
	

 

 



	

This is a SAMPLE of the publication Watercolour Smile, provided by the author, Jane Washington. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2016 Jane Washington 

Edited by David Thomas 

All rights reserved. No part of this sample may be reproduced in any form or by any means without prior 
permission in writing from the author. It may not be re-sold or made publically available in any way.  

Copyright infringement is against the law. 

ISBN: 1535246332 
ISBN-13: 978-1535246330 

 



	

 
 

“Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever 

dared to dream before.” 

-Edgar Allan Poe 
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I want her to touch me.  

I spent the last month perfecting a gift for her, but now I’m getting ahead of myself… wondering what 

it will be like to debase her. Not like that. Debase her; degrade her; strip away the things that make her 

strong, that define her. Like an apple, you know? If you have any idea what kind of pesticides cling to the 

skin of an apple, you would appreciate the virtue of peeling it all away. I want to pick apart her polluted 

exterior and when I reveal the fleshy underside of her human condition, she will be born again… mine. Her 

eyes will crack open with the fresh sight of a newborn, and mine will be the first face that she sees.  

The only face that she sees. 

She will say my name… 

“Oi! You going to pay for that?” 

I tightened my grip on the bag of fertilizer, hoisting it onto the counter.  

“Sorry. Daydreaming.” I offered the guy a smile, making sure to tamp back on the intensity. It was 

tiresome to pander to strangers this way… but it was necessary. A twist of the lips, the flash of a dimpled 

cheek, just enough of a squint to imply that happiness was weighted in my stare… and they relaxed. Like 

magic. 

 His attention skittered to the fertilizer as he counted out my cash, the annoyance already running away 

from his features. What an easy-going twat.  

“No problem,” he said. “Doing some gardening?”  

“Not really.” I smiled once more, and he smiled back, as though I had told a joke.  

“Enjoy your afternoon!” He watched enthusiastically as I hefted the bag over my shoulder before he 

turned to the next customer: an ordinary numbskull, who had reached the age in which men trade in their 
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hair for an over-generous portion of fat.  

I allowed my smile to filter away as I got back to my truck. That would never be me; that fat, happy, 

dumb man. I tossed the bag beneath the tarpaulin that covered the back of my truck—on top of the other 

bags that already lined the tray. It was crazy the lengths that I had to go to just to make a decent bomb, 

these days. Different stores, different credit cards, different names. There is always someone watching, 

someone monitoring where you go and what you buy. The gift of modern freedom, I supposed. Freedom simply 

wasn’t as free as it used to be.  

Things had been much easier when I was a child… Seraph used to love my fireworks. 

Punching the dial for the radio, I cranked down my windows and geared the truck back onto the 

highway, settling in for the drive home. An alert on my phone sounded just as a pocket-sized, pink 

hatchback blasted past my truck, distracting me. I pressed a button for my phone to announce the 

notification.  

You have a new message, my self-built automated system told me.  

“Play,” I replied.  

You aren’t going to want to hear this, but our tail on the boy ran into some trouble—Silas must be running interference. 

“Reply,” I ground out, as my phone finished reading out the message.  

Please state your message.  

“What the fuck do you mean, trouble? What kind of trouble?” 

Do you mean: ‘Luck’? 

“No. I meant fuck.” 

Sending: ‘What the duck do you mean, trouble? What kind of trouble?’ 

“I need to fix your vocabulary.” 

I waited, tapping my fingers impatiently on the steering wheel as another miniscule car tried to pass me. 

I swerved, cutting it off, and the woman leaned on her horn for as long as it took for her to realise that I 

hadn’t been intending to merge, and then for the second longer it took for her to glance up into my window. 

After that she backed the hell off and decidedly to meekly follow my snails-pace a good distance behind 

me. She was probably on the phone to the police, but they wouldn’t care. They had better things to 

investigate, like the pyrotechnic fuse blasting caps that went missing from the nearby quarry in Arlington 

just this morning and were now packed under my passenger seat. 

You have a new message, my phone piped up. 

“Play.” 

He’s dead.  
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“Reply.” 

Please state your message.  

“How dead, Dominic? All he had to do was win the boy over before the Adairs or Quillans get scared 

and decide to keep him with Seraph. I’m going to be seriously pissed off if they get him. I need him.” 

Did you mean: ‘Missed’? 

“No. I meant PISSED.” 

Sending: How dead, Dominic? All he had to do was win the boy over before the Adairs or Quillans get scared and decide 

to keep him with Seraph. I’m going to be seriously kissed off if they get him. I need him. 

“Goddamn.” 

A ringing sound grated against my ears, and I growled an order for my phone to accept the call. 

“You need to fix your system’s vocab.” Dominic’s voice flooded the cab of the truck, thick and grated 

by too many cigarettes. There was an influential timbre in the way that Dominic projected his words, but 

lately that influence was flirting with something that reeked of scare-tactics. I blamed the cigarettes; they 

revealed the gritty underside of his personality by layering his lungs in gravel to match the rest of him. “And 

he’s dead enough to not be sending back pings,” Dominic continued. “His GPS has been trashed and his 

line is dead. Nobody has heard from him in weeks.” 

“That doesn’t mean dead. That means missing.” 

“It means dead, boy. He’s either six feet deep or compromised, and I don’t take well to the C-word. I 

like F-words like fossilised, and S-words like silenced. Trust me, he’s better-off six feet deep. I’m practising 

positive thinking.” 

“How’s that working out for you?” 

“I’m positive that I’ll kill someone if the boy doesn’t start cooperating.” 

“Bring in someone else, then. Dumb muscle is cheap enough if you look in the right places, and they’re 

good at flexing the compliance out of people. Give them Gerald’s address and tell them to smash things 

until the boy calls us, begging for a second chance. Or maybe Gerald could be instrumental?”  

Dominic snorted, the sound carrying a hint of derision. He said, “I didn’t choose Gerald for his skills 

in persuasion. I chose him because I thought he’d be easy enough to manipulate. He’s a glutton and a bully, 

but he’s not smart enough to coerce Tariq into anything. Tariq hasn’t even spoken to him for at least a 

month now: he just delivers envelopes of cash to the mailbox and leaves. Why don’t we intercept him on 

the way to school, run him off the road and truss him up?” 

“I don’t know,” I hedged.   

“I don’t need your permission.” Dominic seemed to be amused. “That’s not what these conversations 
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are about.” 

“Listen, we’ve threatened him before and it didn’t work. That kid is a vault; from what we can tell he 

hasn’t even shared our talks with Seraph. He’s locking it all down and hiding it away. Maybe he’s bad at 

coping with shit, or maybe he’s a genius. I don’t know, but it’s working in his favour. Seraph doesn’t know 

a thing, so she’s not diving in to save him.” 

Over the line, Dominic heaved out a sigh, and I could hear the soft rustle of expensive leather as he 

shifted around in his seat. “I suppose you’re right… but coercion can be bought in many ways.” 

“The boy won’t be interested in money; the Adairs and Quillans are slipping him enough cash to fund 

a small army. Find another way.” 

