the words ‘Trick or Treat!’ in dripping letters. Headstones and coffins were scattered across the beautiful front yard, with people sitting on or in them, dressed in costumes of all sorts. Everything seemed to be covered in spiderwebs, chains, or goo of some description. 
 
   It wasn’t my first Halloween party, but it was damn sure my best.
 
   I followed Lucia up the steps, into the huge house, which was crammed with guests. Music was blaring from somewhere, thumping through my whole body. Dry ice was billowing across the floors, down the grand staircase, while lasers and more glow paint lit up the interior. Decorations hung from the roof and walls, equal parts terrifying and cheesy.
 
   “Glad you came now?” asked Lucia over the music with a cheeky grin.
 
   “Uh, yeah,” I choked out. 
 
   I didn’t miss the weird looks I received on our way to the dance floor in the expansive living area. Red Solo cups full of something strong-smelling were everywhere, in every hand, it seemed. Lucia grabbed two, downed one, and handed the other to me. Shrugging, I drank it down with little difficulty. Alcohol did nothing for me, aside from making me a little giggly, thanks to the immunity provided by the sunshine. Still, it was a party, and I couldn’t think of a solid reason why I’d need to be absolutely sober.
 
   We danced for what felt like hours, until my feet hurt in their high heeled pirate boots, and I gestured to Lucia that I was going to sit down. She nodded, and proceeded to grind on a random Tarzan near her. Ick.
 
   Eventually I stumbled into part of what I assumed was one of the kitchens, taking up a chair by the bench. High heels had seemed like a great idea at home, but now? Not so much.
 
   I could see Ellis Legrand, the host of the party, playing beer pong in the next room with a few dozen guests, including Byron, Colby and Miles – the other superhumans who lived here with Finn. I was prepared to encounter Finn at some stage; it was inevitable, really. I’d decided that I wouldn’t apologize, but I wouldn’t be hostile, either. Somewhere between indifferent and polite.
 
   Refusing to feel sorry for myself in any way, I hobbled outdoors, hoping there was some kind of secluded bench somewhere I could hide for a while. The sunshine from the guests was making my brain a little sluggish, and I didn’t fancy facing Finn while not entirely clearheaded.
 
   Eventually, after avoiding all the couples’ areas of the gardens, I found a swing-bench in the corner of some tall hedges, blocked off from the rest of the world. The music was still audible, but not so much that I couldn’t hear myself think. Thankfully, my heavy coat warded off the chill in the air, and the skies were clear enough to see all the stars.
 
   I lay down on the love-seat, dangling my feet off the end, and took off my mustache. Fairy lights illuminated the hedged space, reminding me a little of the lamp glow in Achilles’s bedroom. It wasn’t a comparison I allowed myself to dwell on, for my sanity’s sake. 
 
   “…not to do anything until I give the signal, yeah? I have a weird feeling about this whole thing,” said a dry voice from around the corner of the hedge. An eerily familiar dry voice. Just like with Hugo, hope jumped to life in my chest, but I squashed it flat, despite my hammering heartbeat.
 
   A coincidence, I told myself firmly. You’re jumping to conclusions, getting hopeful. Stop it.
 
   Footsteps crunched on the gravel, and I felt the strange urge to shrink into the shadows, as though I’d been consciously eavesdropping. “Look, just wait it out. I’ll make sure it all goes smoothly.” Closer, closer, then a figure appeared before me, and when his eyes caught mine, he stopped dead in his tracks. “Uh, I’ll call you back.” Clicked his cell phone, tucked it away, and continued to stare at me.
 
   So the hopefulness was misplaced. This guy definitely wasn’t Achilles – which was a good thing, I reminded myself. 
 
   Even in the soft lighting, I could see the man before me was very much easy on the eyes. Cropped blue-black hair, deliciously broad shoulders, bronzed skin – yeah, it wasn’t a total loss.
 
   But, hard as it was to admit it, he was no Achilles. And I feared nobody ever would be.
 
   “Ahoy!” I said stupidly, when he just stood there and stared at me, as though he’d seen a ghost. Or a girl dressed as a villainous pirate. “Can I help you with something?”
 
   “Captain Hook,” he said slowly. He appeared to be in some kind of daze. Urgh, why did all the good-looking ones have to be crazy?
 
   “That’s me. And you are…” I looked him up and down critically. Plaid jacket, high pants, thick-rimmed glasses, dancing shoes… “The Fonz?”
 
   He broke out of his stupor with a laugh. “I was actually going for ‘standard fifties guy’, but sure, that works just as well.” He stepped further into the light, and I noticed the pure honey color of his eyes.
 
   He should have been attractive to me. Any other normal girl would have been all over this guy like a bad rash. But I didn’t even feel a twinge of adrenaline or happiness – none of the usual things I felt with Achilles. 
 
   Stop thinking about him! I all but yelled at myself. He’s gone! He doesn’t want you! Get over it!
 
   “Do you mind if I join you?” he asked with a crooked grin, and a weird shiver ran down my spine, not entirely pleasant. Intuition? Or paranoia?
 
   The image of Molten suddenly flashed through my eyes, and I gripped the bench tight enough to hurt. I was vulnerable out here, even in the garden of Finn Cole himself. There was nothing but air separating this stranger and me – if he wanted to hurt me, he’d only have to take a few steps forward.
 
   “I was actually just going inside,” I told him, rather sharply, getting to my feet. “Sorry.”
 
   “Oh, no problem, so was I.” If he’d picked up on my hostility, his friendly demeanor didn’t give it away. In fact, if anything, he seemed well aware of my insecurities; he kept pace with me at a good distance, with a neat three feet between us as we walked. “It’s impossible to make a call in that place – between the testosterone, music, and drunken yelling clogging the air, it’s hard enough to think, let alone talk.”
 
   I pulled my coat closer around me, well prepared for any kind of attack he might spring on me. “Well, no drunken yelling on my part. I’m totally sober. So sober, in fact, I feel ready for anything. Anyone hoping to get something in, over, or out of me is in for a nasty shock.”
 
   The look he gave me told me my ramble was as insane as I thought it was. Well, good. I doubted attackers ever went for the crazy ones. I thought I could see a hint of amusement in those golden eyes, though, which probably wasn’t great for me.
 
   “Well, that’s refreshing, to say the least.” The crooked grin returned, and my heart ba-boomped so hard, I was sure he could hear it. Crap, crap, crap! No! No feelings!
 
   We reached the house and I resisted the urge to clutch the doorframe in relief. Finally, I meet a guy who isn’t instantly interested in abducting or using me in some way! Praise be!
 
   “Do you want to get a drink?” he asked, rather boldly. Now I knew he was some kind of normal, harmless boy, I didn’t mind the way he stared at me. Stare all you want, pal – just don’t touch the goods.
 
   “Sure,” I said with a smile – a really bright smile, one that I’d practiced on Lucia. She’d fallen for it, so it had to be at least a little convincing.
 
   But this stranger – this drool-worthy, tanned version of Buddy Holly – seemed to catch the chip in my act, judging by the tiny crease between his brows. Maybe he was a professional lie detector. Or a cop; a really observant cop. 
 
   Or, whispered a tiny voice in my mind, he already knows you rather well.
 
   No. It couldn’t be. I wouldn’t let myself think that somehow, in some cruel twist of fate, Achilles was here. It wasn’t possible at all. How would he get in here? 
 
   Before I knew what I was doing, as my garden visitor walked away, I called out: “Achilles!”
 
   A few strange looks were thrown my way, but I wasn’t interested in them. My eyes were too focused on watching for a reaction – any reaction – from this stranger. 
 
   But no. No tightening of the shoulders, no head-turning, no slowing down, no flinching. Nothing whatsoever. So either Achilles was an incredible actor and more adaptable than I’d thought possible, or this guy was a completely innocent citizen with an eye for deception and a voice of the same pitch as Achilles’s. Which, for all I knew, was a very common masculine pitch.
 
   With equal feelings of relief and disappointment, I followed him into the kitchen – one of the few places not crammed with writhing, sweating bodies. We sat on a pair of beanbags by the dining table, and he handed me a can of lemonade. 
 
   “So how are you mixed up in all this?” he asked, whirling a finger to gesture around the house.
 
   God, where do I begin? I thought a flippant approach might be more successful than an honest one: “Friend of a friend, you know how it is. I kind of know Finn Cole, so I guess he’s my in.” I hoped I didn’t sound too bitter about that. “What about you?”
 
   “Finn’s my reason for being here, too. He’s a fantastic guy, isn’t he?” he asked with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
 
   “Yeah, he’s … he’s something alright.” Woo, boy, was he something. “Sorry, I didn’t even introduce myself. I’m Felicity Eastwood.” 
 
   “Henry Westwood.” The smile turned to one of pleasant surprise as he shook my hand. “East meets West. I like it.” His face fell slightly as he studied me harder. “You know, you look really familiar.”
 
   “I get that a lot,” I said quickly. “My face is pretty generic, so I guess most people just –”
 
   “If most people think you’re generic, you should remember – most people are idiots, darling.”
 
   The drink I’d sipped suddenly sprayed out of me, onto the carpet and my legs, earning a few shrieks of horror from the other party guests around us. I felt Henry clapping me on the back gently, but nothing was registering other than the sound of his voice saying ‘darling’. 
 
   Not real! I screamed at my Achilles-obsessed brain cells. Not the real thing, so stop freaking out!
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
   “S-sorry,” I choked in response. “Just went down the wrong way.” This was why I had to stay away from men for eternity. I was a menace. Not only was I socially inept, but thanks to my recent stay with Carova’s main villain – and consequently developing feelings for said villain – I was doomed to compare every other guy I met to him.
 
   I wanted to smack myself. Instead I settled with slapping my chest hard enough to jab at my still-sore ribs.
 
   When it became clear I’d recovered, Henry took up where we’d left off: “Well, come on, out with it. You know this is the part where I ask for your life story.”
 
   It probably said a lot about me that I didn’t second-guess his motives for knowing anything about my life. He seemed too easygoing to be a threat, and too good-looking to be interested in me. A win-win, right?
 
   “Usual sob story – grew up in the middle of nowhere, moved out here to save for college, got a job in a dead end customer service role … you know, the whole shebang.” My shoulders slumped slightly. 
 
   “What’s your major? For college, I mean.”
 
   I studied him yet again. He seemed genuinely intrigued. He wasn’t even staring at my chest, or texting while he spoke. Okay, so maybe this guy wasn’t totally deserving of my indifference.
 
   “No idea. Counseling, maybe? I wanted to be a psychologist for a long time, but my grades were less-than-average in school. Originally I was going to earn enough money for tuition and move to another state, but Carova is ... growing on me.” More to the point, I wasn’t quite ready to give up its  inhabitants just yet, but I couldn’t very well say that.
 
   Henry opened his mouth to reply, but a shadow suddenly fell over he and I. We both looked up to see none other than Finn Cole towering over us, his squarish frame swaying slightly on the spot.
 
   “Felicity!” he yelled at a weird pitch - almost like he’d been calling me for a while.
 
   Double crap with crap on top. I’d almost forgotten I was in Finn’s house. 
 
   “Oh, hi Finn,” I said with a smile that I’m sure looked too toothy to be real. “How’s it going?”
 
   It was then I saw the positively murderous look on his face.
 
   Make that triple crap.
 
   “Do you have any idea what you’ve done to me?” His loud words drew the attention of most of the guests around us. 
 
   I got to my feet, barely noticing Henry following suit beside me. “Finn, I think you should -”
 
   “How about we listen about what I think, huh?” he demanded, taking a swaggering step towards me. I didn’t back down, but my knees did shake a little. This was a side of Finn I’d never seen before - hell, judging from the looks we were getting, I didn’t think anyone had seen him this way before. Finn was usually so ... nice.
 
   “Okay, what do you think?” I asked, trying for calm, but probably just sounding timid.
 
   “I think ... I think you got inside my head! Like a ... a disease!” His words were slurred, his eyes bagged by dark shadows, but the vehemence in his voice was definitely clear. “You and your...” He trailed off, gesturing to my hands, “and your speech about one-ups and shit!”
 
   I stole a glance at Henry, only to find him rapidly tapping on his cell. Well, there went all doubts of his true identity. Achilles would have nail-gunned Finn twice by now. 
 
   “Skye’s gone, you turned up out of fucking nowhere, and now I’m sick, Felicity. I’m sick!” he yelled, causing my toes to curl, and not in a good way. 
 
   Henry stopped texting and moved ever-so-slightly closer to me. Well, at least he’d be there to catch me if Finn took a swing at me, which looked to be an increasing popular likelihood.
 
   “How are you sick?” I dreaded the answer. Everyone was listening. Even Ellis and Colby stood in the doorway, watching Finn very carefully. 
 
   He laughed, but the sound was empty. “You don’t even know ... I can’t sleep ... I can’t eat ... but I can fucking drink!” He waved his bottle of bourbon around for all to see. “So I guess that’s something.” 
 
   Was he talking about the lack of happiness? Had the small hit of sunshine I’d given him last week really affected him so strongly? Or was it something else?
 
   “Have you been to a doctor?” I could see Ellis closing in on Finn from behind, inch by inch. 
 
   “Of course I have,” he spat, “and guess what? He says it’s genetic. Like I’m ... I’m some kind of ... of freak of nature.” He moved into my personal space, bringing the stench of alcohol with him. Henry’s shoulder bumped him out some, but he was still too close for my taste. “I am like him, aren’t I? You were right. I’m just like him now. A fucking black sheep, complete with missing sanity.”
 
   “Finn, you aren’t insane,” I told him carefully. “And you’re nothing like ... Achilles.” It hurt to say his name still. The word stuck in my mouth like syrup, tasted bitter enough to make me wince. 
 
   God knew what poor Henry thought of this whole conversation. Maybe he would finally be put off by my weirdness and leave me alone. 
 
   It was then, of all moments, that Finn noticed the guy beside me, his bleary eyes scanning Henry’s form slowly. “Who’re you, then?”
 
   “Dude,” said Ellis to Finn, finally making his move, “come on. Everyone’s waiting for you upstairs.” 
 
   Ellis Legrand was definitely closer to Achilles than Finn on the personality spectrum. I didn’t know him personally, but I knew from popular opinion that he was a callous, merciless asshole. At least Achilles had charm; Ellis was just plain cold. 
 
   “Finn, I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “Okay? I’m sorry for everything - for all the crap I’ve heaped into your life, and for what I did and said last week. But you’re the good guy, remember? Life wasn’t meant to be totally peachy.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want to be the good guy any more,” he hissed at me. He swayed forwards, only halting when Ellis grabbed the back of his T-shirt. “Maybe me and your guy are on the same page now.”
 
   “He is not ‘my guy’.” My cheeks were practically ablaze at the reminder. I peeked up at Henry to find him staring at me with a frown. Of confusion? Of sympathy? 
 
   “Come on,” repeated Ellis in that Southern drawl of his, towing Finn backwards. I sucked in a breath of alcohol-free air.
 
   But, unfortunately, Finn wasn’t finished. He saw the look of utter pity on my face and turned it against me. “He may not be your guy, but we both know you want him to be. So don’t get all fucking judgmental on me, when you’re the one in love with a psychopath.”
 
   It was like a slap to the face. But it didn’t hurt me. I didn’t feel anything, actually. Not like if Achilles had said the same thing.
 
   Ellis suddenly doubled himself - that’s the only way I can describe what happened. One moment there was one of him, and then there were two. There went my doubts of his superpower - multiplication was definitely his thing.
 
   The two versions of Ellis half-carried, half-shoved Finn from the area, until all that was left were his bitter parting words in the air and everyone staring at me with shocked expressions.
 
   I faced Henry, open-mouthed, scrambling to come up with something to say. 
 
   “Like I said, Finn’s a fantastic guy,” he said in a voice laden with hidden meaning. I had to take it as sarcasm.
 
   When I laughed - a real laugh, I noted with some confusion - the rest of the guests returned to their pre-Finnplosion activities. Thank God, too, because I was beginning to feel like a popsicle in the sun under their scrutiny.
 
   An arm suddenly wrapped itself around my neck, and the sickly-sweet smell of Chanel clogged my nostrils. “God, was that awkward or what?” Lucia asked, appearing seemingly out of nowhere. “Who’d have thought Finn Cole would be such a dickhead? You had it right that first time he hit on you at that party.”
 
   Oh dear God. Was everyone just in a drunken, shameless mood tonight? 
 
   When Lucia spotted Henry, she seemed to sober up a bit. “Hi, I’m Lucia. Felicity’s fairy counterpart.” She winked at me. He’s all yours! I wanted to shout. 
 
   Instead, like a normal person, I confiscated Lucia’s drink. “Enough punch for you, I think.”
 
   “Where’s yours? You can’t be sober on your birthday, Felicity. That is the epitome of lame.” Well, I think she meant to say ‘epitome’; it came out as ‘eppithamee’. 
 
   “It’s your birthday?” Henry looked ... shocked. Not surprised, or politely curious - all out shocked. What the hell? What concern was it of his if it was my birthday? “Are you sure?”
 
   “Um, last time I checked.” Okay, this night was getting freaky, even for my tastes. First this gorgeous-but-weirdly-unappealing guy takes an interest in me, then Finn has a full-blown nervous breakdown at me, and now Lucia’s abandoned me for Slursville? 
 
   Time to go home.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” I thought I heard Henry mumble as his fingers ran through his short hair. 
 
   “Well, we should probably get going...” I redirected Lucia’s arm to my elbow instead of my shoulders, hoping she would take the hint and give me the peace I’d craved for at least twenty minutes now.
 
   “What?” she demanded. Okay, no such luck. “But I haven’t even made out with anyone yet!”
 
   Panic was starting to seize my gut, and I had no idea why. Finn’s words kept jumbling in my head, over and over: you’re the one in love with a psychopath.
 
   I didn’t love Achilles. I hated him. He’d abducted me, used me, and dumped me right as I’d begun to care for him. He was a monster. A psychopath - just as Finn had so gently pointed out. 
 
   So why did I miss him, even slightly? Why didn’t I find the obviously-interested male specimen in front of me more attractive? I had felt with Achilles; I hadn’t felt anything but numbness and grief since I’d left him. 
 
   That had to be it. I missed feeling. That was all.
 
   “That’s okay, I’ll find my own way home,” I said to Lucia. It must have come off as a little sharp, because her hand retracted.
 
   “I’ll give you a lift,” offered Henry.
 
   Oh, yeah, catching a lift with a guy I just met and who made my neck prickle with something unidentifiable - that wouldn’t end in disaster. I was stupid, but not that stupid. 
 
   “No you don’t, mancandy,” admonished Lucia, straightening. “She’s my best friend, so she’s coming home with me. All the best catches went upstairs to sort Finn out, anyway.”
 
   “Full offense taken,” said Henry, and it was so like something Achilles would say, my chest ached. I had to go. Apparently I was incapable of holding a normal conversation with a normal guy at any given time.
 
   “It was nice meeting you,” I said as Lucia dragged me away. He gave me an odd expression, and saluted me before he disappeared behind a wall of guests.
 
