




“A thrilling new take on creation!... I found myself 
plunged heart-fi rst into Nina’s world. I would highly 
recommend this novel to anyone who enjoys local folk-
lore, biblical retellings, and mythology, all set against 
beautifully written scenes infused with love and honor.” 

—Lyndsay Johnson, 
Author of Fire of the Sea

“Magical...Spellbinding!... Angela blends folklore, my-
thology, and ancient beliefs seamlessly. Once you are 
caught in this web, you will be begging for more.” 

—Steve Bridge



“Angela Hartley weaves a captivating, layered tale of 
local color, folklore and religion into a story of passion 
and lust where the Universe hangs in the balance.”

—Johnny Worthen, 
Author of Eleanor

“Urban version of Paradise Lost. Young adults, espe-
cially girls, will LOVE this story. I am particularly en-
amored with the mythology associated with Paradise 
Lost...”

—Christine Haggerty, 
Author of The Plague Legacy

“On the surface, Copper Reign is a love story about 
teens Nina and Nate, but deep down it’s really about 
fate, redemption, and the power of free agency. Mix 
Native American folklore, mean girls, murder, suicide, 
a love triangle, and an old dude who just may be God 
and you’ve got a hint of what this book is all about. It’s 
a richly textured story about temptation and desire, the 
first in an epic series that weave a new narrative about 
the genesis and ultimate destiny of mankind.”

—Lehua Parker, 
Author of the Niuhi Shark Saga
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To my Travy—

Thank you for teaching me that I could move mountains.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I sung of Chaos and Eternal Night,
Taught by the heav’nly Muse to venture down 
the dark descent, and up to reascend...

—John Milton, Paradise Lost



“WHERE IS THE CHILD?” THE dark fi gure asked. He 
stalked around the old woman like an animal circling 
prey. Impatience clipped his words, but the melody of 
his beautiful voice played along the desert landscape, 
coaxing his quarry into a false sense of security. “Bring 
me the infant and I may still allow your people to live.”

“What child? As you can see, no one else is here,” 
the old woman dared to lie as she kneeled on the mesa. 
Corn husks laid in each direction, proving she was the 
one who had called on spirit.

“Don’t play coy with me, crone. The naming cere-
mony,” he tisked, wagging a long slim fi nger. It was as 
white as milk and, like the rest of his physique, perfect 
in every way. Bending down, he caressed the stalks, 
reverently bowing his black-haired head. “So many of 
the old traditions have been lost. Did you really think 
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your little parlor trick would go unnoticed?” 
“It was a risk I was willing to take,” she answered.
“Why? You must have known I would feel you. 

Why sacrifice all of them for only one?” It was barely 
dawn, but he could hear the occupants of the hidden 
settlement beating their drums and singing. “Unless…”

His breath hitched as he lifted her chin, forcing her 
to meet his gaze.

“You! It isn’t possible! That lineage ended near-
ly six-hundred years ago. You shouldn’t exist,” he 
growled. His control was slipping, and the woman 
smiled.

“Where is the copper child?” he asked again, the 
plateau shaking under his feet. “How have you re-
mained hidden from my vision for so long?” 

The woman laughed hysterically.
“You will tell me her name!”
“I have endured many winters, Sinauf. Death and 

pain are old friends. I have nothing to fear on the other 
side.”

“But there is plenty to fear here and now, crone. 
You know what the copper child will become. I can see 
the truth of it in your eyes. She will be mine. Why delay 
the inevitable? Give her to me,” he coaxed, his voice 
sweet and hypnotic, like a warm summer breeze sooth-
ing the cold December morning.

“Sinauf, you want me to believe that the future is 
set in stone, but we both know it is fluid, like a river 
eroding through time. Some grooves are deep-cut and 
others can be changed by sheer will. The seed of Dyami 
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stand united and we shall force the path of fate in anoth-
er direction. The rite is complete. Without a name, you 
will not find her,” she cackled. 

“You will tell me!” he demanded, and pushed, 
probing into her thoughts.

“Go ahead and search. I cannot tell you what I do 
not know myself. The girl is lost to you,” she whis-
pered, holding her head up in defiance. Seeing the truth 
in her words, his temper exploded, and a smile graced 
her thin mouth as the world crumbled beneath their feet. 



“WELL, LOOK WHO FINALLY DECIDED to show 
up,” Nate Phillips drawled out lazily as Nina Douglas 
rushed through the doors fi ve minutes late. Great, bust-
ed already, she thought. He was her fi rst and biggest 
obstacle for fl ying under the radar stood in her way. 
Nate worked in the restaurant, but he was always hang-
ing around the hotel lobby. Whenever she started or fi n-
ished a shift, there he was, leaning over the end of the 
counter either asking annoying questions or stating the 
obvious. This boy could get under her skin so easily. 
Chastising herself for caring what he thought, she did 
a quick check of her make-up in the mirror on the wall 
behind the desk. Her image stared back, and Nina’s 
heart fell. She knew what her mother would say if she 
were standing there.