“Maybe you should take care of him. The hypnotist doesn’t need your unique brand of encouragement 

anymore, and we’ve gone dark with Seraph for the time being; you can’t possibly be that busy.” 

“I’m stocking up on explosives.” 

“Do that in your own time.” 

“All time is my own time.” 

“You have issues, you know that? You’re an egotistical maniac.” 

“If I have issues, it’s because of your medication.” 

“My medication is going to win us this war.” 

“There is no war, Dominic, you’re getting ahead of yourself again.” 

“The hypnotist is showing real potential. Before the end of the year, I’ll deliver us a war—and that’s a 

promise.” 

“Whatever. Irrelevant. I’m busy.” I flicked my turn signal and pulled off the highway, navigating the 

truck down a smooth dirt road that ran alongside a stretch of maintained farmland. 

There was a country manor set back into the hills behind two of the front paddocks, and it was draped 

across the countryside in a way that made it appear even bigger than it was, as though someone had taken 

the four corners in hand and stretched it out to accommodate the uneven terrain. I turned down the second 

driveway branching off from the road, my truck slowing to a belligerent amble as I passed the sign that was 

set with crooked, country elegance into the Kentucky bluegrass creeping along the base of the mailbox.  

S. Stevens Farmstead, it read.  

The property actually belonged to Dominic, but Steven Stevens was his go-to alias for all off-the-books 

property transactions. He liked to be blatant with his power, and nothing bespoke power better than boasts 

of invincibility. Dominic liked to sing his weaknesses until they turned to his favour. He hung each of his 

lies from a flag, and set each of those flags firmly into the soil of his properties, like an empty canon on 
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display. Nothing with Dominic was ever as it seemed. Probably, his real name was Steven Stevens and 

Dominic Kingsling was the alias.  

“Busy as in you’re the reason a confiscated container of C4 has gone missing from the Klovoda’s off-

site training grounds?” Dominic interrupted me from my thoughts.  

“They weren’t using it.” 

“They confiscated it for a reason.” He sighed the admonishment, probably amused more than he was 

aggravated.  

“You’ve got no grounds to scold me here, old man. Only Maritime Law would be able to accommodate 

the kinds of punishments you’d be entitled to, after everything you’ve gotten up to in the last ten years.” 

“Har, har.” Dominic hacked out a sarcastic laugh that carried the punishment of his last cigarette, and 

I waited until he finished coughing. “Just make sure you’re not caught. We might have Weston on our side, 

but it’s only because of the hypnotist—if we didn’t have him, we’d have nothing… and the rest of the 

Klovoda are getting suspicious.” 

“I took it off their hands, Dom. They should thank me. I’m being a good Samaritan.” 

“I’ll have them send a fruit basket.” 

I smirked and clicked a button to end the call—something that Dominic would be well and truly used 

to by now. The servant was already hobbling out of the manor to set himself upon the front steps like a 

wrinkled, old bulldog. He raised a weathered hand in greeting, and I parked the truck, jumping out of the 

cab and retrieving the padded box of blasting caps. There were only two packed inside, since I ran the risk 

of exploding my car with any rogue friction… but two was all that I needed for now. I had hidden the rest 

in a safe place.  

“Evening,” I greeted.  

“Good evening, Master.” 

“Take those bags out to the warehouse, will you? We’re heading back to Maple Falls next week. My 

work here is almost done.” 

“As you wish, Master.” 
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I wasn’t an angel by any measure.  

I tried to do the right thing. I only wanted to protect myself, but sometimes that meant that other people 

would get hurt. It was an unofficial side-effect of my safety: the loss of everyone else’s. Sometimes when I 

went to sleep, I would see the faces of the people I loved, and I would see the targets above their heads—

each brandishing a name in sloping, red handwriting. 

Tariq—Gerald.  

Noah—The messenger.  

Cabe—The messenger.  

Silas—Weston.  

Quillan—Seraph. 

We all had our demons. 

No, I wasn’t an angel—and over the years my appearance had begun to reflect my true nature. My hair 

was a cloud of shadow on a moonless night deprived of starlight. It reminded me of the midnight air of 

any place of darkness; mist-clogged graveyards, heavy and solemn; polluted skies, sucked of luminescence. 

Sometimes I stared into the strands, trying to get lost in visions of places beyond my touch. Even an 

imaginary, onyx necropolis was a haven for me… preferable to the living dead that clogged my home: 

Gerald, our own personal demon, and my brother and I, barely daring to betray our living breaths for fear 

of discovery.  

On its own, without the heaviness of my imagination, my hair might simply have been dark. Black. Plain. 

My eyes had no such leisure. They told stories unbeknownst even to me. They carried a weight of their 



WATERCOLOUR SMILE 

7 

own, a knowledge and a hidden augur that frightened me. If you stripped away the illusion, they were an 

ordinary set of blue eyes marred by the conflict of a violet that smoked almost to blue-black, and a green 

that danced with the kind of shadows that would keep you up at night—and not in a good way.  

I wished that the peculiarities ended there, that I could stop, say end of story, and I’d be a simple girl, with 

a not-so-simple darkness eating away inside of me yet again. But that was not possible, because I now also 

had a very, very complicated relationship with four different men. One of them was my teacher, another 

was his borderline sociopathic twin, and two of them were pretending to be my brothers.  

I had been turned inside out, and the complicated murk from inside was manifesting in ways that I could 

never have predicted.  

It was closing in, surrounding me.   

I considered it one relationship that I had with the four of them, but that was only because there was a 

component that ran true and unmalleable in my interactions with each of them, as indistinguishable and 

stubborn as if they were all the same person. I fight that component when I don’t like it, and fuel it when 

I do.  

I have that control; I realise that now. 

“Are you listening, shorty?” Poison poked my arm, and I didn’t answer her, so she poked me again, and 

again.  

Poison and I had grown close since Aiden’s death. She was a constant enigma to me, but I didn’t often 

push her for information about herself. There was something tragic about her, some kind of horrible 

vulnerability beneath the surface of her blustering antics. I had once asked her why people called her 

‘Poison’, but she hadn’t answered me. The smile had slipped from her face and all that had remained—for 

an agonising, elongated moment—was hatred. I didn’t think the venom in her eyes was meant for me, but 

I never brought it up again.  

“No.” I eventually turned a smile on her. “I’m not.” 

She rolled her eyes and pinched one of my cheeks. “You’re lucky I love you. Now pay attention. Mike 

wants to go out tonight and I refuse to do this alone. What if he gets handsy?” She covered her chest in 

mock-outrage, twisting her features into something resembling censure.  

I laughed at her, because if anyone was going to get ‘handsy’ on a date consisting of bad-girl Poison and 

band-geek Mike… it would be Poison. 

“He won’t do anything ungentlemanly, I’m sure.” I patted her knee. “You’ll be fine.” 

She dropped the textbook that she had been pretending to read and rounded on me, swiping my 

sketchpad from my hands. My pencil dug into the page, cutting a thick, grey line across the sketch, too deep 

to rectify.  
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“Seraph Ophelia Black, you will come on this date with me!” 