   That same expression - part-confusion, part-amusement - followed me all the way out of the mansion, into the cab we caught home, and cropped up in my dreams.
 
   The one good thing about being haunted by a stranger’s expression, though, was that it was infinitely better than the alternative: being haunted by a ghost who didn’t want me.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
   Reward and Punishment
 
   As Thanksgiving and Christmas grew nearer, the nights grew longer and the air grew colder. Lucia’s new favorite pastime became complaining about the weather and the price of winter clothing. I, on the other hand, couldn’t have been happier. With the weather, at least – everything else in my life was still relatively mediocre.
 
   “I just don’t see how something as stupid as a scarf can cost twenty bucks!” said Lucia as I made us both dinner, one week after the Halloween party. “It was made in China anyway, so it isn’t like it’s one of a kind.”
 
   “Tell you what – you get me some needles and wool, I’ll knit you a scarf of your very own,” I replied. We’d fallen into a routine these past two weeks – together we made dinner, together we did the dishes, together we stayed up watching mindless TV until our eyes were too sore to keep open. Lucia’s relationship with Brad had taken a turn for the worse over the weekend, when she’d found out he’d slept with his roommate’s sister. They hadn’t broken up officially, but I knew it was inevitable. 
 
   “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “Well, I would knit you a scarf, once I learn how to knit.” I gave her a grin – not so false nowadays – and she returned it rather weakly. In a number of days, our relationship had somehow reversed, with Lucia now the one unable to sleep alone, and me the one boosting her confidence any way I could. “Now there’s a promising superpower – speed-knitting! I could make a living off that.”
 
   “Yeah, but you’d also be perpetually single and living with a dozen cats named after James Bond characters. Besides, your superpower is one of the best, I think. Making people happy is one of the great joys of life.” Oh God, the smile turned watery, and suddenly I found myself wanting to push all remaining sunshine from the Halloween party into her system. I’d already given her tiny hits of it at the worst points of the last week.
 
   Instead, I rolled my eyes, trying to keep her mind off Brad. “I don’t think it counts if you’re artificially making them happy. If anything, my power is cheating the system – people need to make their own happiness, or else they get too dependent.”
 
   Well, it worked – her eyes narrowed, so she was distracted by my negativity. “Felicity, do you honestly believe that crap?”
 
   “Of course.” Truth. I was living proof of it.
 
   “You really think people make their own happiness? That if you weren’t here right now, I would be content making papier mâché Thanksgiving decorations and pigging out on Ben and Jerry’s? That if I had left you alone after you came here, you would’ve been happy to sit alone and think about what happened to you?”
 
   “Well, I –”
 
   “It’s bullcrap!” she said hotly, smacking the bench. This was certainly a new development; happy-go-lucky Lucia was the last person I’d ever expect to argue with me over this. I was slightly stunned, but more-than-slightly impressed. “We make each other happy! Everyone does! You just speed up the process by giving some to those who can’t help themselves, who can’t get happiness from others, because there’s no one there to give it! People don’t get dependent on your power – they get dependent on you, Felicity. But you don’t know the different because you can’t separate yourself from your ability!”
 
   I gaped at her. “I can so!”
 
   “You think Achilles wanted you just for your power, just to use and abuse you to death, right?” she demanded. I didn’t have time to respond. “Then why in the hell didn’t he do it? He had weeks to force you into giving him what he wanted, to torture you, maim you, threaten you, wring it out of you – but he didn’t! Instead he talked to you and took care of you and protected you – like you were a treasure, not a weapon. And now this!”
 
   She took out today’s newspaper and shoved it under my nose. “I was going to hide this, hide any sign of it, but I think you need to see it,” she said in a much quieter voice. 
 
   With increasingly wide eyes, I read:
 
   REWARD FOR LOCAL GIRL PUT OUT BY CRIMINAL
 
   Wanted criminal Achilles yesterday shocked all corners of the city by demanding the capture of local café worker and recent hostage, Felicity Eastwood. Miss Eastwood, 20, is believed to have escaped Achilles’s stronghold last week and her whereabouts are still unknown. 
 
   Achilles, infamous for assassinating Carova mayor John Pattelle in September, is offering a fifty thousand dollar reward for Miss Eastwood’s capture, adding that if she is harmed in the process, he “will return the treatment tenfold” on the third party. The criminal also addressed Miss Eastwood directly in the statement, claiming: “I’ve been lenient, but her time is up. Flick [sic], you should know by now I don’t want you for the reasons you once believed.”
 
   Police are investigating the matter, with no leads on Achilles’s or Miss Eastwood’s current locations or affiliations. Police Chief Justine Sanderson yesterday stated, “There is obviously a link between the criminal and Miss Eastwood, though we’re unsure of his motives at present. We ask that the public refrain from contacting Achilles in any way, and if they have any information on Miss Eastwood, to please come forward to the police.” 
 
   Continued on Page Twenty-One.
 
   I read over the article so many times that my mind went numb. 
 
   “Shit” was what came from me in a croak.
 
   “I’ll say,” Lucia agreed. “So what’re you going to do about it?”
 
   My first instinct was, ‘Duh! Hide!’. My second: ‘Hire an assassin to take Achilles out for good’. My third: ‘Barricade myself in the basement’. 
 
   But it was the fourth I settled on – the most impulsive, insane, and generally illogical one of all: “I think I need to borrow one of your dresses.”
 
   “Oh, I have got to see this,” gushed Lucia, following me through to her bedroom, where I proceeded to raid her wardrobe until I found the perfect dress. 
 
   Slinky red material, backless and falling to mid-thigh, with gold chains hanging across my bare back. 
 
   “You realize you can’t wear a bra with that thing, right?” asked Lucia, handing me a pair of closed-toe heels that boosted my height by about a foot.
 
   “That’s kind of the point,” I told her. I wasn’t planning on being flirtatious with Achilles; this was going to be rough and dirty – the same way he’d treated me. I tumbled my hair into a mass of soft curls, painted my lips as red as the dress, and gave my eyes a smoky look with eyeshadow and liner. “How do you feel about going to Firestorm tonight?”
 
   “What’s at Firestorm?” I could see the muted excitement in her eyes.
 
   “All going well, Achilles. I think it’s time I gave him a little payback for the last month.” My feelings for him didn’t matter any more. They were still there, lurking in the shadows, but the confidence I usually only got from banter with Achilles had emerged when I’d heard of the reward. Achilles didn’t own me. He had no right to take my life away from me. Because of him, I had no job, no car, no home, no identity, no money. 
 
   I was sick of the pity party. Time to kick some ass.
 
   Lucia was ready in half the time it took me to do so. It seemed she’d been waiting for this opportunity for a while now. “Brad can suck it. I deserve appreciation from someone better,” she told her reflection firmly. There weren’t even tears in her eyes at the mention of her soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend. Definitely a step forward.
 
   “That’s the spirit,” I said brightly, content that maybe, in a small way, Lucia had made her own happiness – or at least convinced herself of it.
 
   We caught a cab to the south side, where Firestorm stood in the middle of the main street, its blazing orange and red sign visible from miles away. I didn’t bother getting anxious about whether or not Achilles would be there. If he was there, excellent. If not, I would find someone who knew where he was.
 
   Hopefully for the last time ever, Lucia paid my way in the cab and at the door to the club – which, thankfully, didn’t ask for ID – and we descended into the head-thumping, smoky interior. It wasn’t as busy as it usually would be on a Thursday night, possibly because of the freezing weather. Whatever the reason, it made it much easier for Lucia and I to navigate our way to the center of the club, away from the dance floor.
 
   “Where do you think he is?” asked Lucia. 
 
   “Somewhere quiet, probably surrounded by groupies,” I replied, hoping I didn’t sound as bitter as I felt about that. My eyes tracked around the rather huge area, from the bar to the alcoves at the back, the dance floor to the stairway leading to a beer garden. 
 
   Suddenly – there! A familiar looking thug! “Come on, sidekick!” I said to Lucia, dragging her through the masses towards the burly man.
 
   “Sidekick? Bitch please, I’m at least your fairy godmother – way hotter than a sidekick!” argued Lucia. 
 
   I had to admit, it was a fair assessment.
 
   We reached the thug, and before he could so much as recognize my face, I took out the hammer I’d stashed in my handbag and pressed the head against his throat. “Tell me where I can find Achilles.”
 
   His eyes widened. “F-Felicity?”
 
   The hammer pressed harder. “That’s not an answer.”
 
   “The alcoves. Through there!” he choked, pointing behind us to a platform lined with private booths. 
 
   “Wonderful,” I said with an ice queen smile, and twirled the hammer in hand as Lucia and I headed up towards the booths. 
 
   “You are kickass this evening, girl. I didn’t know you had it in you!” she whispered in an awed tone.
 
   “Neither did I,” I admitted. If I were being honest with myself, I’d say I was trying to adopt Achilles’s attributes to face my fears: cocky, merciless, to-the-point.
 
   My heart was soon racing to the beat of the club’s dubstep music. What if he didn’t want to see me? What if he was covered in half-naked girls? What if he outright rejected me again? What if -?
 
   No. No what if’s. This time the ball’s in your court – he doesn’t get any choice.
 
   Still, the weight of his possible rejection was heavy on my chest, preventing me from simply throwing the hammer at his head and strutting off into the distance. 
 
   “You can do this, sweetie,” Lucia assured me when we neared the alcoves. “Remember: he is looking for you. You don’t owe him anything.”
 
   Two thugs manned one of the bigger booths at the end of the platform, so I had to assume that was where we’d find him. Steeling my nerves, my frantic heart, my overactive imagination, and my expression, I swaggered to the end booth, drawing the eyes of both guards.
 
   “Holy shit” was the eloquent greeting I was given as I approached their roadblock. 
 
   “Move,” I told them in a chilling voice I hoped was something like their boss’s, “before I have to use this hammer.”
 
   They exchanged a rather skeptical look, but parted to make way for Lucia and I. In the booth beyond them was Achilles, surrounded – as I’d predicted – by his usual groupies and some more thugs, including Hugo, who spotted me first. 
 
   Achilles didn’t look quite as sharp these days. His face-paint lacked its normal detail; his suit was slightly shabbier; his hair had been cut to a much shorter length. The general atmosphere clinging to him was one of defeat – slumped shoulders, disinterested expression, fingers toying with a coaster in front of him. I tried not to feel too much satisfaction at his appearance.
 
   “Ah, boss?” piped up Hugo, still staring at me as though he’d seen a ghost. Lucia hovered at my shoulder, curiosity emanating from her every pore. She’d never seen Achilles in the flesh, but I was sure she was underwhelmed by this shell of his usual self.
 
   Achilles’s head jerked up, his eyes immediately snapping to mine. I expected a variety of reactions, ranging from anger to joy, relief to panic, even though the contacts would cover it. But, as always, he surprised me:
 
   “Yes?” he asked. Like he had no idea who I was. I’ll admit it – it hurt. I felt as though I was standing in that goddamn corridor all over again, watching him stumble in with the red-headed girl and look through me completely.
 
   But this was different. I was different. There’d be no overlooking me this time. “Apparently, my time living a normal life is up. So I thought I’d save you the trouble of hunting me down personally – I’m considerate like that.” God, was that heartless voice coming from me?
 
   He smirked, and the act was so familiar it made my chest ache. “Darling, we both know you never stood a chance at living a normal life.” One of the groupies tittered, another whispered something to the girl beside her. Achilles and I ignored them. “Does this mean I owe you the reward money?”
 
   One of the girls choked on her drink. I resisted the urge to smash it in her hand with the hammer. “Actually, I’d say you owe Lucia that money. She’s the one who brought me here.” I jutted my chin back at my best friend, who made a slight whimpering noise at the news. “So what now?”
 
   He blinked those fathomless eyes. “Well, for starters, you could get the stick out of your ass.”
 
   The girls giggled collectively. I tried not to show the hurt. “Just as soon as you get rid of your flock of whores.” 
 
   “You bitch!” snarled one of them, moving to attack me in some way. I swung the hammer up and stopped it right under her chin.
 
   “Not a good night to mess with me, sister,” I said calmly. I couldn’t believe I was acting so … badass. It was as though I’d been possessed by a demon much cooler and more assertive than me. “So either sit your skanky ass back in the seat, or get out of my sight.”
 
   To my dismay, she sat back down. 
 
   Achilles watched the entire exchange with an inscrutable expression, though his fingers had moved from the coaster to his coat pocket. Getting a weapon? More handcuffs? A poisoned dart? 
 
   “Here,” he said, handing a piece of paper to me. A check – made out with the sum of fifty thousand dollars. Oddly faint, I handed it straight to Lucia. Her entire face blanched.
 
   “Oh, no, I can’t,” she gushed modestly, trying to push it back at me. I wasn’t sure whether she feared it was dirty money, or that she was simply too nice to accept the sum. 
 
   “If it makes you feel better, it was stolen from a serial rapist who is now very, very dead,” Achilles said in a bored tone. A shiver slid down my spine. 
 
   “Just take it,” I muttered to Lucia. “He won’t shut up until you do.”
 
   “I’ll take it,” piped up one of the bimbos. 
 
   “Try it and see what happens,” I said to her in a bright tone. Then I turned to Achilles. “Well, seeing as this isn’t going as I’d hoped, I’ll just leave you to the fun you’re obviously having here.” I grabbed Lucia’s hand and began to drag her away. 
 
   “How did you hope this would go?” he called out to me. 
 
   I turned just long enough to reply, with a smile I selfishly hoped hurt him, “Not like this. Shame on me, I guess, for forgetting what you are.”
 
   Head held high, I led Lucia back down to the dance floor, still pumping with music loud enough to make me queasy. 
 
   “Girl, you are some kind of fierce!” said Lucia above the techno song. “Is that really how he normally is?”
 
   “No,” I replied with a frown. “Not at all.”
 
   “He must looove you,” she teased. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. Unlikely. We’d both changed over the last few weeks, and neither for the better.
 
   Well, that was fine. Just fine. If I had to act like this all the time from now on, so be it. It was for my own good, after all; self-preservation came above everything else.
 
   “Are you seriously going to go home with him? Like, forever?” 
 
   “I hadn’t thought that far, truth be told.” He had put out the reward for me, after all. Did he just want to see me? Make sure I wasn’t with Finn? Or dead? Or was it something more? 
 
   “Come on, let’s dance. We’re here – might as well have fun,” said Lucia.
 
   We made our way through the crowds, to the middle of the floor. I’d never been much of a dancer, but I’d seen enough music videos to know the basics of grinding and flicking my hair around wildly. 
 
   Within minutes, we each had a dance partner. Well, an alcohol-drenched, dry-humping, meathead partner. As with dancing, being ground upon by some random guy wasn’t something I was used to, but I didn’t tell him to back off. Achilles clearly still thought of me as a possession, so why should I hold out on the rest of the male population?
 
   “You’re fucking sexy,” slurred my partner in my ear, his palms pressing to my bare back between the gold chains. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said with a false smile. I was beginning to see why I didn’t do this often.
 
   The song was just loud enough to rule out any further conversation, thank God. The smoky air became stifling, heavy with sweat and hormones. Lucia was all over some other guy behind me. Feeling oddly bored, I looped an arm around the neck of my partner and tried to imagine why people did this every night. Surely you would go deaf eventually.
 
   “What the hell?” My partner pulled back, looking over my shoulder. 
 
   Expecting to find a fight had broken out, or two girls making out, or something equally attention-grabbing, I turned to see the skeletal face of Achilles stalking towards me, coat gone, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, a predatory glow surrounding him as he walked.
 
   People quickly moved out of his path, following his dark gaze to where I stood. This was a glimpse of the old Achilles – and heaven help me, I found that I liked it.
 
   His words from seemingly so long ago echoed around my head, a curse in their own right:
 
   You are in so much trouble.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
   The Darkness Itself
 
   “Fuck this,” said my partner in a slightly quavering voice, and disappeared into the crowds around us. What a shame – it might have been funny to see Achilles’s treatment of that guy.
 
   Or, I thought when I spotted the tools clipped to Achilles’s belt, maybe not.
 
   Just as I had when I’d first met Achilles, all those weeks ago in the graveyard, I found myself frozen in place. This time, however, there was no fear creeping into my blood, no mental voice telling me to run. 
 
   This time, it was just my heart pounding in my ears and heat rushing through all parts of me.
 
   He stepped flush with my body, toe-to-toe, chest-to-chest, until that smoky, citrus smell hit my system, and I melted a little. It wasn’t fair that his presence had this power over me – it gave him an automatic upper hand.
 
   “Sick of your groupies already?” I sneered, though it was a weak blow, arching a brow.
 
   His mouth brushed against my ear, the sensation going straight to my knees. Crap! “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t punish you right here, right now.”
 
   “Because if you do, I’ll take your precious hammer and shove it up your –”
 
    “Kinky,” he whispered, just like the time I’d saved him in the hospital. “But I’m sensing a bit of deja vu here, darling. I could have sworn I told you that fiery streak would get you into big trouble someday. I also think I might have mentioned not to assume anything about me. Ever.”
 
   “Funnily enough, that fiery streak already cost me my job, house, car, money, and all forms of identification – I think I can stand to lose a little more over it,” I replied in the same tone. “Besides, I don’t think I’m assuming anything, unless those girls hanging off you are your sisters.”
 
   His fingers reached up to tangle in the nape of my hair, and we began to sway in perfect beat. “Would that make you happy, then, Felicity? Getting those things back in your life?”
 
   I drew back just enough to look him in the eye. “We both know you didn’t put out that reward to make me happy.”
 
   “What if I wanted to, hmm?” His lips were dangerously close to mine, his heat soaking in to my body even through his black shirt. “What if I wanted to make you happy? Would you accept?”
 
   I knew he could probably feel my heart hammering against my ribcage. “How?”
 
   “Well, for a start, I would give you your life back, as you see fit. Then…” His hand around my waist came into contact with my bare back, right above my hip. The touch was so much more electric than my previous dance partner. Heat pooled in my gut, and something embarrassingly similar to a moan escaped me. “I suppose I would have to test out my other theories of how to make you happy.”
 
   “I’m not one of your sexed-up followers,” I managed to say with a hint of anger. 
 
   He laughed, and I felt it through my chest. “No, but I’m one of yours.”
 
   I chose not to let myself be affected by that statement. “You don’t know me, Achilles. I don’t know what you’re getting at here, but whatever it is, it won’t work. You broke me.”
 
   “Darling, when you were thrown at my feet with a black bag over your beautiful head, you were already broken. If anything, I patched you up a little.” His brows dipped into a frown. “What makes you think I broke you?”
 
   “Nothing,” I snapped, the memory of my last night at the police station flooding me with bitterness once more, clashing with the longing his touch inspired.
 
   “Again, some deja vu here – I vaguely recall me telling you to not keep secrets from me, lest I get all villainous on you.”
 
   “Funny – I seem to recall you ordering me to tell you, and then you getting all creepy on me when I didn’t.”
 
   “Creepy? Somehow, I don’t think that’s your opinion of me.” He smirked again, and it took everything I had to hold onto my anger with both hands.
 