“My middle name is Lela,” I grumbled, trying to erase the line with little success. “And I don’t see why 

you need me there.” 

“If you don’t agree to this, I’m going to call up every girl that Cabe has ever slept with and invite them 

all to his birthday party next month. It’ll be a surprise party, and they’ll be the only ones invited. I’ll even 

record his reaction and put it up on YouTube. Do you think I’ll need to hire a hall, or would my mansion 

be big enough?” 

“Poison! That’s so mean!” 

She waggled her eyebrows at me. “Everyone is starting to wonder what’s up with those two. They 

haven’t hooked up with anyone since they got here. Noah isn’t getting into fights, Cabe isn’t playing 

pranks—” 

“What kinds of pranks? We could say it’s because they ran out of girls to sleep with.” 

“Stick with me cupcake, no changing the subject and no joking around. Everyone is getting suspicious, 

and suspicious isn’t a good thing around here. I should set Cabe up with someone—Noah too. Soon enough 

Lord Weston is going to find out that you’ve bonded—”  

“Shh—” I slapped a hand over her mouth, checking to make sure that nobody stood around us. 

She pried my fingers away. “And then hell will descend,” she finished in a quieter, albeit much more 

dramatic, tone.  

“Why do you think Tabby hasn’t told him yet?” 

“Because she’s still suspicious. You don’t give that woman enough credit. She’s got issues up to her 

eyeballs but she’s smart. She’s very smart. You told her you bonded with the Quillans, but Miro avoids you 

like you’re contagious most of the time and Noah and Cabe are always around, hovering and being general 

annoying bodyguard-oppressors. I don’t know what Silas does. Nobody does. He probably returns to the 

underworld to make sure his demons aren’t slacking on their torture schedule or—” 

“Silas isn’t a demon, Poison. We’ve been over this.” 

“I’m going to need proof. Have you ever seen him sleep? I bet he hangs from the ceiling—” 

“Also not a bat.” I sighed.   

“I was thinking more along the lines of a vampire. And I know he disappears all the time, but have you 

ever marked off the days on a calendar? I bet it has something to do with the moon—” 

“Ahh, werewolf. That’s a new one.” I clapped my hands slowly, showing that I was impressed.  

Poison’s mouth quirked up into a wry smile. “Anyway,” she said. “With all the rumours that are 

circulating, Tabby’s probably thinking that the bond with the Quillans is just an elaborate farce to protect 
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some other truth. She probably thinks that you have no idea of the gravity of what you were saying. Let’s 

be honest, when it comes to Zevghéri politics, you’re pretty clueless.” 

I flopped back into the grass, my arms stretching out either side of me. The tree above me swayed 

gently, and it was almost calming. The leaves were beginning to turn yellow in preparation of autumn, and 

the cold breeze had a bite to it that was currently being assuaged by the lazy gaze of the sun. I stretched my 

arm out in the still-warm grass, trying to catch the edges of the receding sunlight, my mind snagging on yet 

another thing that was lying just out of my reach.  

“Miro and Silas don’t want to get too close. Not while Noah and Cabe are trying to prolong the bond.” 

I said the words slowly, like I was hoping that they would sink into my brain and settle there, and I would 

be able to accept the truth of them and move on. Instead, they churned uneasily in my stomach, making 

me swallow tightly and give up my grapple for sunlight in favour of balling my hands into fists—as if the 

hint of perspiration that was suddenly misting my palms would be visible.  

“It makes sense. I’ve never even heard of two pairs before. I can’t imagine how it would work. If Noah 

and Cabe can’t from the bond, it’s only fair to maintain a little distance.” 

I shrugged against the grass. “So Cabe and Noah need to show a healthy interest in other girls for a little 

while? I’m not going to stop them.” 

Poison’s narrow-eyed consideration honed in on my face, and she tucked her legs beneath her, pushing 

up onto her knees. This meant that she was now looking down at me, which somehow deepened the 

suspicion and disapproval set into her striking features. 

“Look,” she said, “I know it’s not…” 

“Ideal?” I supplied, and she cringed, so I continued while I had the upper hand. “Fair? Moral? Feasible?” 

“Alright, Grandma! I’m sorry that despite having known about the true nature of the bond for months, 

your delicate sensibilities are still reeling. I apologise for that, I really do, but you need to start taking them 

seriously. I promise you this: they are taking you seriously.” 

“You don’t know that,” I deflected, causing her brows to draw down heavily. I was lying, probably, but 

I couldn’t say the words. I couldn’t acknowledge what was happening, what had already happened, and 

what it all meant. Not yet. Maybe not ever. “And it’s not that I’m not taking it seriously. All I’m doing is 

supporting what you said; I think you’re right. They should date. They should show an interest in other 

girls. Go out and stuff. Dissuade suspicion.” 

“Silas and Miro too.” 

I opened my mouth to agree, but the words got caught, and a strangled sound escaped instead.  

Poison gave me a look of pity, and I averted my gaze to her skinny jeans, catching a glimpse of pink 

through the ripped pocket. Despite my current roil of emotion, it made me want to smile. Poison was very 

dramatic with what she wore, and powder-pink underwear certainly didn’t match her current ensemble. 
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Her tank was cut off at the stomach, and it depicted an image of Charlie Chaplin riding a unicycle, which 

might have made her seem a little geeky, if Chaplin’s top-hat hadn’t been cut off to make room for a deep 

plunge of cleavage. Her eyeliner wasn’t too thick, but it was smudged into a smoky charcoal glare, the only 

makeup that she wore. The whole look was pulled together by a cut-off leather jacket with silver studs on 

the pockets and the collar turned up. There was also a Batman pin hooked into the zipper. 

I hadn’t spoken to Poison about my feelings for the guys, and she didn’t push me for explanations, but 

she knew that I wasn’t entirely comfortable with the whole love-at-first-sight side of the bond, and she 

knew that I had feelings for them, she just couldn’t seem to figure out what they were.  

She wasn’t the only one.  

Poison huffed out a resigned breath. “Look, just come on the date, okay? Mike has nice friends; he 

won’t set you up with any weirdos. You don’t even have to do anything. Just sit there and let them ogle 

your crazy-beautiful face for an hour or two.” 

“Can Noah and Cabe come as well?” 

Poison sat up suddenly and loomed over me. “Seraph Judith Black—” 

“Lela.” 

“You have to get it through your head. You’re not,” she lowered her voice to a whisper again, “bonded 

to just anyone. Lord Weston is the Voda. The Voda. I’ve told you this before.” She held out her arm, fingers 

directed to the sky, and then she pointed at her elbow with her other hand, making her arms into a ninety-

degree angle. “This is the bottom of our society. Who lives down here?” 

I sighed. “General rabble,” I recited. “Underage kids and their unimportant parents.” 

“Here?” she inched her hand higher on her arm-scale. 

“Klovoda agents and their unimportant, tag-along families.” 

“Here?” Higher again.  

“Bonded people—the Atmás and their pairs—and then the Klovoda, Dominic Kingsling and right up 

the top is Lord-bloody-Weston.” I ticked off the rest of them and flopped back, blowing out my last words 

on a frustrated exhalation. “The Voda.” 