   “Said the psychopathic killer-slash-manwhore,” I pointed out icily.
 
   “Said the girl who just moaned into my ear when I touched her waist,” he retorted. 
 
   A tiny part of me panged at how easy it was to talk to him. God help me, I’d missed this. It was ... fun. 
 
   But I wasn’t there for fun. I was there on business.
 
   “Fine then, punish me. Hit me, torture me, I don’t care. It’ll only make it easier for me to hate you.”
 
   His hand tightened on my bare skin. “Firstly, I think we’ve established by now that abusing you in any way isn’t part of the deal. Secondly, there are a few things we obviously need to air out before this can proceed like I wanted it to.”
 
   “How did you –?”
 
   He moved his fingers from my hair to my lips in a flash. “All in good time, darling. There were a few reasons for me putting out that reward – most of which will become clear later, but one of them is that Molten split from me and is now coming after you.”
 
   I went completely still, and so did he. Suddenly there wasn’t enough air for me in the room. The smoke tasted too dry, the lights too bright. Nausea rose in me, along with a million other reactions to this nightmare. 
 
   “Breathe, darling, breathe,” Achilles reminded me, rubbing rough circles on my lower back. “No need to panic, I have it all under control – as usual.”
 
   “Why? Why is he coming for me?” I choked. 
 
   Those broad shoulders shrugged oh so casually. “He split with me on good terms, saying that he wanted to pursue a bigger career. I suppose because you had gone by this point, he felt you were fair game – or, more specifically, your power was fair game.” He began to sway once more in perfect time to the music, and I followed suit rather dizzily. “Still with me?”
 
   “Yes,” I croaked. 
 
   “Excellent. So, naturally, I kept tabs on him after he left, knowing you would be his first port-of-call. A few days later, I hear one of his associates is lurking around, tailing you and your friend around the city. So I sent Hugo to ‘bump into’ you. Saved me killing the guy and therefore provoking Molten into an attack, and also sent the message that I was still a part of your life. The fact that you didn’t fight off Hugo whilst screaming didn’t hurt my cause, in any case.”
 
   “You … you knew where I was? All that time?” The nausea his news had brought was washed away by something much warmer, almost like security. 
 
   “Dying that gorgeous hair brown and wearing tighter clothes won’t hide you from me, Flick. I tried to keep you safe, even though it … well, even if I wasn’t around to do it personally.” Seeing my expression, he suddenly looked alarmed. “No tears, Felicity, I mean it! I have no idea what to do with you when you cry. If you’re angry I get it, but I don’t –”
 
   “I’m not angry, you idiot!” I tried my best to keep the tears at bay, but a few dropped out. “You saved my life and you think I’m mad at you? All this time I thought you were trying to own me, to make me your puppet, but you were really trying to … to…”
 
   “Protect you,” he finished for me. “I know you think I’m just doing this for your power, but it’s … more than that. I don’t trust anyone, darling, especially when it comes to you. Your friend might have a nice house on a quiet street, but it doesn’t mean Molten won’t find you. The safest place for you is with me, whether or not you want to admit it.”
 
   I glanced back at Lucia, who was still dancing with her meathead partner, oblivious to my inner turmoil. “What if he tries to get to me through Lucia?”
 
   “He won’t. Once it’s made public that the reward worked out, and you’re with me again, he won’t bother trying to get to you.”
 
   “Why would it be made public?”
 
   “Because one of the girls in that booth was a reporter,” he replied flippantly. “Honestly, I’d forgotten how much you underestimate me, darling.”
 
   I stiffened once more, the gratitude for his protection gone. How did he make me feel so much in so little time? “Oh yes, because you have an excuse for every indiscretion, don’t you?”
 
   “Indiscretion? Are we suddenly middle-aged and married?” Another smirk, only this one wasn’t as heartwarming as the last.
 
   “You know what I mean! You act like everything you do is deliberate –”
 
   “Well, I can’t disagree with that.”
 
   “– but I know you make mistakes –”
 
   “Name one.”
 
   “– like that red-haired girl you brought home who turned out to be working for Finn! Do you have any idea how much that hurt me? How much it hurt to know I wasn’t good enough for someone like you?”
 
   “And we come to the crux of the problem! Finally!” He actually grinned, like he’d been gunning for this point all along. “It all comes back to that night for you, doesn’t it? Hugo told me what you said to him, you know, about me only wanting you for your power, and to have a one-up on Cole.”
 
   “What was I supposed to think?” I demanded, aware that we’d drawn some stares from other dancers. “You act like you want me for me, and then break my heart by putting me back in that godforsaken cell and getting it on with some girl who looks just like me!”
 
   “Wrong.” Fury dripped from the word. “So wrong. I didn’t break your heart, Felicity, and you know it.”
 
   “Oh, so now you’re telling me what I feel. Fantastic.” I threw my hands up in frustration, but he pulled them back down, reassuming our dancing position. I instantly broke out of his hold. He moved toward me, I moved backward. Forward, backward, forward, backward – until my back hit a solid wall, away from the crowds, in the shadows beside the stage.
 
   Those black eyes glittered menacingly. “If your heart was truly broken, you wouldn’t be here, handing yourself over to me on a silver platter. You would be catching the first flight out of this city to hide somewhere else, because you’re an expert on running when the going gets tough. I get it,” he added, seeing my outraged expression, “you’re afraid of being hurt again. But quick life lesson: hurt is everywhere. Run from it all you want – it’ll still be there, waiting for you to poke your head out of your shell.”
 
   “You don’t know what you did to me! You don’t –”
 
   “I’m not saying I’m proud of my actions,” he said carefully, almost gently, “but I made you stronger, Flick. Hate me all you want, but I forged you into something a little tougher, a little more capable. I didn’t break you – especially not your heart.” 
 
   Realizing how futile this whole exercise was, I didn’t fight as he caged me in with both arms, his face inches away from me. I was smart enough to recognize a losing battle when I saw one, and this was definitely a losing battle. His presence fogged my mind, warmed my blood, kept the darkness at bay – maybe because he was the darkness itself.
 
   “Of course,” he whispered, his breath warm on my cheek, “I still to make a few things up to you, so I’d appreciate if you didn’t hate me too much.”
 
   “What … what are you going to do?” Oh jeez, was that breathless, needy-sounding voice seriously coming from me?
 
   He chuckled, and the sound reverberated against my skin. “Darling, you know for a fact that actions speak louder than words.”
 
   Then his lips met mine, and I forgot what we were talking about entirely. 
 
   His hands left the wall to cup my face, every callous and line pressing into my skin. I was hypersensitive all over again, but this time it had nothing to do with medical reaction and everything to do with pure chemistry. His tongue dipped against mine, and before he could get the final upper hand over me, I bit down on his lower lip and sucked hard enough to draw a ragged groan from his chest. 
 
   This was different to the time in his bathroom – less vicious, less hurried. He kissed me as though he had all the time in the world, as though we weren’t surrounded by drunken club-goers, as though he knew me inside out and wasn’t afraid to use it to his advantage. He didn’t push for physical contact; his hands remained on my face, his body crowding but not stifling me. 
 
   But before I could test the limits of his self-control, he pulled away. His face-paint was smudged on his lips, mixing to a slight gray that made him even more menacing. “Later,” he said in a broken voice. “Not here. I’d much rather convey my feelings at home.”
 
   “Where’s home?” I managed to ask past the haze clouding my vision. I didn’t need morphine as an excuse when it came to my desire for Achilles – he was a drug, just by existing.
 
   He stepped back, hands fisted at his sides. “I can’t tell you.” I went to argue, but his fingers pressed against the lips he’d just all but devoured. “But you’ll find out soon enough.” Sliding the fingers to my neck, he blinked. “You have paint on your mouth, darling.”
 
   Absentmindedly, I tried to wipe the black paint from my lips, but he stopped me, rubbing his thumb over my lower lip. “Leave it. I…” Another confused blink. “I like it. The debauched look suits you.” There was the Achilles I was used to. 
 
   A smile broke across my heated face and I aimed a smack at his chest. May as well have smacked a brick wall. “Pig.”
 
   “Prude.” He actually smiled back at me – a rare, genuine smile that I liked to think was reserved just for me. Jeez, I had it bad. “So, are you coming home with me?”
 
   “Do I have a choice?” It was a fair question, in my opinion. I knew he planned on keeping me ‘safe’. Whether or not that meant he was caging me up for good, I didn’t yet know. Part of me was content to stay in his circle, to be provided for by this quintessentially bad man. But another part, a deep echo, knew I would never be truly free if he insisted on imprisoning me, even if it was for my own good.
 
   He studied me with a frown. “I suppose not. Why doesn’t that give me the satisfaction I thought it would?”
 
   “Careful now – you keep up the compassion and someone just might think you’ve turned good,” I told him in a mock horrified tone. “Next thing you know, you’ll be delivering puppies to orphans and getting a BFF tattoo with Finn.”
 
   As I expected, he pulled me close to him once more. “Darling, you keep up that attitude and you’ll see how bad I can really be.”
 
   “I’m terrified,” I whispered against his ear. 
 
   “You should be,” he replied against my own. 
 
   “Felicity?” came a voice from behind us. Quick as a whip, Achilles’s hand went to the weapon at his hip, his tall form shifting to block me from view. How … sweet. Yeah, definitely had it bad.
 
   “It’s okay,” I told him when I recognized the voice. Pushing him aside, I came face-to-face with a rather wide-eyed Lucia. “Sorry, he’s just a bit skittish. You know, like a mouse. A cute, girly mouse.”
 
   “Keep pushing,” he growled against my hair. I grinned, despite myself. Then, to my shock, he held a hand out to Lucia. “I’m Achilles, by the way. I think I owe you thanks for keeping Flick safe since she … left.” 
 
   Lucia looked like he’d announced he was actually a woman. Her eyes flicked to me. I shrugged. She closed her mouth with a snap and tentatively gripped his hand. “You can pay me back by making sure she stays safe.”
 
   “Done,” he agreed. Well, that was easy.
 
   “Um, I’m guessing you’re not coming back with me?” Her eyes lingered mischievously on the black smudge on my mouth, obviously trying not to giggle. I had to tamper down the same urge. “Because I can just take a cab –”
 
   “We can give you a lift,” said Achilles. “The car’s just outside. I’ve had to be a bit picky about my drivers since…” His arm tightened around my shoulders. “Since Flick was with me.”
 
   He led the way back through the club, his presence splitting the sea of people, Lucia and me trailing after his long-legged strides. Hugo appeared, seemingly from nowhere, and kept pace with his employer.
 
   “He’s different in person,” Lucia commented. “And you’re different around him.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   Her smile was nothing short of sly. “You’re more … you. Confident. Happy.”
 
   “I…” I wanted to deny it. I wanted to say the happiness wasn’t mine to own, wasn’t of my own making. But why, then, did Achilles make me feel? He made me feel all other emotions – why not happy? “I … am happy.” It was a weird statement, but it made me feel lighter just to say it.
 
   “Then do something you haven’t done in a long time and enjoy yourself. Who cares what anyone else thinks?” 
 
   Achilles waited for us to catch up outside the club doors, drawing whispers and curious stares from people waiting in the line. As soon as he turned his head to stare at them, everyone quieted. How I wished I had that effect on people.
 
   Hugo got into the driver’s seat of a car parked on the curb – a massive tank of a vehicle, with black windows and wide enough to fill the living room of my old apartment. Achilles slid into the passenger’s seat, while Lucia and I climbed up to the backseat. 
 
   “I live on the corner of Flinn and Grange, just near the –”
 
   “They know,” I interrupted Lucia, rolling my eyes. “Turns out Achilles’s superpower is stalking.”
 
   “It isn’t stalking if you like it, darling,” commented Achilles, not turning to look at us. 
 
   “Darling?” mouthed Lucia at me. I just shook my head dismissively. His pet name for me didn’t carry any significance – he’d labeled me with it the day we met in the gazebo. Still, it didn’t stop me from noticing that word above the rest of the sentence when he said it.
 
   Hugo sped down the city bypass, back towards Lucia’s house, and came to a screeching halt outside her front fence. 
 
   “Just in case anyone comes here asking for Flick, you can tell them she’s with me,” Achilles told Lucia, finally turning those impenetrable eyes to face us. “Say I took her by force if it helps. And if that doesn’t work…” He fished a card from his jacket pocket – what didn’t he store in there? – and handed it to Lucia. “Tell them to call me personally.”
 
   “Business cards? Seriously?” I asked.
 
   He shrugged. “Never know when you’ll be bumping into a prospective investor. I’m prepared like that.” A wicked grin. “I seem to recall you going by the same motto, when I went through your wallet.”
 
   Suddenly my cheeks were blazing hot. Subject change, stat. “Lucia, be careful. You run into any trouble at all, just call me, okay? I’ll be there.” I slid across the seat to pull her into a rib-crushing hug. She returned it tenfold.
 
   “Same goes for you,” she told me. “No more tears, yeah?” 
 
   I knew she was talking about herself as well as me. “Deal.” I looked to Achilles. “You sure it’s safe in there?”
 
   “I’m sure. Molten does his own dirty work, and he wouldn’t risk being caught like this.” When my concern failed to waver, he sighed. “Hugo, to ensure Flick doesn’t worry herself to death, could you check the place out before we leave?”
 
   “Sure thing.” Hugo parked the car and left us, heading up to the house. 
 
   “Insanity,” mumbled Lucia. With a last squeeze, she got out and followed the big guy into the shadows. 
 
   Minutes of silence ticked by, until finally Achilles asked, “What did she mean by ‘no more tears’?”
 
   Of all the questions to ask… “It’s been a bit of a rough month. Since Finn got me out, I haven’t been … I didn’t handle it so well.”
 
   “Handle what so well?”
 
   He was fishing for something he already knew, and it should have annoyed me. Instead, it helped lift the remnants of sadness from my shoulders. Maybe because I knew that, at least on some level, he genuinely cared about me. “Being away from you.”
 
   Maybe it wasn’t the answer he expected, because while his face remained impassive, I saw his knuckles turn white as he clutched the edge of his seat. “When we get home, I have something to show you.”
 
   And the silence took over once more. 
 
   I should have been terrified by the prospect of him showing me ‘something’. Any normal girl in the backseat of a monster car, trapped with the worst villain in Carova, in a dress like the one I wore, would have shown fear in the face of his statement. 
 
   But I wasn’t normal. Never had been, never would be. In this instance, for once, it seemed to come in handy.
 
   Hugo got back to the car within minutes. “Nothing. No signs of break-in, nothing suspicious. If he was going to act, he would’ve done so by now.”
 
   “Feel better?” Achilles asked me.
 
   “I guess,” I grumbled. I had to convince myself Lucia was safe, had to trust Achilles with my only friend’s safety. If he said she would be okay, then she would be okay. He might be a killer, but he was also brutally honest, and unlikely to let an innocent die if it wasn’t to his benefit in the end.
 
   We darted through the quieter suburbs of the city for a good ten minutes, before pulling up outside a standard white picket fence house on a street that screamed Stepford Wives. The grass was clearly artificial, even under the streetlights; its garden was neatly kept, with rows of roses bracketing the path up to the front door.
 
   “Whose house is this?” I asked, hopping down from the truck. 
 
   “A friend’s” was Achilles’s reply. He entwined his fingers with me as we walked, and the touch brought me more peace than I’d had in a month.
 
   There were lights on in the rooms upstairs, but no voices could be heard from inside. Achilles opened the half-dozen locks on the door with different keys, noting my raised eyebrows. “This whole neighborhood is a house intruder’s nightmare, I tell you.”
 
   “And none of the neighbors have called the cops yet?” I asked, glancing up and down the street. Even now, in the glum darkness, I was sure eyes were watching from behind lace curtains, heads poking over hedges at our arrival.
 
   Achilles just snorted. “I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
   As soon as we were inside the expansive house, Hugo took off towards the kitchen, sending me a wink on his way out. I could now hear the low echo of voices from the back rooms, an occasional masculine laugh and sound of beer cans cracking open the only giveaway.
 
   “Upstairs, darling,” said Achilles, leading me by the hand up the flight of mahogany stairs and through a hallway to a bedroom twice the size of his old one in the police station. Most of it was still black, with only the bed having changed, this time laid out with soft blankets and a leather-studded headboard. An ensuite and walk in wardrobe branched off to its left, both almost full-sized rooms in themselves.
 
   Somehow, suddenly, seeing that bed was enough to get my knees trembling, both in anticipation and nervousness. Sure, I knew what I was getting myself into by coming home with Achilles, but I hadn’t expected just to jump into bed with him. Truth be told, I really wanted to just talk to him for a while.
 
   Maybe he saw some of the panic in my expression, because his hand slipped from mine to give me some space. “I’m ruthless, Flick, but I’m no monster. I just brought you up here to show you my … surprise.”
 
   Right. Not a monster, I reminded myself firmly. He wasn’t expecting anything of me. Once again I was struck by the way this so-called ‘villain’ made me feel safer than I’d felt in a long time, by the way he insisted on taking care of me, not advantage of me.
 
   Forcing myself to relax, I perched on the edge of the bed, watching him expectantly. 
 
   “You aren’t going to like it, but as I said, actions speak louder than words. Just don’t freak out, okay?” With that puzzling statement, he disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. 
 
   Naturally, I freaked out, without him even showing me whatever ‘it’ was. A dead body? A new weapon? Something equally gruesome?
 
   By the time the door opened again, I’d worked myself up into expecting anything. Instead of something macabre, what I got was…
 
   Henry Westwood.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
   In It For Good
 
   “Surprise,” he – whoever he was – said with a weak smile. 
 
   I just gaped. And gaped. 
 
   Eventually, I stood on shaking legs – this time it had nothing to do with the bed. “Henry Westwood,” I whispered, walking towards him. This time – for the first time – it was him who took the step backwards, into the doorframe behind him. “East meets West.”
 
   As though he was waiting for me to explode, he simply watched me in silence, hands fisted at his sides. God, he was beautiful. Without the contact lenses in, the full intensity of his eyes hit me head-on, the rich honey color even more gut-clenching than the black. All the bronzed skin that had been hidden by the face paint was suddenly on display – every freckle, every angle of cheekbone, every flawless inch. 
 
   He was terrifyingly beautiful with the paint on. Without it, he was … devastating.
 
   This was unbelievable. Incredible. Impossible. And yet…
 
   “I knew it,” I croaked. “I knew it was you. I even called out your name to see if you’d react. But you didn’t so much as flinch.”
 
   “I heard you,” this stranger told me in a dark voice. He wasn’t Henry, but I suppose he was no longer Achilles. “And God, Felicity, I wanted to answer. Do you have any idea how deep it cut, to know you saw right through me?”
 
   My shaking fingers suddenly reached out to brush against his naked cheek. He seemed close to shattering against the caress. “Why didn’t you just tell me it was you? I wouldn’t have told anyone.” 
 
   “I had … plans. At the start of the night, I lined the garden of Cole’s place with explosives. Enough to send a message, probably not enough to result in fatalities. But then, right as I went to order the blow for the damn things, I walked around the corner and saw you sitting there.” His own fingers came up, pressed against the base of my throat. “The girl who haunted my dreams, in the flesh, sitting on a bench in a Captain Hook costume. I knew – straight away, I knew you could see me. At first you seemed afraid, but then…”
 
   “You called me ‘darling’,” I finished. He nodded. My fingers fell away. “But Finn said those things … and you just stood there. I don’t…” It was childish of me, I knew, to seek reason for his indifference that night. But I didn’t understand – I couldn’t understand how Achilles would let Finn say such things to me, how he could’ve heard Finn say I was in love with Achilles and not be at all affected.
 
   “I wanted to kill him. I’ve never thought of killing Finnian Cole before, but that night I wanted to make him choke on his own words.” His mouth tightened. “But I couldn’t. You didn’t know me, and drawing attention to myself wasn’t something I could risk. I can still kill him for you, though, if that will help at all.”
 
   I cracked a smile. “I’ll settle for you answering some questions at long last.” 
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Is your name really Henry Westwood?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “It does to me.”
 
   “Then yes, my name is really Henry Westwood.”
 
   “Do you prefer Henry or Achilles?” 
 
   A very small frown - the one I was used to seeing hidden behind white paint. “I’ve never given anyone the choice, to be honest. To me, they’re one and the same. To you, maybe not.”
 
   Well, the obvious answer was that when he wore the paint he was Achilles, and without it he was Henry. But I knew I had to choose – I couldn’t call him one or the other depending on what his face looked like. 
 
   There was a certain privilege in calling him Henry, but I knew the risk of it slipping out in front of other people. If his men – or, God forbid, Finn – ever found out his real name, the image of Achilles would be irrevocably tainted by reality. The point of his character was to be unreal, to be faceless and nameless. I didn’t want to unwind the work he’d put in.
 
   “Achilles,” I murmured, studying his reaction closely. “Achilles is who I know you as. Maybe, in time, I’ll call you Henry, when the two of you come as one in my mind. But right now, I don’t know Henry. I only know and like Achilles.”
 
   That made him grin. I noted how much more human it looked without the paint. “That’s right – you rejected my offer for a lift home. It was an odd feeling, being jealous of myself.”
 
   I actually blushed. “Well, now I’m glad I didn’t agree to that ride. You probably would’ve thought I was willing to go home with any random hot guy.”
 
   “So you think I’m hot?” Suddenly his look turned devilish – a look I definitely recognized as Achilles’s. 
 
   “No,” I lied. “Not at all.”
 
   “Little liar,” he breathed, snapping his teeth at me – a purely Achilles move. I was starting to see the similarities more clearly now. “Would you prefer I put the paint back on? You seemed to like me better that way.”
 
   Though the question was asked with an air of indifference, I knew from the look in his eye that he was partly serious. This, then, must be why he wore the contact lenses: those beautiful, unique eyes gave everything away, every flicker of emotion. And if there was one thing Achilles couldn’t show, it was emotion.
 
   “I like you both ways. Like I’ve said before, the paint is part of who you are. I just have to … adjust.” So long as I concentrated on the idiosyncrasies the two identities shared, I wouldn’t feel as though I was betraying Achilles by being so personal with this stranger. 
 
   “Oh, speaking of who you are...” He took out yet another item from inside his jacket pocket and handed it to me.
 
   My purse! And in it were my keys and phone! And glasses! “I thought you might have lost these in the fight,” I said in a tiny voice, clutching the possessions to my chest possessively.
 
   Those broad shoulders shrugged. Another familiar tic. “You’re welcome.”
 
   I inspected my glasses, spiderweb cracks running through their corners. “I’ve given these up,” I told him, setting them on the bedside table. “I was thinking of investing in contacts, anyway.”
 
   He frowned, and it struck me as so odd that it didn’t cause creases and cracks in his paint. “That’s too bad. I kind of liked sexy-librarian Flick.”
 
   Grinning with real happiness, I swiftly pecked him on the lips. Again, I saw how his eyes gave the game away – honey was quickly enveloped by black as his pupils expanded. “I think it’s time for me to show you the other reasons I put out that reward.”
 
   Ca-thump went my heart. “B-but I’d much rather talk about –”
 
   “Actions, darling, actions,” he reminded me, finally pushing off the doorframe to back me straight onto the bed. I fell without hesitation, sinking into the plush covers with a gasp. He disappeared from sight for a moment to turn out the light, only to return and flick on a golden lamp in the corner.
 
   I was nervous, but worse than that, I was excited. Just being on that bed, in that room, with that boy of all boys, was enough to convince me that this was right. Achilles would never hurt me, never do anything I wasn’t ready for. I knew that, even if he had trouble convincing himself of it. 
 
   But, before he even reached the bed, I figured there was something rather obvious I should tell him:
 
   “Achilles, you’ve probably already guessed this, but I’ve never … I mean, I’m not…” Oh God, why was this so hard? “I’m not like those other girls.” There, that was much more sophisticated than admitting I was still a virgin at twenty years of age.
 
   I expected him to freeze, to at least back off a little. Instead he crawled up my body with a grin that made me melt, and stopped when his face was directly above mine. “Darling, don’t take this the wrong way, but I think I picked up on that from the way you blushed when I looked at you in that gazebo all those weeks ago. When most people see me coming towards them, the first reaction I get usually isn’t them mouthing off at me.”
 
   “You were intimidating!” I protested. “I’ve never had a thing for homicidal charmers before.”
 
   “But now you do?”
 
   “Apparently,” I muttered, knowing he could feel my racing heartbeat under his chest. 
 
   “Well, if it helps, I’ve never had a thing for beautiful, deceptively brave, innocent charmers before.”
 
   “And now you do?”
 
   His grin widened, taking on a wolfish look. “Definitely.”
 
   I wanted to kiss him, touch him, explore him – but there was one stupid barrier that prevented me from doing so. “I know you won’t like me asking this…”
 
   “I have I feeling you’ll do it anyway, so go on.”
 
   “That girl, the one you brought home when I was taken back to my cell. Why did you … wasn’t I…?” Yet again, struck down by my own inhibitions. 
 
   He knew, though. Of course he knew. As though he could sense my need for air, he rolled off me, facing me on his side. “It had nothing to do with what you weren’t, Felicity, and everything to do with what you were.” Sighing, he ran a hand through his short hair. “You were my prisoner. I told myself from the beginning that you were off limits, that you were just a temporary commodity, but … but you got under my skin, and before I knew it, I was finding any reason to be with you, to touch you. After the bathroom incident, I got scared – that’s my only excuse. I was scared of how I felt about you, and slipped back into old habits.”
 
   I … didn’t know how to react. I waited for the anger to come, but it didn’t. Same with relief. His explanation was too practical, too honest to fault. “Oh” was the only response I could come up with.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. I think it was the first time he’d ever said those words to me. “I really am sorry, Flick. The moment I saw you in that hallway, I knew how badly you were hurting, and it killed me. But I had to stay away from you, for both our sakes. You’re as dangerous to me as I am to you.”
 
   “Please,” I scoffed. “I’m way more badass than you. Did you see how I threatened that girl with your hammer?”
 
   “I did, and I have to say, I was thoroughly impressed.” The playful glint sparked in his eyes once more, and I knew there was no point focusing on the past. I was getting more emotional range from him in ten minutes than I had in a month, and I wasn’t about to ruin it by remaining bitter. 
 
   “So are you planning on staying away from me for much longer?” I asked conversationally, flicking my hair over my shoulder. “Because if you are, I actually got asked out by this guy at a Halloween party. I’m sure he’d be interested in getting to know me.”
 
   Quick as I could blink, he was on top of me once more, pinning my hands above my head with one arm, holding himself up with the other. “Nice try, but I’m afraid once you’re in my net, you’re in it for good.” 
 
   Enough beating around the bush. I pressed my lips against his before he could continue teasing me, arching my torso into his to reach his mouth. Like in Firestorm, his kiss was slow and tender to the point of frustrating, stirring heat in my blood until I was all but panting against his mouth.
 
   “More,” I groaned, and his laugh did nothing to soothe my frazzled nerves.
 
   “Impatient,” he commented, nipping at my jaw. 
 
   “Tease,” I retorted, bucking my hips up to rub against his front.
 
   That got him moving. His hand released mine to move to behind my knee, his palm burning against the tender skin. “How much do you like this dress?” he asked in a rough voice.
 
   “It’s Lucia’s,” I answered, not quite sure where he was going with this.
 
   “I’m sure she can buy another one with the money I gave her.” His lips meshed against mine, and a ripping sound filled the air. A moment later, I realized what he’d done.
 
   “Achilles!” I yelped, instantly covering my half-naked form, blood rushing to my cheeks. Too bad it was only my voice that seemed panicked – the rest of me was just further turned on by his actions.
 
   “You weren’t wearing a bra.” He sounded so strained, like he was hardly holding himself together. “Is this too fast?”
 
   I considered his words. He was giving me an out – something I didn’t expect. If I didn’t do this, would I regret it in the morning? Or would it be a clearer decision in the light of day?
 
   “No,” I told him, honestly. “It’s okay.”
 
   More gently than I would have thought possible, he pulled an arm around me and enclosed us both under the covers, enveloped in each other’s warmth. “You say stop, we stop. You feel uncomfortable at all, you tell me straight up, understand?”
 
   “I trust you.” Another truth. “There’s no one I’d rather be with.”
 
   Pure joy flooded my system through his skin. It was pure passion, though, that shone in his eyes. “If it’s the last thing I do, darling, I will make you the happiest woman on this earth.”
 
   Before I knew it, I’d opened my arms to him, letting him into my very soul. His next kiss seared me – there was no more teasing or hesitation. We both knew we were in this bed for good.
 
   I stripped him of his shirt, his color such a beautiful contrast to my own, the muscles under the cinnamon-tinted skin shifting and stretching in a way that made me slightly dizzy. Just like with the morphine, my whole body ached for something I couldn’t name, something it demanded from Achilles alone. He read my wordless pleas, and before I knew it, we were skin-to-skin, no more barriers to overcome, emotional or otherwise.
 
   I’d never been naked in front of a guy before. Well, aside from the bath incident at Achilles’s apartment, but even then, I’d been covered by bubbles. I knew I was scrawny, knew I’d never be the epitome of feminine beauty, thanks to my distinct lack of curves and buxomness. When his eyes roved over me, I was suddenly glad he’d taken out the contact lenses; it helped my confidence to see the way the honey-brown lit up at the sight of me naked.
 
   “Christ, you’re beautiful,” he told me, forehead pressed against mine. And in that moment, I felt beautiful. His eyes gave away the truth in his words, warding off any hang-ups I might have about my body, about my lack of romantic skill. “Every inch of you is perfection, darling.”
 
   “You can talk,” I whispered, running a hand over his bare chest, reveling in the ropes of hard muscle I found there. By his shoulder - the one I’d fixed, the first time we’d met - was a scar from the gunshot wound he’d sustained as a result.    
 
   “Enough?” he asked.
 
   I knew what he meant. “No.” I shook my head. “Not enough. I want all of you.”
 
   With a half-growl, half-groan, he kissed me hard, his hands on my body, skillfully working me into some kind of frenzy. Never leaving my lips, he reached into the bedside table drawer. I heard a rip of foil, and thanked my lucky stars one of us was in control enough to remember protection.
 
    When I thought I could take no more, and was about to beg for him to do something, he rocked into me with one thrust.
 
   A pinch of pain froze me in place – expected – but then it subsided into something I’d never felt before – unexpected. Achilles went absolutely still, gritting his teeth as he looked over my face in concern. “I’m sorry, darling. It’ll be over soon, I swear.” He kissed me again, deep and tender, until I was distracted from the pain and something new blossomed deep within me. Something … incredible.
 
   As if he understood what I was going through, he slowly moved his hips further against me.
 
   “Again,” I gasped. 
 
   He obeyed, his movements a little deeper. This time, there was no pain, only pleasure. Unadulterated, mind-blowing pleasure that had nothing to do with my power.
 
   Gradually we fell into a rhythm. My skin felt too tight for my body. Every breath of his mingled with mine. Every touch was electric, every movement pushed me a little further off the edge, until I suddenly came apart at the seams, crying out at the overload of sensation. Sunshine broke out of my hold and flowed right into his skin. I didn’t bother to try and stop it.
 
   Suddenly Achilles followed me right over the edge, roaring my name into my shoulder. Happiness hit my every pore, flooding straight back from his system into mine.
 
   And then everything stilled.
 
   Slowly, tenderly, he disentangled himself from me, rolling onto his side once more. I smugly noticed that his chest was heaving, his eyes slightly unfocussed. 
 
   “I have no idea what you just did,” he panted, “but whatever it was, feel free to do it again sometime.”
 
   “Uh huh” was all I could manage. I felt as though I’d just run a marathon – every inch of me was exhausted, but the sunshine I’d let loose numbed any residual pain I might have felt. Instead, there was just contentment. 
 
   “How’re you feeling?” he asked, pulling the covers back over us. I couldn’t remember him ever kicking them off, but I suppose I’d been concentrating on better things.
 
   “Tired, but good,” I answered. Then, naturally, self-consciousness snuck in. “Was that … okay?”
 
   He smiled – yet another real smile. It was enough to kick-start feeling back into my chest. “You really couldn’t tell?”
 
   A blush filled my face. “I guess so.”
 
   “Oh, darling, I think we’re past shyness at this stage.” With a wink, he got up to clean himself, then returned in record time, pulling me tight against him under the heavy blankets. “You are a goddess.”
 
   “I know,” I yawned, snuggling into his chest, reveling in the warmth I found there. His laugh resounded under my ear. When his slight stubble rubbed against my forehead, I worked up the energy to ask, “Shouldn’t you put your paint back on?”
 
   “Probably.” His arms tightened around me, contrary to his words. “Maybe when I can feel my legs again.”
 
   Good to know I wasn’t the only one experiencing that sensation.
 
   His fingers stroked through my hair, a cocoon of happiness encasing the pair of us. “Achilles?”
 
   “Yeah?” He sounded on the brink of sleep, same as me.
 
   “Are we a thing now?”
 
   Another throaty chuckle. “We were always a thing, darling. Just took both of us a while to see it.”
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
   Leveling the Playing Field
 
   When I woke, it was to an insistent knocking on wood somewhere. I buried myself further under the covers, into the hard wall of warmth at my back. Whatever this dream was, I liked it.
 
   “Boss?” called out a voice. An unfamiliar, masculine voice.
 
   Suddenly something stirred behind me. And slowly, like mist burning under the sun, my surroundings bled into comprehension. Specifically, the mass of hot flesh curled around me, and the memory of what happened last night. As if he could pick up on the frantic beat of my heart, the panic in my gut, those lean arms encased me tighter.
 
   “Morning,” rumbled a not so unfamiliar, male voice. “Not freaking out on me are you, darling?”
 
   “No,” I squeaked. 
 
   “Boss?” asked the voice outside the door once more. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” called Achilles. “Give me a minute.” Rolling me over towards him, those piercing eyes searched my face. Once more I was struck by his foreign appearance, the lack of paint displaying every inch of skin the rest of the world missed out on. “Regrets?”
 
   I shook my head, keeping the sheet close to my chest to cover my prone form. “I keep expecting you to tell me this has all been a joke, or part of your dastardly plan for world domination.” 
 
   “Ah.” He gave me space, but the devilish smile playing on his lips told me he wasn’t planning on giving it for long. “You’ve foiled my schemes, you meddling kid! Little did you know your innocence was the only thing stopping me from conquering the entire world!” With a mock evil laugh that was slightly too convincing for my tastes, he flipped me onto his front, my hips straddling his. Scooting backwards, we came to a sitting position, the sheet still wrapped around my torso protectively.
 
   His eyes softened. “No jokes, no endgame, no ulterior motives. Just me and you against the world. I can’t promise I’ll cancel those world domination plans,” he added with a smirk, “but you should know you’ll never be part of them. Unless, of course, you’d like to be my evil sidekick.”
 
   “Honey, I’m no one’s sidekick,” I said with a grin. He immediately kissed it, the action wholly natural.
 
   Suddenly the door behind us opened. “Boss? I got some news –”
 
   Achilles moved faster than I’d ever seen. One moment he was beneath me, the next he was pinning me flat to the mattress, and I felt his hand flick out towards the door. Peeking under his arm, I saw a knife firmly lodged in the doorframe, right beside the intruder’s head.
 
   “Out,” he growled at the thug. The door snapped shut instantly.
 
   “I thought you were a hand-to-hand type of guy” was the only response I was fit to give.
 
   Smirk. “Doesn’t mean I’m not prepared for long-range.” A sigh of frustration, then he rolled from the bed, pulling on a pair of boxers as he went. “I hate the real world.”
 
   I waited until he’d disappeared into the bathroom to hastily grab a T-shirt and track-pants from his wardrobe, pull them on, and be sitting in the middle of the bed once more by the time he returned. On sighting me, I saw his eyes flash hungrily, even from across the room. 
 
   “When I saw you in my clothes the day you moved into my quarters, I knew I was a goner. No one had ever had an advantage over me before, but you – a seemingly harmless waif of a girl – blindsided me completely.” He stalked towards me, crawled across the bed to lean over me, the look on his face reigniting the heat in my blood. Before I knew it, his teeth nipped at my lips. “Care to help me with my paint?”
 
   I blinked, the change of subject catching me off guard. The heat didn’t die down, but I did find myself smiling at the request. “I’d love to.” 
 
   It was an odd privilege, watching Achilles apply his face paint. I was both honored that he’d trust me enough to let me witness the act, and a little terrified knowing that now I was in his circle, I could never get out. By showing me his true face, he’d effectively decided my fate for me; if I was ever caught by one of his enemies or the police, they would wring details of his appearance out of me, not to mention his location, habits, weaknesses. I was the one chink in his chain, and I’m sure he was well aware of it. 
 
   While I was caught up in my paranoia, he painted the finishing details on his cheekbones and inserted his black contact lenses, the color drowning out all expression from his face.
 
   “When was the last time someone saw your real face?” I asked. 
 
   He thought about it. “Ten years, give or take, I’d say. I pull it out occasionally to blend in – like at the Halloween party – but it’s been a while since someone has known me for me, instead of me for Achilles.” Flicking the paintbrush over his shoulder with a flourish, he passed me a towel and kissed me hard enough to make my toes curl. “Have a shower, then we’ll go and pick your stuff up from Lucia’s house.”
 
   I all but raced into the shower, eager to feel clean of all the makeup and lingering aches of last night. Ten years, he’d said. A whole decade since anyone had known the personality behind those beautiful eyes, since anyone had seen beyond the face to the man inside. Ten years since he would’ve had a proper conversation with anyone, a proper relationship with anyone. After all, you couldn’t have a relationship with a man that didn’t exist.
 
   It might have been selfish of me, but I was glad to be the first girl to break through to Henry Westwood. 
 
   “Flick?” the man in question called from the hallway outside the bedroom. “I think this might interest you.”
 