“Miro is in line to be the next Voda,” she told me, taking pity on me for a moment by sweeping a lock 

of hair out of my brooding face. “And you, munchkin, are his… you know what. Silas isn’t as important as 

Miro, because he’s the younger twin—plus Weston kind of despises him with the fire of a thousand suns… 

but the other three? We’re talking about the golden boys of the Zev community here. I don’t blame them 

for wanting to keep you a secret. Hell, if I were them, I’d lock you up in a little cupboard and feed you 

scraps of bread for the rest of your life, occasionally bringing you out for walks down the hallway or so that 

you could howl at the moon, because I’m pretty sure you’d go crazy being bonded to four people at once.” 
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“Gee.” I made a face at her. “You make it sound so fun. You’re really winning me over. I don’t feel 

anywhere near as uncomfortable with the situation anymore. Thanks, Poison.” 

“My point is that you’re walking on eggshells. Noah and Cabe need to stop acting suspicious. The entire 

female population at this stupid school will once again weep for joy and cry out from the rooftops because 

the Adairs didn’t suspiciously turn gay overnight after all. And you, Seraph Humphrey Black—” 

“Lela.” 

“—will go on a date with me, Mike, and Mike’s friend!” 

“Is it even possible to date someone when you’re bonded to four other people?” 

“Sure it is.” Poison smirked. “The bond doesn’t make you feel nothing toward other people, it simply 

makes you rely on your pairs for general things, like the ability to breathe air and not self-destruct or 

whatever.” 

“Fine.” I gave up. “I’ll go, and I’ll tell Cabe and Noah to start acting like themselves again.” Not that I 

minded doing that, I thought. Maybe it would ease some of the pressure that I could feel building up in the 

back of my neck, giving me inexplicable kinks whenever I thought about the bond. 

“That-a-girl. I know the bond probably gives you hell whenever another girl enters the scene, but it’s 

for the best. At school you need to try and act like the normal family that you most definitely are not, and 

at home you need to act as messed-up with those four as possible. The more confused Tabby gets, the less 

she’ll spill to Weston. Handing the wrong information to Weston is basically a carnal sin, in our world.” 

The bell rang and we gathered up our stuff, heading back into the school building. Noah and Cabe were 

out on an assignment for the Klovoda, which meant that they weren’t at school today. It was the first time 

I had gone a full day without them shadowing my every step, blocking people from talking to me and being 

their general overbearing selves. It was equal parts endearing and suffocating, but I knew that they were 

just frustrated. We were doing something unnatural, resisting the bond for so long. Or, in my opinion, 

simply being connected in such a way in the first place.  

I hadn’t found out much more over the months since Aiden’s death. The messenger had descended into 

radio silence, and I had come to terms with something that made me very wary. He had made contact with 

me several times, but each instance was in reaction to something that I had done—or so it seemed to me. 

Not that I deserved the things that happened, but I had an odd feeling that the messenger was logging my 

actions. When I did something to anger him, he punished me. Running away from him to Maple Falls had 

been a bad move. It had made him angry, and something at Poison’s party had tipped him over the edge. I 

thought that he had been quiet over the last few months simply because I hadn’t done anything. I had 

purposely kept my distance from the boys—had kept my head down at school; and had kept my mouth 

shut around Tabby. He was watching me with Noah and Cabe—I was sure of it—waiting for a sign that 

we were going to form the bond.  
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That had always been his primary focus. 

Strings can be severed. Bonds can be broken. Would you like to know how painful it is? 

I shook off the memory and said goodbye to Poison in the hall, trudging the rest of the way to Quillan’s 

office. 

“I have to go on a date,” I announced as soon as I walked through the door.  

Quillan was sitting on the edge of his desk and there was a woman standing beside him, her hands on 

her slim hips. She spun around, and I got a brief impression of smooth brown hair looped into a high 

ponytail and fierce green eyes before she opened her mouth and tilted her head, confusion settling in. I 

registered her beauty in the same moment as I recognised Quillan’s discomfort. My eyes immediately flew 

to the ground and I hesitated, on the brink of backing awkwardly out of the room.  

“My student,” Quillan finally said, standing from the desk. “I told you I had someone to tutor this 

period, Sam.” 

The woman dismissed me with a turn. It wasn’t a rude gesture; she just didn’t seem to think that my 

presence was of any consequence. She laid her hand on Quillan’s arm, and his eyes flicked over her shoulder 

for the briefest moment, before focussing back on her face.  

“Just call me, okay?” Her tone was low, her voice pleading. “We’ll talk about it.” 

She walked out of the office, closing the door behind her.  

“Sorry,” I managed. “I should have knocked.”  

Quillan seemed to relax, and he reached up to loosen his tie. “Don’t worry about it. What’s this about 

a date?” 

I glanced back at the door, an uneasy feeling trying to claw its way into my belly. I shoved it away, almost 

viciously. I refused to feel jealous about Quillan, even if fighting off the feeling caused my knees to 

momentarily knock together and a short wave of dizziness to radiate through my skull. There was a reason 

he had been avoiding me lately. We had kissed, and as much as it was supposed to have fused us together, 

it had only managed to do the opposite. There was a chasm of space that filled the distance from him to 

me, and it was brimming with unspoken words and painful assumptions. Cabe or Noah would have already 

been reaching for my hands, my shoulders—they constantly needed to touch me. Quillan had his arms 

folded loosely over his chest, and his eyes were wary, perhaps tuned into what he could sense of my inner 

turmoil.  

“Who was that?” I asked, indicating the door.  

If there was a girl wanting to get to know Quillan, maybe that was a good thing. He could use her to 

keep up appearances. I mentally shook myself, pulling my thoughts up with a rough admonishment. Maybe 

he liked her. Unbidden, my hand curved around the watch I wore, fingers tapping the metal. Would he ask 
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for it back? Some part of me would be relieved, but a bigger part of me would be anxious. How would a 

girlfriend fit into this equation? As much as I didn’t harbour any romantic feelings for Quillan, I was well 

aware that he spent too much time with me, that he often had to be there for me in a way that a girlfriend 

wouldn’t be happy about. Also, there was the not-so-insignificant fact that I could feel any sudden spike of 

emotion that he had, if he was close enough.  

“Sam and I were involved, in a way, before I moved to Seattle.” 

I threw my hands up as my previous anxiety melted away. “Another ex-girlfriend!” My voice was only 

half-heartedly exasperated, especially since this wasn’t a problem that I usually had with Quillan—and Sam 

hadn’t seemed as mean as the girls I usually encountered. “Thank god Silas is scary as all hell, I don’t know 

how many I can handle. I swear they pop up every time I turn a corner. Poison has taken to pointing them 

out, like she’s playing Where’s Waldo, except that Waldo would be the girl that those boys haven’t slept 

with.” 

Quillan’s laugh sounded with a sudden burst, my words acting as a needle to pierce the barrier on his 

usual control. “You won’t have that problem with Silas.” He swallowed his laughter as suddenly as it had 

appeared, but I could see it trembling at the corners of his mouth.  