   Frowning, I pulled on his clothes once more and followed his voice. He stood outside with two thugs, both of whom were looking rather sorry to be there. 
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   The happy vibes coating Achilles should have tipped me off. “Your biggest fan was hospitalized this morning.” 
 
   “W-what? Finn?” Dread hit me like a punch to the gut. “What happened?” I directed the question to the thugs, knowing Achilles would just blow it off. 
 
   They both exchanged a glance with Achilles, who nodded almost imperceptibly. Approval gained, one of them answered, “Attempted suicide, or so we hear. Stepped off the edge of a building in the city center, and broke both his legs.”
 
   The mental image painted was enough to have my knees buckling. Achilles hoisted me up, his previous smile replaced with a deep frown. “Not your problem, darling. I always knew him being so stuck-up would end in disaster.”
 
   “Like hell it isn’t my problem!” All kinds of horrible memories and feelings swelled in my chest, impervious even to the warmth of Achilles’s fingers wrapped around my arm. “Why? Why did he jump?”
 
   “Nobody knows,” replied one of the men with a shrug. “Pretty sketchy, though, seeing as he could’ve teleported on the way down if he really wanted to.”
 
   Breathing became difficult all at once. This was my fault. My fault. I’d given him a huge hit of sunshine and now he was going the same way as Xavier. I’d thought Finn immune to the effects because he was always so optimistic, and naturally happy, and a pillar of strength to the whole city. Plus, it had been weeks since I’d helped him out. Were the effects that long-lasting?
 
   “Flick?” Achilles’s eyes searched my face, but I hardly noticed the world around me. I was too busy trying to gulp in air through the panic lodged in my throat.
 
   “It was me,” I rasped. “I gave him a hit at his house, the day he took me. A big hit! That’s what he was talking about at the Halloween party.”
 
   Despite the black coating to his eyes, I could see the cogs fitting into place in Achilles’s mind. “Shit. Shit.” He ran his free hand through his hair, then turned to his two employees. “Get us a car. We need to go to the hospital.”
 
   “What?” said all three of us at once.
 
   “I’m not risking anything” was his enigmatic answer.
 
   The two thugs disappeared. I sunk against the wall, the need to collapse within myself clawing at my gut. This was too much. I had all but murdered the hero of Carova, the brightest star this city had at its disposal. 
 
   “Look at me, Felicity,” commanded a voice that sounded far-off. Fingers pinched my chin and forced my head up to meet two empty, ebony eyes. “Snap out of it. I need you here with me, understand?” When I failed to respond, his grip tightened. “Quit acting like a child and get back to me.”
 
   Anger began to seep in through the numbness. I struggled against his hold. “I’m not acting like a child! How could you say that?”
 
   “Prove it,” he growled, right up in my face. “Come on, prove me wrong. Or are you happy being weak, feeling sorry for yourself?”
 
   Without warning, I shoved him backwards into the opposite wall. “Shut up!”
 
   “Or what? You’ll cry on me?” I could sense something under his tone, under the irritation, but was too far-gone to interpret it. 
 
   Tears rapidly disappearing, I grabbed the knife still lodged in the doorway of his bedroom and launched myself at him, pressing it against his jugular. “You’re a monster! I thought you cared!” Rage fueled me now. No panic, no grief. Just anger.
 
   His smile just infuriated me all the more. “You really think I’d bother giving tough love to someone I don’t care about?” Arching a brow when I paused, he added, “You know I don’t do TLC and pity. I’d much rather have you pressing a knife to my throat than have you inconsolably crying for the rest of the day.”
 
   Slowly, wary of his blank stare, I lowered the blade. He was right – I was no longer on the brink of a breakdown. Just as he’d done the day I’d been transferred to his apartment, Achilles had saved me from myself.
 
   “Thanks,” I grumbled, handing him the knife. He sheathed it in a strap on his back. 
 
   “Boss, car’s ready.” Hugo appeared at the top of the stairs, looking between Achilles and me rather cautiously.
 
   “Brave the skeletons, darling,” said Achilles, holding out a hand. Ironic statement, given his face paint.
 
   Wordlessly, we exited the house, climbed into the same massive car as last night, and took off towards the hospital. 
 
   By the time we got there, I was almost physically ill with worry. I told myself that if Finn’s tragedy was because of me, I would find a way to nullify my power for good. I would never use it again, not even in an emergency. 
 
   “Are you coming in with me?” I asked Achilles, though I knew the answer. 
 
   “Of course I am,” he said in a tone that suggested I was crazy for thinking otherwise.
 
   Well, maybe I didn’t know the answer.
 
   “What if you’re caught?” I followed him out of the truck, trailed by three thugs including Hugo. 
 
   He just laughed. “Darling, if I worried about that, I’d never step outside the house.”
 
   There was something a little empowering about strolling into the hospital with Achilles, hard as it was to admit. The power he brought with him was intoxicating, like being punch-drunk. He was so confident in himself, in his ability to avoid capture, in his character. 
 
   As proof of that idea, as soon as we entered the hospital, people immediately scattered. I saw nurses duck behind desks, doctors retreat into offices, patients and visitors shrink back into the shadows. Would they have done so if it were Henry Westwood, not Achilles, standing there?
 
   Definitely not.
 
   “Don’t mind us,” chirped Achilles, hooking an arm around my shoulders. “Just checking up on a friend. Of course, anyone calls the police and we might stay a little longer.” He winked at a nurse who had pulled out her cell phone, and I immediately saw the difference between the public and private versions of Achilles. 
 
   We took the elevator up to the intensive care unit, bypassing more terrified staff and patrons on the way. It didn’t escape my notice that I garnered some overtly curious looks – I suppose having Achilles holding me as though we were best friends didn’t help my cause.
 
   “We’re looking for Finnian Cole,” Achilles said to a nurse at the station, propping both elbows up on the desk. 
 
   “I won’t let you kill him,” she answered, spine straight and chin stuck out. I was impressed – the first person to stand up to Achilles, and she couldn’t be much older than me.
 
   “Admire the spirit, lady, but unfortunately killing him isn’t on the agenda.” He jerked a thumb at me. “Agony Aunt here wants to make sure she didn’t inspire his near-offing.”
 
   Her eyes met mine, and I saw the blatant confusion there: why is she with him? 
 
   “Just tell him,” I said with a slight sigh. “He’ll find it out anyway.”
 
   Achilles grinned, the act completely wolfish. “She’s not lying.”
 
   Frowning, the nurse addressed me, “Room three-oh-six. You realize you’re dating a monster, right?”
 
   It was on the tip of my tongue to sheepishly say, ‘We’re not dating’. But screw it – I’d worked too hard to forge some kind of normal relationship with Achilles to back down at the first sign of disapproval. “Word of advice – don’t judge what you don’t understand.” I even put in a scowl for good measure before turning and stalking towards Finn’s room. 
 
   Achilles whistled as he kept pace with me. “You’re cute when you get all defensive.”
 
   “Not what I was going for.” I entered Room 306 without knocking, noting with a slight pang that there were no guests in the suite. Just Finn, lying prone in a bed, both legs in casts and the rest of him heavily bandaged. 
 
   Achilles, to my surprise, hung back as I approached the bed, my hand immediately seeking Finn’s on the starchy bed cover. “Finn? Are you awake?”
 
   His eyes blinked open at once. Gray – they were pure gray. When I’d first met him in the gazebo, and then at the party, they had been the brightest of blue. How had they changed color?
 
   “Felicity,” he breathed, clutching my hand as if it was a lifeline. “Thank God. I thought you were dead.”
 
   Well, not the greeting I’d expected, but a nice sentiment all the same. “Why would you think that?”
 
   “He said he was coming for you,” he croaked, the grip on my hand tightening painfully. “He told me he was going to do … horrible things to you.”
 
   “Who?” 
 
   Achilles stepped out of the shadows, drawing my hand away from Finn’s. “Maybe touching isn’t the best idea at the moment, darling,” he said to me quietly.
 
   “Him!” cried Finn, to my bewilderment, and suddenly roared in pain as tendrils of smoke billowed from his skin. 
 
   “Finn, stop! What are you doing?” I went to call for the nurse, but Achilles stopped me.
 
   “He’s trying to teleport,” he explained, eyes on the broken hero before us.
 
   “Stay away from her, you son of a bitch,” snarled Finn at Achilles. “Make you feel better, does it? Seeing me like this?”
 
   “Well, it was amusing at first, Finnian, but now you just look ridiculous. Why are you trying to get up? I doubt you’re in any condition to fight me.” The frown between Achilles’s brows told me he was considering something I had yet to realize.
 
   “Finn, are you saying … Achilles did this to you?” I asked, looking between the pair. If it had been true, I would have expected a feral grin on Achilles’s part, or even a sly smirk. Instead, I got nothing but genuine confusion. 
 
   “I will kill you,” Finn told Achilles through gritted teeth, struggling against his bonds. “Do you hear me? As soon as I’m out of here, I will end you.” 
 
   “Charmed as I am, I still don’t follow. I didn’t do this to you – you did it to yourself, pal. Would you like me to fetch the psychiatric nurse? Maybe you’d feel better if you talked to someone about –”
 
   “Felicity, get out of here!” yelled Finn, voice broken. “Whatever he’s told you to get you here, he’s lying! He has a superpower – his voice is a weapon!”
 
   That brought my panic and second doubts to a screeching halt. Even Achilles froze beside me. 
 
   “You told me to jump!” continued Finn when neither of us moved to speak. “Don’t act all freaking innocent, you cowardly bastard! At least have the guts to own up to your own actions – I’m sure you’re so proud of them.”
 
   “Cool your jets,” tutted Achilles. “Rage doesn’t befit you. Start from the top – we’re a little pressed for time.”
 
   “I think,” I said, shooting Achilles a dark look, “what Achilles means is, he couldn’t have done this to you. I’ve been with him for the last twelve hours.”
 
   But I already knew what had happened. It was obvious by the stiff set of Achilles’s shoulders, the crease in his brow. 
 
   Molten.
 
   “He – whoever it was – found me in the beer garden of a pub last night, gave this big speech about leveling the playing field and tarnishing my image. Told me an attempted suicide would speak more about the hopelessness of this city than anything else.” As if it pained him to remember, Finn’s eyes turned to the ceiling. “I tried to fight him, but as soon as he got hold of me, it was like I was under some kind of spell.”
 
   “Let me guess – he told you to jump without teleporting at all.” Achilles’s voice was more deadpan than I’d ever heard it. 
 
   “You would know,” sneered Finn, smoke seeping out from the edges of the bandages once more. Pain filled his eyes, and immediately I lay a hand over his forehead, the instinct to care overriding my past fears of transferring my ability.
 
   “Don’t hurt yourself,” I told him firmly, moving my hand to his. 
 
   He closed his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Felicity. For what I said at the Halloween party. It was completely out-of-line, and I’ve never … well, I was in a bad place. I know it’s no excuse. I’m sorry.” I squeezed his hand in response. What else could I say?  His eyes travelled between Achilles and I. “You’re with him now, aren’t you?”
 
   As if he sensed I needed to face this myself, Achilles stepped back from the bed, pulling Hugo and the other thugs towards him for a hushed conversation. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Finn. It was a train wreck from the start.” I glanced back at the object of my affection. “He didn’t do this to you, though. You have to believe that.” I bent down and added in a whisper, “Truth be told, I think I’m making him soften up a bit.”
 
   “Don’t make me finish what Molten started here to prove a point, woman,” growled Achilles, his hearing more superb than I’d guessed. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. Finn picked up on the reference though. “Molten?”
 
   “Two-faced piece of shit that used to be my right hand man,” explained Achilles casually. “He’s impersonating me to get to Flick.”
 
   “No, this is bigger than me,” I said. I knew it. Why would one man go to all this effort for my measly power? Especially if he could just order everyone to do his bidding anyway? It didn’t make sense. “He’s after something more.”
 
   An expletive slipped from Achilles’s lips, his fingers running through his hair ceaselessly. I could guess why he was so unhinged by this – if Molten was imitating him, the manhunt for Achilles would amp up to terrifying proportions. Not only that, but by getting Finn to supposedly try and kill himself, it sent the message to Carova that even its best and fairest was haunted by demons. 
 
   The not-too-distant wail of police sirens broke the silence, forcing our time with Finn down to minutes. “He won’t come after you again,” Achilles told his nemesis. “The seed of futility’s been sown, now he’s just waiting to reap the benefits.”
 
   “Which are?” asked Finn.
 
   “When I find out, I’ll let you know.” Achilles intertwined his fingers with mine, tugging me towards the door. 
 
   “Hurt her and I’ll skin you myself,” called Finn after us as we disappeared into the hallway.
 
   Achilles just tsked. “The way these people act, honestly – you’d think we were in some kind of danger.”
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
   Realized Potential
 
   By late the next afternoon, Achilles had come up with a plan so stupid, it was almost sure to work. 
 
   “You really don’t mind killing him?” I asked him, looking over his shoulder at the array of weaponry spread out on his desk in the den. Under normal circumstances, the sight would have made me slightly ill. But somehow, Achilles acting as a barrier between the weapons and myself was enough to keep the unease at bay.
 
   “When it comes to threatening you, darling, I think we both know I don’t mind killing anyone. Is that romantic or what?” He strapped three knives to each of his ankles. “Do you mind me killing him?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered honestly. “But I know he would kill you, if it came down to it, so it doesn’t bother me as much as it should. Does that make me a bad person?”
 
   His finely-painted lips pressed a kiss to my forehead, his hand squeezing my nape. “No, darling. It makes you human.”
 
   I couldn’t help it – I pulled him down for a proper kiss, uncaring for the paint and the assortment of weapons strapped to his person. As though he’d been waiting for me to make a move, his arms encircled my waist, dipping me back slightly as his mouth explored mine. He tasted of lemon and something uniquely Achilles, something addictive beyond words. 
 
   Last night, I’d expected him to try and seduce me all over again, but instead he’d surprised me by dressing me in a pair of his pajamas, pulling me against him under the covers, and asking me all kinds of questions about my childhood. After his thirst for knowledge was apparently quenched, he wrapped himself around me and we fell asleep. 
 
   But now, with the temptation of his skin so close, and with the possibly of Molten coming for us looming over our heads, rest was the last thing on my mind. 
 
   It must have been a similar idea for him as well, because before I knew it, he’d locked my legs around his hips and sat me on the desk behind him, sending the papers and melee weapons to the ground with one swipe of his arm. Clutching his collar, I pulled him down with me, well aware I was spread out like a feast for him on that table.
 
   “Christ, girl,” he groaned as I ran my fingernails along his spine, up under his shirt. “If you wanted to bring me to my knees, all you had to do was ask.”
 
   I was past the point of conversation – hell, I could hardly form words past the hungry haze clouding my vision. I kissed him deep enough to make him buck into my core, the sign of his arousal obvious through his suit pants.
 
   “I want you,” I told him in a husky voice that sounded nothing like me. 
 
   “Good.” He sucked on my lower lip until it swelled. Suddenly my T-shirt was gone, his hands stripping it off me without much effort. 
 
   I tore his shirt down its front, glad for the pop-buttons it possessed. Soon enough his skin was pressed to mine, his mouth working down my body as his hands made short work of my cotton pants. 
 
   “Protection?” I managed to gasp through the fire coursing through my body. Happiness poured from his soul straight into my skin, and I returned it straight back. 
 
   “Your wallet,” he answered against my sensitive skin, pushing the object in question into my palm, the colored foil wrapper in his own. 
 
   I laughed, unable to stop it. Of course, his hands traveling further south on me soon had the laugh catching in my throat. Within minutes I was melting into the table, fist against my mouth to muffle my cries of delight.
 
   “What are you doing to me?” I asked breathlessly when his mouth and hands returned to where I could see them.
 
   His grin was slightly tilted as the paint on his face was smudged. I blushed at the thought of where the rest of that paint was. “Same thing you’ve been doing me for a while now, darling.” With one thrust, he was embedded in me, and we both groaned at the sensation. He nipped at my lips. “Driving you insane.”
 
   Well, he certainly delivered what he promised. I was on the brink of madness within another five minutes of agonizingly slow loving. Even his kisses had slowed to languid, torturous movements against my mouth. 
 
   When I thought I could take no more, and was legitimately about to start begging, his rhythm changed dramatically, his hands suddenly pinning mine above my head, arching my chest into his. I’d never felt more vulnerable, but I’d also never experienced such intense pleasure. I trusted this man with my heart – why wouldn’t I trust him with my body as well?
 
   As if he knew the significance of my compliance, his fathomless eyes met mine. “I love you, Felicity.”
 
   It was so sudden, so unexpectedly heartfelt in a moment of absolute passion, that I went to pieces in his arms. “I love you, Achilles,” I managed to whisper as I fell.
 
   He followed me into bliss, until we lay entwined, covered in a fine sheen of sweat, our heartbeats racing in tandem.
 
   After what seemed like an eternity, I turned to face him. “Did you mean it?”
 
   “Did you?” he countered.
 
   A tense moment before we both answered, in perfect unison, “Of course I did.”
 
   Grinning like the idiots we were, we righted ourselves once more, my cheeks filling with color when I realized the door had been unlocked the entire time. I glanced in the mirror above the fireplace to find black paint smeared across my lips, down my neck, disappearing into the collar of my shirt.
 
   “Now,” said Achilles, laying the weapons and papers back on the table I’d just been on, “you need a weapon. I was thinking more of a blunt, easy one than a gun, or something that might be used against you –”
 
   “Hold up.” I spun from the mirror. “You seriously don’t think we should address us using the ‘L’ word?”
 
   Those massive black eyes blinked blankly. “Why? Did I say it wrong?” Smirk.
 
   “I just … it’s a big step. Right? Most guys would be running for the hills right now.” I wasn’t freaking out, though, and I doubted I would be any time soon. I loved Achilles. He loved me. It was simple, really. 
 
   As always, we were on something of a similar mental level. “Remind me again how I’m like most guys.” Clicking the last buttons of his shirt, he strolled up to me, his fingers immediately clasping my chin. “I’m never going to be the poetic type when it comes to this stuff, Flick, but I don’t just say things for no reason. I love you, okay?” His thumb rubbed against the paint on my lower lip. “Don’t get too much of an ego, but you’re kind of my everything.”
 
   My breath caught in my throat. I was expecting a half-hearted joke – I got a full-hearted declaration instead. “Back at you,” I whispered, cupping his cheek with my hand. His paint cracked a little under my touch.
 
   For a single, perfect moment, the façade of Achilles faded to reveal the true recipient of my heart underneath. Despite the paint, the contacts, the air of indifference, I could see right through the disguise; Henry Westwood was closer to the surface than I’d thought.
 
   “Here,” he said, snapping us both out of the suspended minute. I looked down to see he’d pressed a sewing kit into my palm. “Innocent but deadly. Like you.”
 
   I opened the felt kit to discover a range of knitting needles, scissors, and other sharp objects. 
 
   “What’s this for?” 
 
   “I trust Hugo, but since the day you showed up at the police station, I have trouble putting your life in the hands of the others. Don’t worry, I’ll be back before you know it.” Pressing a last kiss to my forehead, he pocketed the remaining weapons – two butcher knives, a hammer, a wrench, a lighter, and a screwdriver. 
 
   “Achilles?” I asked.
 
   He stopped in the doorway, waited.
 
   “Be careful. I have a weird feeling about this.” I didn’t want to nag, but I couldn’t help but think Molten might have been a step ahead of us on this one. 
 
   He turned long enough to show me a disbelieving smirk, then disappeared up the stairs, leaving me to wash the paint from my appearance and wait. 
 
    
 
   Hugo and I waited by the window in the front room, looking out into the gloomy street. Darkness had fallen quickly, and a chill had set into my bones since Achilles’s departure an hour earlier.
 
   “You’ll have to get used to this, kid,” commented Hugo, taking a swig of cheap beer. “Waiting up for him, I mean. Something tells me he won’t be quitting his day job any time soon, especially if this thing with Molten goes smoothly.”
 
   “Warning?” I asked with a wry grin.
 
   “Advice,” he corrected. 
 
   The more I thought about Hugo’s sudden words of wisdom, the more I realized just how right he was. Achilles wouldn’t be giving up a life of crime for me, wouldn’t be joining the forces of justice any time soon. Right now, that didn’t seem so bad. But what about when I wanted to go to college? Or get married? Or have children? Did he have any of those priorities planned out, or was he simply content to live a life free of responsibilities?
 
   Save it, I told myself. Save it until he gets back. No point worrying yourself about it.
 
   “Can you tell me the story of how you came to work for Achilles, Hugo?” I asked, warding off my concerns with conversation. “Just to take my mind off other things.”
 
   He grinned broadly, as though he’d been waiting for that question for a while. Stretching out on the sofa, he told me, “Standard mid-life crisis story, only a little more extreme. I was sick of teaching high school brats, wanted a change of lifestyle. At first I considered buying a yacht or something, you know. One day, though, I was at the City Museum on a field trip with the school. We’d just finished rounding the kids up onto the bus when I heard this massive explosion, like, the kind to make your head spin.”
 
   Three guesses where this was headed.
 
   Gulping down the last of the beer, he continued, “I ran toward the building, looking for survivors, but turned out everyone had been evacuated a few minutes earlier. People were going mental, screaming and running around; all I could hear were sirens and flames. Then, out of the smoke came this figure, like some kind of ghost. Back then, of course, nobody really knew who Achilles was. But I knew. This was a man who liked adventure, who liked to live on the edge. I can’t explain it – I just knew, you know? I knew this was the change I’d been looking for.
 
   “So, I went up to him. I know, I know,” he added, seeing my horrified expression, “I swear to God, thought he was going to bash my head in with that hammer as soon as I introduced myself. But he didn’t. He just shook my hand, said it was nice to meet me, told me to be at some café the day after. Like he knew what I wanted from him. Next day, I found myself handing in my resignation, and since then … well, haven’t looked back.”
 
   Silence filled the spotless room for a minute, then I had to ask, “Do you regret it?”
 
   He blew out a breath. “Sometimes. I miss the routine, I guess. But that’s also one of the things I don’t miss – it’s hard to explain. This life is so … hardcore. Dangerous, yeah, but exciting, too.” His dark eyes studied me through the dim lighting. “Sound familiar?”
 
   It did. My life as Old Felicity – living each day in perpetual boredom, grieving for something irretrievable, keeping my happiness locked away – was over. But, like Hugo, I missed routine. I missed the security of knowing who I was and what my life was about. Achilles had opened my eyes to a new style of living, but I wasn’t completely sure I wanted to live on the edge with him.
 
   “You should talk to him about it,” said Hugo, sensing my worries. “I’ve never seen him act as rational as he does with you.”
 
   And that was a problem in itself. If Achilles was having an effect on me, what kind of effect was I having on him? 
 
   The screech of car tires outside broke my train of thought. Squinting through the dying sunlight, I saw a familiar black Jeep skid to a stop in the driveway. My breath came out of me in a rush, relief crushing my lungs. Thank God. That bad feeling I’d had about this whole thing had just been paranoia.
 
   Achilles climbed down from the front seat, and I caught a glimpse of someone in the passenger side, but they didn’t get out.
 
   “The hell? Achilles never drives,” said Hugo from behind me, peering through the curtains. “Where’s Rodrigues?”
 
   That wasn’t the only odd thing in this picture. Red streaks patterned Achilles’s cheek and neck, a stark contrast to the white paint beneath. He picked the hammer from his belt as he stalked towards the house, his body stiff and rather robotic. His face expressionless, his teeth bared in the dim light.
 
   Then I noticed that his collar had been torn open at the side, exposing the sun-kissed skin of his shoulder.
 
   And the crushing panic came flooding back.
 
   “Molten got to him,” I gasped, scrambling away from the window. “Hugo, his skin!”
 
   Three seconds, and Hugo got my meaning. Wide eyes turned to face me. “Out the back door, now.”
 
   There was a knock at the door. One of the other thugs in the kitchen moved to get it.
 
   “No!” shouted Hugo and I simultaneously, but it was too late – the door had opened, and suddenly, with a thump, the man was on the floor, blood gushing from his skull. I vaguely registered the raw scream tearing from my throat.
 
   “Shit! Shit!” Hugo hauled me under his arm and pushed our way to the laundry. “Everybody out!”
 
   Shouts and curses resounded from behind us, but I didn’t dare look back. Holy crap, holy crap, holy crap. This was like something out of a nightmare. What the hell had Molten done to get Achilles to kill his own men? 
 
   I didn’t want to know.
 
   Hugo and I reached the fence in the backyard, but Achilles was faster than I remembered. I turned to look at him across the lawn. He’d stopped moving, but there were no signs of life from inside, and I hoped to God he’d only knocked them out.
 
   “Achilles, stop,” I said in a shaky voice. “You have to fight this!”
 
   “Felicity,” he rasped in a voice that wasn’t quite his own. “Run!”
 
   I didn’t need to be told twice. I darted to the side gate, Hugo right beside me, pulling out my cell phone as I went. This was definitely not something I could handle on my own.
 
   Achilles stalked towards us, that wolfish grin on his blood-splattered face. Hugo gave me a boost over the fence, and I punched in Finn’s number. 
 
   “I’ll try and stop him,” said Hugo, looking back over his shoulder. Achilles seemed to be trying to slow himself, trying to dig his own feet into the grass, to no avail.
 
   “No! Hugo, he will kill you!” But before I knew it, he’d pushed me over the gate, right as a male voice through the phone said:
 
   “Hello, Finn Cole’s phone.”
 
   “I need Finn!” I cried. “Put Finn on the phone!”
 
   “Who is this, sorry?” asked the lazy voice. Beyond the fence I could hear grunts of pain, but from who, I didn’t know.
 
   “Put him on the fucking phone or I will hunt you down and scalp you! It’s an emergency!” I continued to back away from the fence, into the open street.
 
   “Crazy bitches,” I heard the voice mutter, then, blessedly, Finn’s voice said, “Hello?”
 
   “Finn, it’s Felicity. Achilles has … he’s trying to kill me! He’s not himself! You need to get down here, I need your help, please!”
 
   “Where are you?” Thank Christ, he was taking me seriously.
 
   “I don’t know … some street near the racetrack…” I frantically looked around for a sign, a landmark, anything. “Lots of cherry blossoms. And new houses.”
 
   Suddenly the gate boomed. A roar of pain, then silence. I froze by the curb, clutching my phone for dear life.
 
   “Shit, I still can’t teleport. I’m sending Ellis and Colby to you, okay, Felicity? Stay on the phone, don’t leave me, sweetheart.” I could hear the panic seeping into his voice, and knew this had to be a bad situation for Finn to be alarmed. Mumbles in the background, then a door slamming.
 
   “He’s being controlled by this guy who used to work for him – he’s not doing it himself, he would never hurt me, never try and kill me,” I babbled, and the gate boomed again. Someone was trying to break through to the other side.
 
   “You have to stop him, Felicity, okay? Throw something at him, hurt him, put obstacles in his path. Just hold out a little longer.” 
 
   I took out the sewing kit Achilles gave me earlier – a flimsy defense in this scenario, but it would have to do. With shaking fingers, I also grabbed a rock from the garden.
 
   Suddenly the wood on the gate splintered, and the whole thing crashed to the ground. Achilles stepped over the mess, as though he was simply taking a stroll. I couldn’t see Hugo anywhere behind him, but I suddenly wanted to vomit.
 
   “He’s coming for me,” I dry-sobbed to Finn. 
 
   “Run!” Finn yelled. Again, didn’t need the warning. I dropped the rock and made a run for it, sprinting all of ten yards before Achilles tackled me from behind, sending us both into the rough asphalt. The phone skidded out of my reach, and as I screamed, I heard Finn calling out for me.
 
   “Achilles, stop! Stop!” I shrieked as he pinned my arms to my sides with his knees, straddling my waist. “It’s me! Felicity!”
 
   Those empty black eyes gave nothing away, but his head stilled for a very brief moment. Blood dripped from his face to mine, making me gag. 
 
   “Molten!” I screamed into the night. “Get out here and fight me yourself, you son of a bitch!”
 
   I saw the passenger’s window of the Jeep roll down enough to expose a pair of ice-cold eyes and a wholly predatory smile, and knew this was it. Molten had won. He’d instructed Achilles to kill his men, then me. 
 
   “Fight me,” choked Achilles. “Kill me, Felicity!”
 
   Tears streaking down my face, I bucked under him, shifting his weight, but not his knees. The coppery scent of blood hung in the air. 
 
   I managed to muster enough strength to roll us to the side, thanking God he wasn’t any heavier or bigger. As soon as I was free, I scrambled away from him, grabbing a knitting needle from the sewing kit in one hand and a pair of scissors in the other. 
 
   “Don’t make me hurt you,” I sobbed, but he was past listening. His body collided with mine once more, hands going for my throat, so I did the only thing I could think of, and stabbed one of the needles straight into his thigh. With a cry of pain that tore at my heartstrings, he went to his knees. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” I went to stand, but his hand shot out and pulled me to the ground beside him. Apparently the pain didn’t slow whatever command Molten had given him. He snatched the scissors from me and put them up to my face, pressing into my cheek, drawing blood.
 
   “No,” he croaked at himself. I could see the weight of the spell crushing him, crushing his willpower. “No, don’t hurt her. Mustn’t hurt her.” His hand shook, the pressure of the blade on my cheek waning.
 
   I threw him off me, ignoring the sting that accompanied the movement as the scissors slashed deep. Being on my feet would give me an advantage – that was a start. 
 
   He mirrored my movements, standing before me, hammer in hand, blood drip, drip, dripping from his chin. 
 
   “I meant to tell you,” the man of my dreams bit out, straining against his own body, “a confession of the day we met.”
 
   “I thought we were past confessions,” I choked, throwing him off to the side once more. Grabbing a tree branch in one hand and scissors in the other, I jumped to my feet, frantically trying to reassess my options. There had to be a way out. There was always a way out. 
 
   A cry of pain from Achilles tore at my chest; he slashed out at me with the hammer like a puppet on strings. “I wanted to kill you,” he rasped. “I wanted to let the police just shoot you, so I wouldn’t have to do it myself. Know why?”
 
   Wow, I was expecting something a little more romantic in our final moments together, but I indulged him because I knew he wouldn’t say it for no good reason: “Why?”
 
   “Because you made me feel, Flick. Everyone is so predictable, but you? You showed up and rocked my world.” Another swing. I dodged it and backed toward the house. Maybe there was something in there I could fend him off with. “I wanted to end you because you were everything I wanted, but everything I wouldn’t let myself have.” Another cry, another swing, another miss. They were getting closer. “But then you fixed my shoulder – you helped me, even though we were surrounded by armed morons and you didn’t know a thing about me. So I did something I’ve never done, and put your life above my own, because no matter how hard I try to convey it, I’m not heartless. I have a heart, and…” 
 
   His hammer swung down towards my head. I intercepted with the tree branch, holding him at arms’ length, until our faces were inches apart.
 
   “And it beats for you,” he finished in a voice that made my throat tight with tears.
 
   The crunch, crunch of footsteps across gravel behind me hardly registered in my mind. Achilles’s eyes were the only thing I saw – only thing I wanted to see. “I couldn’t kill you then, and I can’t kill you now. But now you have to make that choice, darling. Just end me.”
 
   “I won’t,” I sobbed. The branch began to crack where the hammer was pushing down. “You’re the only good thing I have! Don’t leave me!”
 
   He smirked, and the trademark gesture simply made me sob harder. “Flick, we both know I’m no good.” 
 
   “I’ll say,” commented a familiar, velvet smooth voice from behind me. “Well, you’ve certainly worked yourself into a pickle, haven’t you?” 
 
   Molten.
 
   “Stay away from her,” bit out Achilles. I half-turned, forming a triangle between the three of us.
 
   Molten held up both hands in defense. “Hey, I wasn’t the one with the blade to her face. Her blood’s on your hands.” 
 
   With a roar that sent shivers right through me, Achilles wretched the hammer away from me, throwing it across the yard. “I won’t kill her!” he snarled at his old employee.
 
   “I didn’t ask you to kill her, if you recall.” Molten dusted lint from his suit jacket and sighed. “Drama, drama. Just do what you need to do and we’ll leave.”
 
   I didn’t know what he’d asked Achilles to do. I didn’t want to know. I could see the control slipping from Achilles’s body at the sound of Molten’s voice; his face was turning from pained back to indifferent. 
 
   “So, what? You’re keeping Achilles as a pet now? Can’t even man up to do your own dirty work?” I spat.
 
   Crunch, crunch, Molten came towards me. “Let me make something very clear: what I want, I get. Always have, always will. So when I say that I want to be mayor of this shithole of a city and turn it against itself, you know I will do it. Your boyfriend is just a pawn in this, Felicity. You, on the other hand, are something a little better – and I plan to make sure your potential is realized.”
 
   I had no time to register the slip of a confession about becoming mayor – I simply filed it away for later use. That was, if I lived long enough to tell anyone.
 
   “We’re surrounded by witnesses,” I pointed out. “Soon enough someone’s going to look out their window and see you, Molten.”
 
   He laughed, and it even sounded a little maniacal. Great. He’d turned legit bad guy. “I don’t think so, Felicity.” Crunch, crunch, towards me. “I guess your beloved didn’t tell you, then.”
 
   My eyes flicked to Achilles, who still wore a mask of stone. “Tell me what?”
 
   Molten flashed those pearly whites at me in a shark’s smile. “This is a display home village. Not a soul for miles. So scream all you want.” His hand found the patch of bare skin on Achilles’s shoulder. “Stay right here until the police arrive, then confess to the murders.” Then that shark-like grin turned to me. “I’ll take good care of your used toy for you.”
 
   “NO!” Achilles’s roar of anguish physically hurt my heart. He tried to fight against Molten’s words, tried to break free of his restrictions. It was like watching a tiger try to batter its way out of a cage. I latched on to his arm, found the skin there, and pushed all of the sunshine I had at my disposal into his soul. 
 
   He’d need it more than me, especially after all that had happened here.
 
   “I will find you,” he hissed at me as Molten wound an arm around my middle, underneath my shirt. 
 
   “Pass out.” I didn’t have the power to fight off his influence. I didn’t have time to resist the words. 
 
   I simply reached out to Achilles as the world fell out from under me.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty
 
   Girls Like Us
 
   “…for you to wake up for ages. Come on, you should be totally psyched!” A melodic, rather husky voice from the end of a tunnel somewhere. “I just hope you hold out longer than the last one.”
 
   As if waking from a ten-year sleep, my transition back to reality wasn’t easy. My ears registered everything before the rest of me, alerting to me to the deathly quiet of my surroundings, save the feminine voice. Slowly, painfully, I cracked open my eyes, only to be instantly confronted by blindingly bright lights. 
 
   “Wait for your eyes to adjust,” advised the voice. I obeyed, seeing no other option, excuse the pun.
 
   Soon enough, feeling returned to my limbs, the pins and needles in my skin dying down to a low hum. Something heavy weighed on my hands – cuffs? Chains? Something metallic. 
 
   Again I opened my eyes. The light was harsh, but not so impossible to look at. Eventually the room around me came into focus.
 
   Everything was white – white bricks, white tiles, white ceiling, white light. Across from me, her arms behind her back, her face so bloodied it took me a moment to recognize her…
 
   “Skye?” 
 
   Her bright blue hair was a dead giveaway. Finn’s right-hand girl, the one who had been labeled missing for months…
 
   Was here. Alive. In front of me.
 
   “You know me, huh?” She sounded rather defeated. “Urgh, stupid publicity. I bet they have me on milk cartons as well, yeah? Typical. I should’ve known Finn wouldn’t give up without a fight.”
 
   “W-what … what are you doing here? Where are we?” Was I dead? Was this some sick version of Heaven? It had to be Heaven – Skye was too much of a goody two-shoes to be in Hell.
 
   She huffed. “You know, you should be grateful I’m being nice to you. Patrick said not to talk to you, but I’m doing it out of the goodness of my heart. He’s always saying I’m too nice.” A sigh. “What’s your name?”
 
   Okay, so she’d clearly gone insane somewhere between being taken and now. Ignoring the question, I looked over my shoulder to see my hands cuffed behind my back. Damn, but it was uncomfortable. My shoulders felt as though they’d been hammered down a couple of hundred times, and there were some nasty bruises on my legs that hadn’t been there at the display home village.
 
   “How do I get out?” There was a door – heavy, metal, white, with no latch on the inside – but no window. Not even a grate or air vent.
 
   Skye smiled at me in a very creepy way. Okay…
 
   “Give me a rundown of what happened with you,” I told her, trying not to let the panic flooding my system overwhelm me. “At least take my mind off things.”
 
   “A few months ago, Patrick and I met at a coffee shop downtown. He told me he needed my help to save the city. I ran away with him, and I’ve been here ever since.” The smile that crossed her face made me rather ill. “I love Patrick. He’s so beautiful, and he treats me really well. Much better than my so-called friends.” Her expression turned sour. “They didn’t even bother looking for me, I’ll bet.”
 
   The words stunned me. Molten had brainwashed her. He had to have brainwashed her. No girl would willingly love that monster. Especially not someone like Skye – someone so pure, so good, so bubbly and smart.
 
   Although, said a tiny voice in my mind, some might say the same about you and Achilles.
 
   This was different. She didn’t look normal. She looked … well, crazy.
 
   “When he told me I’d be getting a roommate, I didn’t think he meant a girl. You’d better not be here to steal Patrick away from me.” Her grass-green eyes floated over me, the jealousy in them almost searing. It was like she was sizing me up. Good grief, this wasn’t happening. 
 
   “So that’s it? He just abducted you and you’re okay with that?” 
 
   “He loves me,” she said, as if I was stupid. “Of course I’m okay with that. He feeds me and lets me use the bathroom and treats me right. He told me if I didn’t behave, he’d send me to live with Achilles. I’d rather eat my own head than live with that psychopath.” 
 