“Why?” I ventured. “Is he gay?” 

“No.” 

“Is he a robot?” 

Another laugh. “No, Seph.” 

“Did Weston neuter him?” 

Quillan blinked. “Ah… wow. No.” 

“Fine. I give up. Why won’t I have that problem with Silas?”  

“He’s never been in a proper relationship. At least… not that we know of.” 

“He’s a virgin?” 

For a moment, it seemed that Quillan wasn’t sure whether to laugh again or not. He stared at me, his 

jaw dropping incrementally, and I could have sworn that there was colour high in his cheeks. “What? He, 

er… We’re a little older than you, Seph…” 

“I know,” I said, too quickly. “I know…”  

“I have something that will make you feel better.” 

I watched his hand disappear into his right pocket, trying to fight back my embarrassment from our 

conversation. I moved forward as he pulled out an iPhone, but then paused, uncomprehending.  

“It’s yours,” he said with a sigh, rocking it from side to side like a pendulum before my face. “You can’t 
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keep roaming around without a phone, Seph. What if we need to get into contact with you?” 

I folded my arms over my chest. “No.” 

He rolled his eyes and tucked the phone away again, pulling out something familiar from his left pocket. 

“Silas said you’d refuse it,” he said, plonking my old phone unceremoniously into my waiting palm. “He 

had to wipe everything, so I programmed our numbers into it again.” 

I turned the phone around to display the single crack that fissured from one side of the screen to the 

other, slicing it in half. There were dents all over the case, and some of the colour was peeling off, but it 

was virtually indestructible, so I had grown fond of it. Sort of.  

I switched it on and found all of their contacts, along with Tariq’s, Poison’s, Clarin’s and Tabby’s. I 

stared at the eight numbers and realised that I was looking at a summary of my life. Eight people. I had 

eight people that I considered friends or family, and seven of them I hadn’t even known two years ago.  

“How much did you pay for the iPhone?” I asked, beginning to feel guilty that he had gone to the effort 

of getting me a gift, and I had refused him.  

“It was free.” Quillan smiled. “They were having a sale at the Apple store.” 

“Not funny,” I grumbled. “For one, there’s no such thing as a sale at an Apple store, and also, you guys 

promised that I would be able to get a job with the Zevghéri. I know Cabe is sending Tariq money. I’m not 

stupid. My ledger is really starting to add up.” 

“Ledger? Seph… tell me you’re not keeping track of—” 

“I want a job,” I interrupted. “I mean it. If you won’t let me work for the Zevghéri, I’ll look for one 

elsewhere. I have enough experience.” 

Quillan shrugged his shoulders, his dark eyes settling on mine. This was another difference between him 

and Silas. Whenever Quillan looked at me, it was with weight. When he was upset or angry, he eyes always 

landed on mine, hard, rooting my feet to the floor and licking an uncomfortable feeling up my spine. Silas’s 

dark eyes—so similar and yet so different—would instead flit over my face, categorising my features before 

he met my gaze, and I would feel the tiny pinpricks of fire along my brow, the slope of my cheekbones, my 

lips, as if he had physically touched me.   

“Silas is organising it,” Quillan promised, his voice as heavy as his gaze, clamping down on my 

insecurities and wagging a finger at them to behave. “It’s not easy to get you in with the Zevghéri missions 

when you haven’t even been formally introduced to the Klovoda yet.” 

“Maybe I should just meet with the Klovoda?” I ventured cautiously. “I mean it’s not really obvious 

that we’re bonded, right? Unless someone is hurting one of us, I guess.” 

Quillan said nothing for a moment, and I realised that he was thinking of an answer. A calculative 

expression rolled over him, and then he moved suddenly, leaning forward and winding a hand around my 
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waist. I didn’t have a chance to brace myself against the scratching feeling that I knew would thread through 

me, and so I was even more shocked at the onslaught of agitated feeling that clawed beneath my skin, 

forcing me to stumble forward. I collided with his chest, accidently pushing him back against his desk. He 

grunted in surprise, the fingers of his hand spreading out to get a better grip, steadying me. The scratchy 

feeling bubbled up, dancing hotly over my skin and forcing a quick flash of near-blackness to blanket my 

awareness. I swayed and fought back the bile, swallowing several times to make sure that I didn’t suddenly 

vomit.  

My negative reaction to Quillan had grown violent in its intensity ever since we had formed the bond, 

and that troubled me greatly. I had been hanging on to the hope that forming the bond would banish my 

strange reactions to him—and the others.  

“It’s a little obvious,” he said, looking down at me. 

There was regret in his dark expression, and I knew better than to assume that he had been offended 

by my reaction. His regret mirrored my own.  

We didn’t want to be connected this way.  

I swayed, fighting off the darkness, because it shouldn’t have attacked me so viciously. He was only 

holding my waist. Cabe and Noah had done worse, and the blackness had only come when they tried to 

kiss me. Silas sometimes crowded my personal space—mostly when he was angry—but I’d never almost 

fainted around him. 

“Seph,” Quillan said.   

I felt him tense up, and I quickly gathered my wits about me, feeling as though I had to scramble around 

the floor as they danced away from me.  

What a mess. 

I pushed against his chest, and he let me go. I took several steps back, my eyes averted to my sneakers. 

I was suddenly struggling to breathe, and I knew that the bond was unhappy with me. Ignoring the churning 

emotions that warred for recognition inside my mind, I walked straight to the canvas set up in the corner 

of the room by the window. It was my own little spot.  

“Seph…” Quillan repeated gently, trailing off, as if he didn’t quite know what to say.  

“Don’t worry, Bossman.” I lifted my eyes, managing to smile at him, and he seemed to relax a little bit. 

“I get it. You were trying to prove a point.” 

I fiddled with the watch around my wrist as we stared at each other. It was weighted, scratched enough 

to indicate that he had owned it for a very long time. The brand was Rolex, and apart from looking 

expensive, it also looked odd—since the watch-face was almost the entire width of my wrist. It was the 

only thing we shared that was wide open for the world to see.  
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Naturally, nobody noticed.  

“Use the watercolours today,” he finally said. “You get more details outside of the painting when you 

do.” 

I nodded and prepped my workstation, staring at the blank paper all the while. There were a bunch of 

paintings rolled up in a basket beside my easel, all of the same scene: a girl floating in water. I had drawn it 

before, but had been interrupted before I finished the picture, and ever since, I had been terrified that the 

girl was yet another person that I could have saved, but didn’t.  

The memory of Aiden’s face still haunted me.  

Once again, I brought the girl to mind, and my paintbrush stubbornly refused to budge. I had fought 

the same battle every single day for the past few months. Quillan called my ability forecasting, but lately, I 

had simply been painting. I painted the girl by memory, sometimes embellishing on my own, sometimes 

willing my stubborn mind to fill in the blanks. I sighed, staring at the white space. It wasn’t going to happen; 

the forecasting simply didn’t work that way. It showed me what it wanted me to see and nothing more.  

Today, I would let go of the girl.  