   I flinched. Crap. Achilles was probably in prison right now, for a crime he didn’t commit. Did Ellis and Colby ever make it to the house? God, I hoped so. If they managed to beat the cops there, they might have taken Achilles to Finn, and he could tell them what really happened. 
 
   I closed my eyes and tried to calm my nerves. Achilles wasn’t here to help me, not this time. I had to think of a plan, and fast.
 
   “What’s your name?” repeated Skye. 
 
   “Felicity,” I answered, without opening my eyes.
 
   “Cool. I’m Skye. But you knew that.” A pause. “What’re you here for? Are you friends with Finn?”
 
   Well, no use beating around the bush. “Actually, I’m dating Achilles.”
 
   Just as I expected, she fell into a fit of laughter. I wondered briefly if the walls were padded – nobody came in at the burst of sound. Skye laughed for a good minute before the noise died down. “Oh, that was classic. Can you imagine? He’d be all, ‘I love you, baby. Lemme prove it by skinning these innocent children’.” Another chuckle. “You’re good. But seriously, what’re you in here for?”
 
   I tried not to take too much offence at her judgment. If I ever got out of here, I was sure I’d be dodging that same reaction the rest of my life. 
 
   “I told you – I’m dating Achilles. Molten – I mean, Patrick – used to work for him, but then he broke off to do his own thing. As it turns out, his ‘own thing’ was making Finn look suicidal, framing Achilles, and abducting me to…” To what? 
 
   “To find out some simple information,” said a slick, cool voice, right as the door swung open, and the devil himself walked in. “Hope you don’t mind me interrupting, but I’d like some time alone with you, Miss Eastwood.”
 
   It didn’t escape my notice how Skye instantly shrunk inwards at Molten’s presence, her bubbliness disappearing in a snap. Her reaction reminded me of my own, that first day in Achilles’s cell, all those months ago. But where Achilles had made me stronger, made me braver, Molten had clearly broken this girl beyond repair.
 
   “And I’d like you to eat shit, but we can’t all get what we want, can we?” I quipped, though it was hardly a retort I was proud of. My mind went straight into Achilles mode – everything I did or said was something I imagined he would do or say. It wasn’t much, but it was a better defense mechanism than I could provide by myself.
 
   Molten tutted. “Language, language. Manners aren’t necessary here, Felicity, but they are preferred. I’m sure Miss Hollioake can vouch for that.” 
 
   At her name, Skye flinched and drew herself into a tighter ball. Double crap. She wouldn’t be any help to me, not where Molten was concerned. Whatever he’d done to her mind, he must’ve scared her into private worship and public fear. Not a great combination.
 
   “Too bad for you, I’m not Miss Hollioake. So either you let me go, or I’ll peel the skin from your face with my bare hands.” Youch. The whole Achilles-mode thing was really working for me.
 
   A snap of his fingers brought two of Molten’s thugs – jeez, the guy had his own thugs now? – into the room. Just like the first time we’d met, he dragged me from the cell. Although this time, I wasn’t kicking and screaming. Instead, I was silently mapping out my escape route.
 
   “Well, it’s nice to see Achilles has taught you the art of intimidation,” he commented, shutting the door behind us, “but unfortunately, that won’t help you here.”
 
   I kept quiet. While we walked down a dimly lit corridor, I looked over Molten for a bare spot of skin. If I could get my hands free, and on him, I might be able to use my power against him. His face was uncovered, obviously, but it was too conspicuous – he would probably bite my fingers off if I got too close. His neck was covered by a turtleneck, his arms by a blazer. My only options were his hands or under the chin. 
 
   It would have to do.
 
   I was pushed into a chair in some kind of office, its walls completely bare, the only real furniture the desk, a filing cabinet, and a large safe. Molten took up the seat on the other side of the desk, propped his feet up on its corner, and sighed. “So, here we are.”
 
   “Right back to where we started,” I added.
 
   He laughed, and the sound made my skin prickle. “Indeed. I like you, Felicity. You have a lot more fire than that other one, and a lot more common sense than your boyfriend. You know you won’t win. You know I’m stronger than anything this pitiful city has to offer. It isn’t defeatism – I’d call it practicality.”
 
   “I’m practical enough to know you’re overreaching your boundaries – that’s for sure,” I said dryly. “So, what? You want my power?”
 
   A laugh. “Nothing so obvious. Why would I want happiness? Useless emotion. No, what I want from you…” He pulled his chair closer to me, his gloved hands within reach. “I want information on Achilles.”
 
   I was equal parts surprised and terrified. He’d worked for Achilles for … what? A year? And he hadn’t learned anything about him in that time?
 
   “Why?” 
 
   He smiled, and I was sure it was the same smile a shark gave right before chomping into its prey. “Tell me, Felicity, do you like this city?”
 
   “Of course.” It would’ve been a lie a few months ago. Now, though, I wasn’t so sure.
 
   “I don’t.” He brushed invisible lint from his sleeve with careful movements. “I moved to Carova five years ago. I hated it then, and I hate it even more now. Filthy, degenerate place.” He unfurled his lip, his face returning to indifference. “But then I met your boyfriend, and I realized - this city needs a hero. A real hero, not the likes of Finn Cole and his frat boy antics.”
 
   Oh God, I could guess where this was going, and it wasn’t anywhere good. Molten actually believed himself to be in the right here? How was that even possible?
 
   “I could be a hero.” He leaned closer to me, the smell of pungent cologne filling the air. “That mayor, he was nothing. If I was mayor of this city, I could make this circle of Hell a utopia. I’ve already set the train on its tracks; Finn Cole a fallen idol, Achilles in prison as we speak. When I expose Achilles for the man he is behind the mask, I’ll be halfway to mayor already. All it will take are a few choice words and handshakes, and this city will be in my capable hands.”
 
   He might as well have dumped ice-cold water over my head. The chill of his words went bone-deep, carrying with them an oozy, sick kind of feeling at the thought of this madman in any position of authority. Carova was far from a utopia - as he’d so lovingly pointed out - but it was my home. It didn’t deserve Molten corrupting it any further, nor did it need another idiot trying to be its savior.
 
   Of course, if I voiced any of that doubt, I was sure his response would be of the physical variety, and I couldn’t afford to lose any more brain-cells from whacks to the head. 
 
   So I focussed on the task at hand: buying time. For me, and for Achilles.
 
   “I won’t tell you anything. So go ahead and torture me.” 
 
   “Well, torturing you really has no purpose, does it? Your power makes that a little difficult. And asking you to stop using your power is pointless – I’d be better off instructing you to breathe with your kneecaps instead of your lungs.” He pushed his feet off the desk and faced me, hands intertwined under his chin. “No, I’ll just do it the old-fashioned way. Tell me what I want, I’ll play nice. Keep secrets from me, and I’ll get a little dirtier. Fair?”
 
   “Achilles has done far worse to me than you ever could.” Well done, idiot. Now he’s going to try extra hard.
 
   A wholly manic smile. “Yes, well, my version of ‘dirtier’ is probably a little different than his.” Somehow, I didn’t doubt that for a second. “I just want some simple answers, Felicity. Nothing too damning, I promise. Just a name, a description of his face, and a weakness.”
 
   Now it was my turn to smile, though I had absolutely nothing to smile about. “Easy done: Achilles, face painted like a skeleton, and energy drinks. Happy? Can I go now?”
 
   “Creative, but not exactly what I’m after.” He got up from the seat and stalked around to me, power and sheer cruelty emanating from his every pore. To an outsider, he would be on the same level as Achilles in that regard – both terrifying, both powerful, both ruthless, both essentially bad people. But Achilles would never torture, not without significant cause. He would never find pleasure in pain, never laugh while someone suffered by his hand. 
 
   Molten, however, was a whole other story.
 
   “Tell you what,” he said to me, pinching my chin in a way that had me wincing. “I’ll give you one night. You’re still sore, I’m sure, and I have some errands to run before I can get this suit too bloody. Achilles will sit tight in police custody until tomorrow. One night, then I’ll be asking the same questions, and I expect very different answers.” His mouth hovered close to my ear, his words sending shivers right through me. “I’m not a patient man, Felicity. Continue this childishness, and I might pick up where we left off in the cell a few months ago.”
 
   Before I knew it, I was being dragged back to the room where Skye was holed up. I tried to memorize as many details about the interior as I could, but the men carting me back weren’t overly gentle, and my vision was blurred for most of it. If I had to guess, I’d say we were being held in some kind of community center, like a doctor’s or dentist’s office. Clean, sparse, with no distinguishing features aside from a few big windows and open doorways. 
 
   “Isn’t he beautiful?” sighed Skye, when I was locked up and left alone once more. Suddenly her eyes narrowed on me. “You better not have tried to seduce him, Felicity. I want us to be friends. If you try and steal him away from me, I’ll kill you.”
 
   Another thing I didn’t doubt. “Trust me, there’s no chance of that.” I tested the cuffs. Still no give. My hands were my only weapon here – I had to come up with some kind of plan before tomorrow, or I was as good as dead.
 
   “So … you weren’t kidding about Achilles? You dating him, I mean.” Funny how Skye was instantly back to her spritely – if slightly irritating – self so quickly.
 
   “I love him,” I said simply, still looking around the room, searching for any crack, any way of escape. “I would die before I helped hurt him. Die,” I repeated loudly, hoping Molten could hear. 
 
   “That’s so romantic. I feel the same about Patrick, of course,” she added quickly. Great. This was some kind of competition now. “I don’t like Achilles much – no offense. He’s a bit scary. Patrick isn’t scary. He loves me.”
 
   “Yeah, I think I got that.” Jeez, had the bastard wiped her entire personality along with her willpower? 
 
   “How did you meet Achilles?” 
 
   Again, honesty was the best policy. “He abducted me, actually. We became friends, and he saved my life – and saved me from myself. Eventually, I fell in love with him, and now … well, we were dating. That might change if I’m killed in the next few days.”
 
   “Oh, Patrick might not kill you,” chirped Skye. “I’ll try and reason with him. He loves me, you see. If I ask him to do something, he’ll do it. He’d do anything for me.”
 
   How sad that statement was.
 
   “I’m glad you and Achilles are together,” she continued brightly, “because at least that means you aren’t a threat to me and Patrick’s relationship. Maybe we can go on double dates! Achilles and Patrick are friends, right? Wouldn’t that be great?”
 
   I didn’t have the heart to tell Skye the truth: Achilles was probably plotting fifty different ways of murdering Molten at that very moment. He would come for me – I didn’t doubt that for a second. My only concern was that he would kill Molten too quickly. Looking at Skye just made me want to prolong the process by at least a few days.
 
   “Skye, have you ever tried to escape this place? Do you know how to get out?” I asked, knowing full well I was playing with fire.
 
   She looked at me as if I was the crazy one. “Why would you want to leave? Aren’t you happy here?”
 
   “No, no,” I assured her quickly. “I just … I was thinking of Achilles. It’s our anniversary tomorrow, and I’d really like to get him a present. Maybe I could sneak out tonight and be back in time for … for Patrick’s visit tomorrow.” 
 
   “Ooh, what are you going to get him?”
 
   Hell. This was torture in itself. “A new hammer. One with my name engraved on the side.” Sure, why not?
 
   She sighed happily. “That’s a cute idea. You should get lingerie too! If I had any money, I’d buy lingerie to show Patrick. I’d like to be sexy for him.”
 
   I tried really, really hard to block that image from my mind. “Why don’t you come with me? I have tons of money. You could buy it for him as a surprise, and wear it tomorrow when he comes back.” 
 
   She shrugged, and winced at the pain it obviously caused her. “Yeah, I guess. I don’t think I’m allowed to leave, though. Patrick said he’d punish me if I left.”
 
   “Well…” Oh God, I couldn’t believe what I was about to say: “Maybe he means punish, like, in a sexy way, you know? I’m sure he wasn’t serious.” Ick. I felt gross just saying it.
 
   She thought it over. “I’ll think about it. You should probably get some sleep, anyway. Patrick won’t like it if you’re tired – he’s always telling me I shouldn’t fall asleep when we have our sessions.”
 
   I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know what the hell their ‘sessions’ were. I was happy being ignorant, at least for the time being. 
 
   Trying to ignore the cloud of doom hanging over my head, as well as the lovestruck sighs coming from across the room, I squeezed my eyes shut. Achilles was coming for me. I just had to buy more time. 
 
   Yeah, sneered the voice in my mind, good luck with that.
 
    
 
   Thanks to the lack of windows in that room, and the constant lighting, day and night meant nothing to me. I knew I’d been brought in during the late evening, and I had to have been unconscious for at least nine hours, judging by the natural light in Molten’s office. After my time with him, I probably slept on and off for a good four hours, meaning that when I woke for the final time, it was late morning. 
 
   Great. So about twelve hours before Molten reappeared.
 
   “Sleep well?” asked Skye as soon as my eyes were open. God, the girl never slept. She was like a robot.
 
   “Just super,” I said in a sweet voice. Hah. My shoulders felt even worse than yesterday, and I could no longer feel my hands or feet. Fighting off any lingering exhaustion, I pushed myself up the wall to a standing position and stretched out my aching muscles.
 
   “Oh, you shouldn’t stand up,” said Skye, rather timidly. “He doesn’t like it when you stand up.”
 
   I was so hungry. My stomach growled with every movement, every breath. It was a horrible feeling, but I knew I had to persevere. Twelve hours or so, and I would be facing death. I had to be ready.
 
   “No need to worry, I was only stretching,” I told my roommate, sitting back down, though it pained me to do so. I’d have to watch out where Skye’s loyalty was concerned – if she saw me as a threat, or found cause to alert Molten about something I was doing, I could be dead before I knew it. 
 
   “Good.” Her sigh of relief was audible. “I don’t want you to get in trouble. The man before you didn’t follow the rules, and he … well, Patrick didn’t like that.”
 
   “Who was the man before me?” I didn’t really care – what use was it to me? – but it kept her talking while I scanned the room again for some kind of breaking point.
 
   “Oh, some politician, I don’t know. He wasn’t very nice, kept telling me Patrick didn’t really love me.” She rolled her eyes. “People don’t understand girls like us, do they?”
 
   Girls like us. I suppose, to her, we were a lot alike. Good girls gone bad. Girls with homicidal boyfriends. Abductees. Bright young things caught up in a much darker game.
 
   “I think he was the mayor or something,” she added as an afterthought, frowning slightly. “Why does that seem … sad? Do I like the mayor?”
 
   I snapped my eyes back to her, stunned by the statement. “Wait, the mayor? The mayor was here?”
 
   It wasn’t possible. Achilles killed the mayor months ago. Around the time Skye went missing…
 
   Oh, sweet Baby Jesus.
 
   “Skye, did Patrick kill the mayor? Or did Achilles?” I tried my hardest not to be too aggressive, knowing her mind wasn’t exactly in its right state, but it was difficult. This was big.
 
   “Patrick did. Why on earth would Achilles kill the mayor? He’s not man enough to do that.”
 
   I let that one slide, because the revelation overshadowed the insult.
 
   Molten killed the mayor. Not Achilles. And yet the public believed Achilles did it. Hell, I had believed Achilles did it. He hadn’t exactly denied the claims.
 
   But all those conversations with him came flooding back to me at once – his dodging of questions about the mayor’s assassination, his discomfort with the reminder, his ambiguous answers about being a public profile murderer. 
 
   Maybe Achilles simply wanted it to look like he’d killed the mayor. Maybe Molten had instructed him to take the fall. Maybe the two had reached some kind of agreement about it.
 
   At any rate, this changed everything. Achilles wasn’t a totally cold-blooded murderer. He wasn’t guilty of his biggest crime to date. 
 
   If I could get Molten to confess, or if I could find evidence of the murder, the blame would shift from Achilles.
 
   My excitement was short-lived, however. Reality made sure of that. I was being kept in an empty room with a certifiably insane girl, in the middle of nowhere, for all I knew. The information wasn’t going to help me escape. It was worthless in here.
 
   “I have to get out of here,” I whispered to myself. 
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Just reminding myself about my anniversary,” I said with a smile. The smile I got in return was too weird to be genuine. Skye was worse than brainwashed. She was like a living doll.
 
   “You really want to get Achilles a present, don’t you?” she asked, rather quietly. 
 
   My head jerked up so suddenly it hurt. “Yes! Yes, Skye, I do! It would break Achilles’s heart if I didn’t get him anything. Please help me, please.” Yes, I was begging. No, I didn’t care. Not if it meant my freedom.
 
   She sighed heavily. “Well, I guess I could help you – if you promise to be back by the time Patrick returns, though,” she added quickly.
 
   “Of course. Of course I’ll come back.” 
 
   “Okay then. We’ll have to be super quiet about it, because some of Patrick’s friends aren’t very nice to me. They’ll come around when he marries me, obviously.” 
 
   “Obviously,” I agreed. I would agree to anything if it got me out of this cage.
 
   Crawling to the door, she banged on it loudly. A moment later, it opened.
 
   “What?” grunted one of the thugs.
 
   “Can we please use the bathroom?” asked Skye, batting her lashes sweetly. Extra, extra creepy.
 
   “Keep fluttering them lashes, doll. Doesn’t mean you won’t end up in pieces on his floor,” said the guard in a dark tone. 
 
   Skye visibly recoiled, but, to my surprise, she didn’t back down. “Patrick wouldn’t like to hear you talking to me like that. I’ll tell him about it when he gets home.” With that, she nodded at me and glided past the huge man, like an absolute natural.
 
   I scrambled to my feet, thinking this was too good to be true. The guard followed me out, telling me on the way, “A few weeks with that freak and her mind’s totally melted. I tell you, it’s getting goddamn weird in here.”
 
   Well, at least we could agree on that.
 
   Skye led me down a corridor to a bathroom. When we were both in the room, she turned to the thug: “Give us five minutes, and we’ll be out.”
 
   “Why the hell d’you have to be in here together?” His eyes narrowed, and for a moment, I thought we were busted.
 
   “Our hands are tied, bozo,” she snapped, wiggling her hands behind her back at him. “How are we supposed to do anything like this? Men, honestly.”
 
   I almost laughed. I kind of liked this Skye. At least she wasn’t going on about how much Patrick loved her. 
 
    “Five minutes,” growled the guard, shutting the door behind him. Big mistake.
 
   Skye fumbled with the faucet at the sink, until water rushed into the ceramic bowl. I was already looping my hands under my behind, under my legs, until they were in front of me. She followed my lead, and together we pushed open the smallish window by the toilet. 
 
   “Just hang on!” said Skye loudly. “Your zipper’s stuck!” She giggled at me. Wow – I’d underestimated just how good she was at this kind of thing.
 
   “Look away, I can’t pee with you watching,” I replied in a similarly audible tone, right as the window squeaked. Thankfully my voice covered the noise. 
 
   We slipped out of the window, into the garden, and I saw that I’d been right – we were definitely on some kind of community property, with a small parking lot out the back and a well manicured garden at its front. Fresh air slapped at my face, just enough chill to keep me on my toes. 
 
   “Come on,” I hissed at Skye, who was struggling to get her other leg over the window’s ledge. I helped her through, and we hobbled down the side of the house, towards the street. Freedom. Sweet, sweet freedom.
 