It was with a heavy heart that I tore away the paper and replaced it with a blank roll of canvas before I 

started painting, and the feeling only grew worse as the image blossomed before me. The green eyes formed 

first; bloodshot and bleary; they gazed at me, damming me. I started shaking but my fingers held firm to 

the brush. The watercolours melted into the colour of skin, sloping upwards into the hollow of a sunken 

cheek. I could feel the tears pricking my eyes as one of my greatest fears came to life right before me. It 

was a bleak outline, nothing but washed colours over a washed-out face. I finished my first coat with a mop 

of inky-black hair, and then stepped back, my heart wrenching as I stared into my brother’s face.  

“Tariq,” I cried softly, and Quillan stood up immediately, rounding my easel and taking in the painting.  

He reached out, his fingers hovered, and he seemed to realise that there was something off about the 

image. The skin tone was greyish in some areas, and the left eye was puffy, the lips swollen. For a moment, 

Quillan seemed frozen in his uncertainty, fingers reaching for the painting, and then he pulled back and 

both of his hands landed on my shoulders.  

“Come back after school. You need to finish this painting.” 

I wavered, finding comfort in the warmth of his hands. It was different to the way he had touched me 

before—this was more us. More normal. He had only kissed me once—as had Silas—to complete the bond. 

They did it because I was starting to implode, mentally… physically… I didn’t know. I had managed to 

convince myself that they were trying to wait out the bond, which would eventually cause me more pain 

than good. It made me realise how much we needed each other; we might have been five separate people, 

but we existed too closely together, like dominos. If one of us tumbled, the rest would fall too. 

“I will.” I forced my voice to sound neutral as I fought back the burn of tears.  
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His chin brushed the top of my head and I closed my eyes, standing with him for as long as I dared 

without allowing the moment to become awkward, and then I pulled away before he could apologise for 

the earlier encounter. There was only so much that I could take, and he always felt my spikes of emotion—

fear, anxiety, anything but what I should have been feeling. Him and Silas both felt it now. I had learned to 

pull away from Quillan before the emotion leaked into him, because the pain in his expression doubled 

with each heavy draw on my heart.  

I forced another smile and moved to the door, but he caught me, touching just below my elbow. The 

pressure of his fingers was so light, so brief… I halted instantly.  

“What did you mean when you said you had to go on a date?” he asked.  

I continued staring at the door. “Poison wants me to go on a double-date. She thinks that people are 

getting too suspicious of Cabe and Noah, and that they need to start showing interest in girls again before 

the rumours get back to Weston. You and Silas too.” 

“She’s probably right, but what does that have to do with you dating?” 

“I’m fairly sure that she’s hoping it’ll make it easier on them. Maybe it’ll make it easier on me, too. I 

won’t feel so…” I shook my head, unable to come up with a word. Guilty? Confused? Jealous? Relieved? “If we 

all do it; it won’t seem so bad.” 

He was quiet, and finally, I turned. His eyes were darkly perturbed, maybe even angry.  

“They had plenty of relationships even after they found out about me,” I said gently. “I know it’s 

possible.” 

“It’s not.” He shook his head. “Not once we touched you.” 

I blinked, something niggling in the corner of my mind. “You tried?” 

Pain flickered over his face. 

Oh. I wanted to ask when, and why, and with whom, but the words didn’t rise. He looked too tortured, 

and I could feel the reaction that thrummed away in his chest, like a vicious bird trying to claw its way from 

the inside out. I didn’t know exactly what it meant, but I felt it, and it hurt. I remembered that it had taken 

Quillan the longest of all of them to accept that I was his Atmá. Silas still doesn’t accept it, some part of my 

brain tried to reason with me, but I pushed it away. I understood how hard it was for Quillan because I saw 

the torture etched into his expression every day. “It’s okay,” I eventually assured him. “We’ll be fine.” It 

was a lame offering, but it was the best I could give.  

“It would be better if you didn’t go.” 

“I have to.” I sighed, facing the truth of it. “One of us has to make the first move, and it will never be 

them. I’ll go, make conversation, eat some food and come home. Nothing has to happen, and it’ll encourage 

the boys to do the same thing. If I don’t do it, they probably won’t do it either—Don’t,” I protested, seeing 
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him beginning to shake his head. “You know I’m right. They care too much about hurting my feelings. 

They don’t even try to make it look like they’re interested in other girls. Going on a few dates is harmless. 

The bond will put up a fight, I’m sure, but it’ll throw off the gossip and buy us more time, and isn’t that 

what we need? More time?” 

He nodded, his only reply, and I could still feel the painful drumming of his heart, contrasting with the 

light crease of apprehension that marred his expression. He couldn’t pretend to be mildly concerned, and 

that bothered me. I didn’t want to pry into his deepest thoughts, I simply couldn’t help it.  

“We’ll be okay,” I repeated, ducking forward to kiss his cheek.  

He drew in a defeated breath and I turned away before he could misconstrue the gesture. I respected 

Quillan, I liked him as a person. I was determined that the bond didn’t ruin that. I swung my book bag over 

my shoulder and opened the door. 



	

19 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
It wasn’t until I was in music that I realised I had more or less thrown Quillan’s present back in his face. 

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and typed a message to him.  

I’m so sorry, Bossman… I didn’t even say thank you. I hope you can return the iPhone.  

I was sitting at the piano and I set my phone to the side after I sent the message. I tapped on the keys, 

not actually pressing them hard enough to make sounds as I stared toward the door that sectioned off this 

little room from the rest of the classroom. We were all working on individual composition pieces, but I 

didn’t know how to make music, I only knew how to copy it. Eventually, I concentrated on playing through 

the notes and the chords that Noah had taught me. I arranged them in different ways and changed some 

of them, but they still weren’t original. I mashed my palm against the keys, frustrated, and the door swung 

open.  

“It sounded great,” Danny said, leaning in the doorframe. “No need for violence.” 

I gestured to the keys. “I don’t know why I’m enrolled in this class. Noah and Cabe chose it for me. It 

was compulsory at my old school, but I don’t really play any instruments.” 

He arched a brow. “I just heard you—you were just playing it.” He stepped further into the room and 

kicked the door shut behind him. There were a pair of drumsticks sticking out of his front pocket and he 

pulled them free as he took a seat in the corner of the little practise room, tapping lightly on an empty desk.  

“I can memorise stuff.” I shrugged. It was unexpected, him coming in to talk to me. “Is there… is there 

something you wanted?” 

He chuckled. “No. Is it so strange that I’d want to talk to you?” 

“You don’t usually.” 
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“You usually have bodyguards.” 

I threaded a hand through my hair to push it out of my face. “Right, of course.” 

“Don’t stress.” He flashed an easy smile, and I felt my eyes drawn to the hint of metal between his teeth.  

He caught my look and I saw something flicker over his expression, something close to amusement.  

“You have your tongue pierced?” I managed to ask.  

Wow, I needed practise making small-talk. I was getting too used to the constant company of the guys, 

it was like I’d forgotten what normal interaction entailed.  

Then again… I wasn’t used to normal interaction, even before my pairs. My closest confidant had been a stranger 

in a bar, my closest friend at school the boy who shared his lunch with me but never really spoke to me.  

“Why don’t you come over here and see for yourself?” 

I jumped up from the bench, accidently knocking my elbow into the piano. My knee-jerk reaction to 

run out of the room dissolved as pain shot down my arm. “Ow crap, crap, crap.” 

I hopped around and Danny started laughing, full and loud like he had when I’d asked him what a bond 

really was.  

“I’ve never heard you swear before, though I’m not sure that word really counts.” He stood and moved 

past me for the door, closing it on my stunned face.  

“What the hell?” I asked the empty room.  

The phone on the piano buzzed and I reached for it. There was a reply from Quillan.  

I’m holding up a finger right now.  

I smiled, typing out a response.  

No you’re not. You can’t text with one hand.  

I liked that Quillan was showing me a lighter side, he was usually some combination of mild and serious. 

I appreciated it, normally, since Cabe had more energy than was technically normal for any person, and 

Noah had so much intensity to him that he could sometimes be exhausting—not to mention Silas, who 

was energy twisted into violence, and intensity twisted into severity, brimming over with each step until he 

seemed to walk around with a perpetual timer strapped to the back of his head. Even so, it was nice when 

Quillan lightened our interactions.  

Either way, you owe me now.  

I glanced at the new message and typed out a response without really thinking. I hesitated with my 

thumb over the send button, suddenly wondering if it was the right thing to say, but I didn’t have a chance 

to decide before the door opened again. My nerves were so shot that I jolted the phone into my pocket like 

I was holding some kind of dirty secret in the palm of my hand—which probably wasn’t too far off the 
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mark, since I was texting a teacher—and faced Poison’s inquisitive expression.  

“Quit hiding.” She gave me a pointed look. “Nobody comes to school to learn anything. Come and help 

me play chopsticks on the xylophone.” 

I laughed at her and the phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and realised that I must have 

bumped the send button, because there was another reply from Quillan.  

You don’t mean that. 

I blinked, and glanced at the word I had typed to him. Anything. I had meant it in a friendly way… yet, 

somehow, the bond had managed to twist things into a different light. I didn’t know if he was right or not, 

so I didn’t reply. Would I do anything for him? Even if it wasn’t how I felt? Even if I knew, deep down, 

that it wasn’t how he felt either? I trailed Poison to the corner of the classroom where several students were 

sprawled out, lazily toying with hand instruments. I began to wonder if anybody took this class seriously, 

but then I remembered that the teacher was expecting a full, original composition by the end of the term.  

I curled onto my knees beside Poison, and we began to tap out a song on the colourful keys.   

“The Duchess is slumming it with the rest of the peasants today, huh?” 

I looked to the girl who spoke, and then turned back to the xylophone when I didn’t recognise her. 

Maybe she had been talking to someone else. 

“Burn.” Someone else laughed. “Too bad, Kellie.” This was a boy, and I again raised my head before 

quickly lowering it.  

I realised, then, that the girl—Kellie—must have required some kind of a response from me. I really 

needed to work on my social skills. 

“Yes,” I eventually said, looking at her. Inwardly, I cringed, wondering if I sounded like as much of a 

robot to them as I did to myself.  

Her brows arched high, a stunned look overtaking the one of annoyance that had previously clouded 

her expression. Beside me, Poison snickered. I returned my attention to the little instrument, and the others 

seemed to fall into easy conversation around me, as though I had given them permission to relax.  

Strange.  

At the end of the day I returned to Quillan’s office and knocked on the door, not wanting to walk in on 

another encounter. He opened it and looked down at me. There was the tiniest smile hinting at his mouth 

as he stood aside for me to enter.  

“Get to work,” he said lightly, returning to his desk.  

I remained where I was standing as he sat behind his desk and started scribbling down notes on a stack 

of papers. When he looked up again, fixing me with a look, I hurried over to the easel and let the 

transformation take me. I slipped out of Seraph, and embraced the adrenaline that rushed into me, 
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morphing me into a cloud of fear and focussed energy.  

As I worked, the painting grew definition, and it broke my heart. I painted shadows into the eyes of my 

baby brother; I brushed a strand of his chaotic hair red with blood, the colour smudging as it stuck to his 

forehead, like it was still wet. There was a deep graze somewhere on his head, and I could feel the stinging 

throb of it, the lacerated edges of having crashed into something sharp. I almost regretted using the 

watercolours for this painting, because the pain was immense. I gritted my teeth, flowering the bruises over 

his neck: a ring of finger-shaped indentions that reminded me of my father. I tasted Gerald all over this 

picture. I smelt the liquor on his breath and heard him uttering my own name over and over.  

Seraph…  

Seraph… 

Seraph! 

My hand hesitated, my head spinning. Quillan was beside me again, steadying me as the room swam 

around me. I blinked my eyes open, and Quillan’s anxious face swam into focus. He was on the couch, and 

his hands were on either side of my face.  

“W-what?” I slurred, my fingers tangling into my hair, tracing a wound that didn’t exist. 

“You passed out, sweetheart.” Quillan helped me to my feet and I stumbled back to the painting, 

meeting the ruined image of Tariq’s face.  

It was the worst thing I had ever drawn.  

I fumbled to get my phone out of my pocket as Quillan dialled someone on his own.  

“Silas?” Quillan spoke into his phone, moving away.  

“Tariq,” I breathed, as my brother picked up.  

“Hey, Seph.” He sounded happy, if a little strained. “I was going to call you tonight. How is everything? 

Are you coming back soon?” He asked me the same thing every time I called him.  

“Yes,” I said. “I’m coming back tomorrow. Can you pick me up from the station?” 

“Yes! Ah, I mean, sure. Yeah, that’s cool. Just text me the time.” 

“I will—Tariq?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Stay away from Gerald, okay?” 

He hesitated. “I was going to go over there tonight to drop some money, I’ve been putting it off for 

too long.” 

“Don’t go.” My voice turned hard, unyielding. “I’ll do it when I get there.” 
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“It’s no prob—” 

“Don’t go!” I began to shake, my grip on the phone unsteady, and he must have heard the hysteria that 

laced my tone.  

“Seph, what’s going on?” 

“I’ll tell you when I see you. Stay safe.” 

“Okay, love you.” 

“Love you, too.” I hung up, my breathing slightly erratic, and walked to Quillan, tapping him on the 

shoulder.  

He held the phone away from his ear.  

“Can you ask Silas to book me on a train tomorrow morning?” 

Quillan nodded. “You heard? Okay, thanks. We can’t all go; it’d be too obvious. Just you.” 

I waited for him to finish the conversation, my arms wrapped around myself. 

“Don’t tell Noah or Cabe until they’re back tonight,” Quillan warned me, ending his call and returning 

his phone to his pocket. “They’ll abandon their assignment and come back early if you do.” 

I nodded. “Sure.” 

“I would suggest that we bring Tariq here, where we would at least be able to keep a better eye on him, 

but I think that’s possibly a very bad idea. The messenger followed us over here, and he killed Aiden just 

for talking to you. The last thing we want to do is plant more people under his nose that he can use against 

you. Your father might be a piece of work, but this guy is worse.” 