   I could hear cars. And children laughing somewhere nearby. This was a neighborhood – a real neighborhood. With witnesses! I never thought I’d be so happy to be surrounded by people.
 
   As soon as we were close to the corner of the house, about to break out into the front yard, a lone figure stepped up in front of us, stopping both of us in our tracks. 
 
   “Well, I must say, I expected better from you, Miss Eastwood. Predictable, predictable.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
   The Happiness Factor
 
   Crappity crap with double crap on top.
 
   “It was her, Patrick,” babbled Skye, suddenly cowering against the house as though he’d moved to strike her. “Please, please don’t hurt me! It was her idea! Please, I love you!”
 
   “I know,” said Molten, still looking at me. “I won’t hurt you, Miss Hollioake. Not yet.”
 
   “Thank you,” she sobbed into the wall, and a more pathetic sight I’ve never seen. 
 
   “Did you really expect me to just take whatever you dished out, Patrick?” I sneered, in Achilles mode once more. In my head, I was counting the seconds until I kicked him between the legs and made a run for it. Ten … nine … eight…
 
   “It saddens me, but yes, I did expect it. Which is why I came prepared.” He suddenly raised a gun straight at my temple, and the countdown clicked on zero right at the same time.
 
   My knee came straight up into his groin and my head swiveled to the side, just as the gun went off, nearly deafening me in the process.
 
   Molten went down. The gun skidded out of reach, but I knew it was only a matter of time before his goons – or worse, Skye – grabbed a hold of it. Suddenly he kicked my legs out from under me, and I came crashing into the ground beside him. His hands immediately went to my face, shoving up against my eyes, my nose, in my mouth. So, I did the exact same to him.
 
   “Stop this,” he ordered me in that creepy voice. 
 
   I had no sunshine left to fight the pull – I’d given it all to Achilles last night. So, of course, the order went straight through me, and I stilled instantly. Oh crap. He had influence over me.
 
   “Pick up the gun,” he told me. As though I was being strung along by invisible ties, my hand reached towards where the pistol had fallen. I shrieked in frustration at my own lack of willpower. 
 
   My other hand was still mushed against Molten’s face. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to find a source of happiness in his body, somewhere, anywhere, to grab hold of. 
 
   “Felicity!” roared a weirdly familiar voice. I ignored it. Bigger picture, darling, said Achilles’s voice in my head. I had to deal with the big things first. Molten – he was my most immediate threat.
 
   I could sense a wisp of happiness, dark and slick like oil, in Molten’s person. Using all the strength at my disposal, I gathered it in my mental arms and heaved.
 
   Pull, pull, pull, just a little farther, just a little more…
 
   There!
 
   We flew apart, as if I’d ripped the very soul out of him. Sunshine raced through my veins, soaking into my cells. Molten, meanwhile, let out a keening groan that had my hairs standing on end. 
 
   I didn’t hesitate – I used the sunshine on myself to block Molten’s instructions, and the haze he’d cast on my mind evaporated. 
 
   A car skidded to a halt somewhere on the street, the squeal of tires seeming almost musical to my ears. I got to my hands and knees, the world around me tipping left and right before my eyes.
 
   “Felicity!” The voice seemed closer now – was it coming from the car? I looked up, frowned at the confusion around me. The driver’s side of the sports car opened and out stepped… 
 
   Ellis?
 
   Everything was happening so quickly, so suddenly. One minute there was one of him, the next, there were four of him on that street. Multiplication – that was his superpower. At least I wasn’t seeing quadruple. I laughed in relief. 
 
   “Flick!” shouted the voice again. Was I hearing things? None of the Ellises’ mouths had moved.
 
   One version of him walked towards me, crouched so we were eye-to-eye. Why was he looking at me like I was crazy? I opened my mouth to tell him about Skye, about Molten, to ask what the hell he was doing here, but he cut me off.
 
   “Gimme the gun, sugar,” he said softly. I glanced down. The pistol was in my grip, pointed at Ellis’ shoe. I all but threw the object at him, and it didn’t escape my notice how his shoulders sagged in relief. 
 
   All of a sudden, there was something barreling toward me from across the street. Still in some kind of daze, I reared back so I was on my knees. As though I was watching from above my own body, I saw a black clad figure collide with me on the lawn, his arms winding around my body so tightly, my ribs hurt. His big hand pulled my head under his chin, against the hammering pulse in his neck.
 
   “My brave girl,” he muttered into my hair. Slowly, I came back into my own body. “My beautiful, brave girl. Christ, I’m glad you’re safe. I’ve got you.”
 
   As reality gradually sank in, I pulled back far enough to see Achilles … but at that moment, he wasn’t Achilles. He was Henry Westwood. His face-paint was worn down to faint remnants across most of his face, save the black surrounding his eyes. His contact lenses were missing, giving me unrestricted access to those honey brown eyes.
 
   “Hugo?” was the first word I got out.
 
   “He’s fine,” he assured me, rubbing a thumb across my hairline. “They all are.”
 
   I didn’t have time to question him further. He pulled me up beside him, and I looked around to see the four versions of Ellis holding four different thugs. Colby – a bear of a man, and Finn’s best friend – was there too, cradling Skye in his arms. Her arms were around his neck; I could hear her sobs from across the yard. 
 
   Had she broken free of Molten’s influence?
 
   Achilles’s … Henry’s eyes landed on Molten, lying motionless in the grass, his hands over his face in apparent pain. I hoped I’d sucked all the happiness straight out of him forever.
 
   “What did you do to him, darling?” Henry asked me. I blinked up at him.
 
   “I … I don’t know.” 
 
   Giving my hand one last squeeze, Henry stalked towards Molten, drawing the hammer from his back pocket. My eyes immediately flew to Colby and Ellis, expecting them to step in, but they simply watched on. It was almost like they knew what was coming. Like they…
 
   Had made a deal, finished a whisper in my mind.
 
   I could have interrupted, could have called out Henry’s name and put a stop to this. But I chose not to. Maybe it was morbid curiosity, maybe it was waiting to see what Henry would do, or maybe I was just too exhausted to bother. 
 
   “Kill me,” groaned Molten, clutching his face, and the sound of his voice was no longer terrifying. “Please, for the love of God, kill me!”
 
   What the hell had I done to him? My hand went to my chest, as though expecting to feel a physical reaction to Molten’s happiness in my blood. But no, there was nothing. It was just as pure as anyone else’s. 
 
   “I told you I’d have you begging for death just yesterday,” said Henry, rather conversationally. The hammer twirled in his right hand. “Little did I know it would come around so soon. Indulge me – how are you feeling? Not so hot?”
 
   Another tortured groan. “Kill me!” Molten yelled again, loud enough for the whole street to hear. 
 
   A strange expression crossed Henry’s face. In all this time I’d known him, I’d never seen him hesitate. He never wavered, never gave anyone the impression that what he was doing wasn’t deliberate.
 
   But now? He looked … torn.
 
   His eyes met mine, the hammer raised slightly at his side. Was he waiting for my approval? My disgust? I didn’t shake my head, and nor did I nod. I simply gave him my natural reaction to seeing his face, painted or not: a smile five miles wide. It was partly because of the sunshine, partly because I was so glad to see those beautiful eyes.
 
   And that was all it took. One moment he was standing over Molten, hammer poised to kill, and the next he had tossed the weapon to the ground and was striding back towards me. His expression had gone from hesitant to stormy in the blink of an eye. Uh oh.
 
   “You’ve changed me!” he growled furiously, coming right into my personal space, his forehead almost touching mine. I didn’t falter or step back. “Jesus, woman, what’ve you done to me? You’ve ruined everything!”
 
   Maybe I should have been offended, but I could only see this as a positive thing. “Henry … are you … are you not killing Molten for me?” 
 
   His hands ran through his hair in frustration. Then, meeting my gaze once more, he sighed. “You deserve better than bloodshed and killing. You deserve better than me. But I can’t … I won’t sacrifice what we have for this, Flick. I won’t risk losing you again.” Those massive maple syrup eyes blinked. “Did you just call me Henry?”
 
   I didn’t respond. My only reaction was to throw myself at him, my lips crashing onto his. It was the only way I could think of to convey my love of him, my appreciation for everything he had done and was doing for me. God, I loved him. I poured all the sunshine from Molten straight into Henry, and he returned it tenfold, just in the seconds our lips were connected.
 
   “Oi, lovebirds!” called Ellis’ Southern drawl from the road. “Are we finishing the deal or what?”
 
   Henry pulled away first, his pupils expanded to black saucers. I could read the hunger there, and knew it was reflected in my own stare.
 
   “Christ, I need you so badly it hurts.” He hoisted me over his shoulder as though I was just a sack of potatoes, and I shrieked at the sudden movement. 
 
   “You are such a pig!” I laughed, swatting at his back. I didn’t need sunshine. I didn’t need the constant warm glow of happiness pouring from Henry’s skin to make me happy. He made me happy. Just by existing.
 
   “Death is too good for him,” I heard Henry tell someone – Ellis, I guessed. “If you need us, we’ll be absolutely unavailable, so don’t bother.”
 
   “Also,” I piped up, and Henry swung around so I was facing Ellis. Or, one of Ellis. “You might want to search Molten’s office. I think you’ll find some interesting information regarding the mayor’s assassination.” I felt Henry stiffen under my body, but he didn’t say anything, didn’t cut me off. 
 
   “And Skye? What’re we supposed to do with her?” Ellis and I looked over to where Colby stood, still holding a distraught Skye in his arms. My heart physically ached for the poor girl.
 
   “Don’t force her to open up,” I advised, thinking of my own traumas in the past. “Just be gentle, and respectful. If you need a hand, or if she needs someone to talk to, Finn has my number.”
 
   “Give us a solid forty-eight hour window, though,” added Henry.
 
   Ellis looked as though his teeth were being pulled from inside his mouth when he said, “Thanks. Both of you. This was…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know, it was a real pleasure working with me. It always is.” Henry swung back around so I was facing the house. “Don’t get the wrong idea here, Legrand. You’re still blacklisted.”
 
   “Ditto,” grunted Ellis, obviously back to his normal, cold self.
 
   “Well, now that’s sorted, we’ll be off.” Henry didn’t wait for permission; he was unloading me into the passenger seat of a nearby Jeep, which I recognized as his, and sliding into the driver’s seat before anyone could stop him.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked, looking back at the destruction behind us. “Another display home?”
 
   His hand tilted my chin back to face him, his trademark smirk back in full force. “Darling, you know it’s only five star accommodations for you from now on.”
 
    
 
   Two hours later, I somehow found myself in the honeymoon suite of the ritziest hotel in Carova. We’d had to stop along the way for Henry to pick up our belongings from Finn’s house. Yeah. He just, like, waltzed into the mansion, as if he’d lived there his whole life, and returned ten minutes later with a bag in each hand. 
 
   “Legrand and the Big Guy found me before the cops reached the house last night. The happiness you gave me helped fight Molten’s instructions,” Henry had explained as we were pulling away from the mansion, into the city center. It didn’t escape my notice that he’d scrubbed the remnants of his face-paint off. Had Finn seen the real him? “They brought me to their place, mostly because I told them they could beat the crap out of me if they did.”
 
   “And did they? Beat you, I mean?”
 
   He’d shrugged. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. Once Cole found out I was there, though, they cut it out. I told him about you – about Molten, and the whole set-up – and he believed me. The rest of them didn’t want to, but I think Cole knew I wouldn’t be so low as to joke about you being abducted.” 
 
   So, we reached the hotel, gathering blatantly curious stares at our respective attires, and my eyes had all but bugged out of my head when Henry announced he’d booked out the honeymoon suite for a week.
 
   “It was the most romantic thing I could do on such short notice,” he’d said with an adorably crooked smile. 
 
   Now, here we were, standing in the doorway of the suite, my head spinning from the radical change of scenery. Everything was impossibly lush – the furniture, the carpets, the wallpaper, the décor. Hell, even the curtains had to be worth more than my car. Gold and rose-pink everything, as far as the eye could see. The bed was, of course, covered in rose petals, with wine in an ice-bucket on the table and a box of French chocolates beside it.
 
   Needless to say, those were the first things I went for.
 
   “You know, if you want to take a bath, I’ll order room service,” Henry said as I stuffed my face full of praline and caramel. He shrugged out of his shirt, leaving his torso covered by a black tank that had me salivating.
 
   “Are you saying I stink?” I asked, mock affronted. In actual fact, I wanted him more than I could say. The way his muscles shifted and bunched on his shoulders made me rather dizzy, and the peak of the V-cut between his jeans and the hem of the singlet had my lower gut pounding.
 
   He grinned – the rare grin he gave me, and only me. “I’m saying you’re tired and sore and probably in need of some TLC.” I think he caught the glint in my eye, because his expression darkened, the menu dropping to the counter. “Flick, you should know better than to tempt me with that look.”
 
   I shrugged delicately, pulling off my sweater and T-shirt on the way to the bathroom. “Fine, have it your way,” I said over my shoulder, kicking off my shoes. “I’m not all that hungry, but if you’d rather stay out here and eat…”
 
   I had to laugh at the way he all but bolted for me. In one fluid movement, he set the bath running, had his tank over his head, and had my jeans half-way down my legs. The ‘bath’ was really a monster spa, with four taps and a million different buttons on the side.
 
   “So, TLC, huh?” I managed to rasp past the haze of lust clouding my vision. I was trying to be seductive. Obviously, it was backfiring. “What does that involve, precisely?”
 
   Henry’s lips sealed over my earlobe and sucked, hard. My knees buckled at the sensation, but his arms were already holding me up.
 
   “The usual,” he answered in a rumble. “Foot massages, being hand fed grapes, fern-fanning, that kind of thing.” His hands made short work of my bra, and I moaned when his bare chest met mine. “Why? Any requests?”
 
   “Umm.” Jeez, he honestly expected me to be capable of thinking? I couldn’t even remember my own name any more. “You. In the bath. With me.” 
 
   His grin was pure Cheshire Cat. “Have I ever told you how much I love the way your mind works?”
 
   Well, he didn’t have to tell me. Under one minute, he’d stripped us both, swept me into the bubbling water, and proceeded to show me just how much he loved it.
 
   Because, really, actions speak much louder than words.
 
    
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about the mayor?”
 
   I stretched out in the warm, soft sheets, sated from our hour-long session in the spa and the ton or so of burgers and fries I’d consumed afterwards. Henry was curled against me, our noses an inch apart, the rest of us tangled up under the covers.
 
   His eyes were muted, flashing with unease. “The assassination wasn’t my idea. I wanted to make a statement, and Molten wanted the mayor taken out. Seemed like a two-birds-one-stone theory.” Those expressive eyes darkened. “Truth be told, I didn’t want the guy to die. He hadn’t done anything but get in Molten’s way. I didn’t want the blood on my hands, so I gave him over to Molten, thinking he’d hold him for ransom. Few days later, the guy’s body was strung up on City Hall with my name carved into his chest.”
 
   I pressed a hand to his cheek. Surely that must have been a loss of innocence for him, a radical change of direction. I knew it wouldn’t be easy to unlock more of Henry’s past, nor would it be easy for him to unlock mine. But we both deserved to be free of our skeletons.
 
   “Did you know about Skye?” 
 
   “I … had a hunch. He brought her up when we were discussing how to trade information about your power with Finn, but I assumed he was bluffing. What happened to her?”
 
   “Molten had her brainwashed, or at least something like it.” I winced at the memory of Skye’s voice, so needy and robotic. “She thought he loved her – like, really loved her. And she loved him back. It was … creepy.” That was a mild description.
 
   A pause. Henry’s eyes studied me – he knew something was wrong. Was I that easy to read? Or were his eyes simply accustomed to my emotions?
 
   “Seeing her like that … made me think, maybe that’s how people see me. I know it’s not the same thing, not by a long shot,” I said quickly, when his eyes flashed with frustration, “but we aren’t … normal.”
 
   “What’s your definition of normal, darling?” 
 
   I blew out a breath. “I don’t know … white picket fence, two-point-five kids, nine-to-five job. You know, that stuff.” Urgh, this was coming out all wrong! “I’m not saying I want you to change, or us to change. I just … I want to know my life isn’t going to be a blur of carnage and face paint. I want to go to college here without worrying if someone will kill me during class, just for being me. I need routine – or, at least, somewhere to call home.”
 
   Henry rolled onto his back, eyes boring into the ceiling. Crap. I’d said too much. 
 
   “Henry, look, I’m sorry I –”
 
   “You had to do it, didn’t you?” he asked, and I flinched. Okay, so this was going to hurt. But that was good, right? Have it all out in the open? “It’s like you’re trying to wring the secrets from me.”
 
   “Look, I didn’t think you would … wait, what?” I sat up, clutching the sheet to my bare chest. “What secrets?”
 
   With a heavy sigh, he rolled out of the bed and padded across to his overnight bag. Retrieving something, he then climbed back in next to me. 
 
   “I’m not a normal guy, Flick,” he said, looking me right in the eye. “I’m never going to be the stiff-as-a-board office type, or whatever it is ‘normal’ guys do with their lives. I hate boredom, I hate orders, and I hate being overlooked.”
 
   “I know, but I don’t see what –”
 
   “But,” he interrupted, pressing a finger to my lips, “being Achilles is getting tiring. Even before you came into my life, I was considering how long I could keep this killing thing up. I don’t want to give up the old life altogether, but … well, part of the reason I did the whole face paint routine was because I knew, one day, I’d want another life as Henry.”
 
   “You don’t –”
 
   “I owe Legrand a favor in return for him letting me walk free.”
 
   “What kind of favor?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. But when he calls it in, I want you safe. Which is why, while you were busy holding off Molten last night, I made two quick decisions. One: I want this new life to be with you, forever. And two: I think it’s time you braved some of the bigger skeletons in your closet.”
 
   As he announced these cryptic decisions, he held out two pieces of paper.
 
   On one was some kind of flight booking for Orlando, Florida.
 
   And on the other was a receipt for a rather massive down payment on … a house?
 
   “You … you bought … what are these? Henry, what did you do?” My mouth was muffled by my shaking fingers, my eyes so wide I’m surprised they didn’t pop out of my head and roll across the floor.
 
   “I want to meet your family, Flick. I think your parents would really appreciate you coming back, to try and get some closure. And as for this…” His eyes lit up cheekily. “Well, I know how much you adore Finnian Cole, and you know what they say about keeping your enemies closer, so I bought the house two down from his.”
 
   “But … but it’s a mansion!” I couldn’t believe it. Was I dreaming? I pinched my arm, hard, and was astounded to find I didn’t wake up.
 
   “Fit for all the massive parties you’ll be hosting to get happiness, no doubt,” added Henry with a real smile.
 
   I launched myself at him, kissing him as hard and long as I could before I needed to breathe. 
 
   “You,” I emphasized. “You’re all the happiness I need.”
 
   He grinned up at me. “Well, thank Christ, because I’ve needed you for happiness from the start.”
 
   And for once, I didn’t mind the happiness factor at all.
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