I nodded again, frustrated tears gathering in my eyes. “I know, and I won’t let him kill anybody else. 

Tariq needs to stay out of this mess. He has a safe place to stay, and Gerald won’t bother looking for him 

at school. He won’t bother with anything much as long as he has money to drink away and occasionally 

buy food with.” 

“Then we’ll keep him cashed up,” Quillan promised. “And Tariq won’t need to go over there anymore.” 

“I need a job,” I repeated glumly. “I don’t feel right, not paying for these things myself.” 

Quillan crossed his arms tightly, boring a hole right through my skull with the intensity of whatever was 

turning the clogs in that brain of his.  

“Alright,” he seemed to decide. “I’ll talk to the others about it.”  

“Thankyou!” I reigned in the urge to hug him.  

“Don’t thank me yet, you’ve got no idea what you’re getting yourself into.” 

I didn’t care. I was overjoyed by the time I barrelled into Poison in the parking lot.  
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“Awe.” She laughed, patting my head as I hugged her waist. “Aren’t you the most adorable thing that 

ever lived, with your hugs and your hair and your boobs and whatnot.” 

I rolled my eyes at her and Clarin found us, swinging his bag into the back of her car. Poison had picked 

us up for school that morning since Noah and Cabe were on assignment.  

“Don’t empower her with boob compliments,” Clarin said with mock seriousness. “We need to keep 

the little mouse pure.” 

“But they’re glorious,” Poison protested, sliding into the driver’s seat. “Who knew a girl so small could 

be packing that much into a t-shirt?” 

I looked down at my chest. I was well-aware that my size was entirely average, if a little on the small 

side. Poison must be trying to boost my confidence for our double-date.  

“Yeah,” Clarin relented. “They’re pretty good, as far as boobs go.” 

This made me smile, since Clarin complimenting boobs was a rare thing. Poison, on the other hand, 

spoke about boobs far too much to be considered within the scope of ‘normal’.  

“Thanks.” I said.  

Clarin chuckled.  

Poison snorted. “You wouldn’t know good boobs if they smacked you in the face.”  

“Neither would you!” 

She gasped in fake outrage. “I am a girl, Clarice, we notice everything.” 

“Name’s Clarin,” he corrected her with insurmountable, fake patience dragging at his tone.  

“Clarice is better,” Poison decided. “Seph loves my nicknames, don’t you, cupcake?” 

“Sure.”  

They both laughed, and Clarin slid down his seat to wind his arms around my neck from behind.  

“Little Seph,” he lamented. “You’re so eager to please. The entire student body hangs off your every 

gesture—of course it’s probably because you’re pretending to be Cabe and Noah’s sister. Have you noticed, 

Poison?” 

“Sure I’ve noticed.” Poison clucked her tongue in a disapproving manner. “They call her the Duchess.” 

“Huh?” I looked at them both, but they apparently weren’t in a particularly informative mood today. 

Poison was too keyed up about her date.  

“Do you think Mike’s a secret sex-fiend?” she asked Clarin.  

“He’s got a few tattoos that he keeps hidden.” Clarin seemed to be considering her question seriously. 

“I saw them at Sierra’s pool party last month. And he runs with Hallagan’s pack outside of school. They’re 
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pretty wild sometimes. It’s a possibility.” 

“I can sense it.” Poison sighed. “Whenever he pushes his glasses up, he secretly looks at my boobs.” 

“That’s because your boobs are hanging out.”  

“They are not!” Poison tugged down on her Charlie Chaplin shirt until her black bra was peeking out. 

“Skank,” Clarin shot out from the back.  

“Man-whore,” Poison returned quickly. “Don’t forget, cousin, your reputation proceeds you.” 

“Apparently it runs in the family,” I said.  

Clarin barked out a laugh but Poison shot me a concerned look. It softened when she realised I was 

joking.  

“Cabe and Noah are reformed, remember?” Clarin’s tone insinuated that he didn’t believe it for a 

second. “It’s all on you, Seph. You’re the only Weston-spawned bastard in the country with a squeaky-clean 

rep. Do us proud, kid.” 

We arrived at Poison’s mansion and I waved them inside, dialling Cabe on my new phone as I lagged 

behind in the front courtyard.  

“Adair residence,” he answered. “You’ve reached Mr. Adair’s assistant, Gillian IV, how may I be of 

assistance?” 

“You’re supposed to say Gillian the fourth, silly. Not Gillian IV.” 

“Ugh, Seph, hearing your voice is too much. Give me a warning next time so that I don’t fall off the 

roof.” 

“What are you doing on a roof?” 

“Can’t tell you that.” 

Nothing new there. 

“Um… can you get off the roof for a second?” 

“Why? Are you going to tell me something that’ll make me fall, or something that’ll make me jump?” 

I laughed uneasily. “I’m going on a date.” 

“Jumping it is.” 

“Cabe!” 

“Sorry. What the hell are you talking about?” 

“Well it’s actually Poison’s date, with Mike, and I’m kind of tagging along, and so is Mike’s friend. Poison 

said everyone is gossiping about how you guys are suddenly not interested in girls anymore, and she thinks 
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it’s attracting too much attention.” 

“It is,” he admitted. “But what does that have to do with you dating?” 

“I’m setting a precedent. It’ll be fine. Harmless conversation and all that.” 

“Have you ever even been on a date? Before you started hanging out with us you were kind of a loner. 

Tariq told me all about it—you barely even used to speak to him, and he’s your brother.” 

“Dating has become really loosely defined—” 

“That’s a no, then.” 

“Hmph.” 

“Silas is going to flip the hell out; you know that right? He might not want to be part of a bond, but he 

goes all psycho-alter-ego whenever somebody touches you.” 

“I’ll deal with him.” 

“When?” 

“After the date.” 

His laugh was muffled, as though he was trying to mask the sudden sound. “Good plan,” he eventually 

said, his voice clear again. “Seph?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Thanks for the heads up, I’ll let Noah know. Don’t let the poor sucker touch you. I’m serious.” 

“I know, Lucifer.” I worked to soften my voice, and he paused on the other end.  

For a moment, neither of us spoke, and it was like he was right there, in front of me. I turned from the 

house, looking out to the road as my breath whispered out in a light sigh. I had spoken to Cabe first for a 

reason, and now I was starting to feel a little guilty about it. Him and Noah had feelings for me, I knew 

that, I just didn’t know exactly what that entailed. I also didn’t know whether to attribute the bulk of their 

feelings to the bond, or whether they genuinely felt a certain way about me—outside of our obvious 

friendship. It was hard to tell, especially with the knowledge that they had been actively dating for a year 

before they really got to know me—all the while knowing that I was their Atmá.  

“I’ll see you tonight.” Cabe’s tone was as soft as mine, but then it quickly gained a sharp edge. “At a 

reasonable hour, young lady.” 

I laughed and pushed aside the guilt that I was taking advantage of his good nature to break the news 

to Noah gently. “Yes, Sir.” 

 

*** 

END OF SAMPLE
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