“Why does your skin have that awful tinge? And 
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look at those bags under your eyes! It isn’t very flatter-
ing at all. Maybe you should try sleeping sometime.” 

But Nina couldn’t sleep.
In many ways, she even looked like her mother: 

dark brown hair like glazed mahogany, copper skin, 
and bow-tie lips pursed together in a stern frown. Her 
honey-colored eyes were like her father’s, though—
compassionate and kind. Most people avoided staring 
at their unique color, afraid of what might be reflected 
there.

A jolt of electricity shot through her spine as melt-
ed chocolate met honey in the mirror. Nate certainly 
didn’t have a problem meeting her gaze, but she wasn’t 
sure how to feel about him looking at her as if he could 
see past all her masks. 

“What’s up with the attitude?” Nate asked, a slow 
whistle following his statement.

“I don’t have an attitude. Why would you even say 
that?” Nina snapped, too flustered to pin the nametag 
onto her shirt. Narrowing her eyes, she slammed the 
square of plastic down on the counter, exasperated that 
he had her all prickly yet again. He got under her skin 
so easily, and now she was yelling for no apparent rea-
son, all because this tall, appealing, frustrating jerk with 
his big, beautiful muscles wouldn’t stop poking at her.

“I can’t imagine why,” he said, flashing a mil-
lion-dollar smile, his eyes twinkling in amusement. 
How any white boy could be so tan in this barren waste-
land of a winter was beyond Nina’s understanding, but 
she was certain it wasn’t by any artificial means. He 
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had a swimmer’s body, better fitted for the beach, with 
broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and a cute, perfectly 
round behind that he loved to put on display. Even his 
sandy-blonde hair, worn a little too long and messy, en-
hanced his surfer appeal. Nina hated that she noticed all 
of this as she stashed her purse behind the counter and 
rounded on him.

“I’m really not in the mood for you today, so knock 
it off, okay? Don’t you have work to do or something? 
As you not so subtly pointed out, I’m late, and need 
to get busy,” she retorted, ineffectively pushing on the 
brick wall that was his chest, but his grin only broad-
ened over her useless effort.

“How about you come down to the kitchen and 
have lunch with me tomorrow so we can discuss a more 
effective way for us to communicate? Either that or I’ll 
have to bring Ma Douglas right on over here. I’ll tell 
her you came in five minutes late looking like someone 
licked the red off your candy. I’m sure she’d be more 
than happy to give you a little pep talk. Your choice,” 
he countered, his steady eyes challenging her as his 
mouth twisted mockingly. 

“You’re really gonna bring my mom into this? 
Why do you always have to be such an ass?” she 
seethed, but he didn’t even flinch. At the mention of her 
mother, Nina had lost and Nate knew it. He stared down 
at her with a ridiculously smug expression while she 
squirmed. There was no doubt he would follow through 
with his threat, and the last thing Nina wanted was her 
mother picking at her. Defeated, she said, “Fine,” and 
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dismissed Nate with the turn of her back.
After Nate left, Nina felt bad for being so grouchy 

with him. It wasn’t his fault, after all. The problem was 
how much she actually liked the guy, even with his an-
noying habit of ruffling her feathers. In fact, he was the 
only person Nina considered to be a friend, and she was 
sure she would mess things up like she had with Jenny 
Webber.

Four years earlier, Nina had lost her best friend 
because of a careless mistake with a notebook. Jenny’s 
father had discovered the journal with all of Nina’s sto-
ries about her strange abilities, and visits to The Twi-
light. 

Dream Walker was the term her mother used, but 
Nina didn’t like to talk about it. Arguments regarding 
the matter were frequent and far from pleasant. Her 
mother refused to see anything from Nina’s perspec-
tive, always jumping to the worst possible conclusions.

Jenny’s father had also scorned Nina’s gifts—call-
ing her a godless half-breed and forbidding the girls to 
have any contact. When Jenny ignored her father’s or-
der, she was moved to the other side of the country. 

Every time a clip of Reverend Webber flashed on 
the television with Jenny in the backdrop, Nina still 
paused—her heart tugging with overwhelming sadness 
over what was lost. Her friend was barely recognizable 
anymore, as though her fire had been snuffed out and 
replaced with an artificial flame. But Nina still ached 
for their comfortable companionship, like a piece of her 
had left with her friend. 
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Walking home after her shift ended, she thought of 
Jenny and the missing part of her heart. Sooner or lat-
er, Nate would learn the truth. Wouldn’t now be better 
than later? But there was more to her agitation than just 
having lunch with Nate. 

Something seemed off. The feeling had gnawed 
at the pit of her stomach since she woke that morn-
ing. Wrapping her arms around her middle, the worry 
churned as she pulled her coat tighter. It protected from 
the biting wind as she walked along the cobblestoned 
path, but the pressure didn’t lessen any.

“I’m just homesick,” Nina assured, whispering the 
words under her breath. Snow started falling in heavy 
flakes, and she nearly convinced herself it was true. 
Nearly, but not quite. 

Missing home would have been a permissible rea-
son to feel miserable. Her family had lived on Hunting-
ton Beach for most of her childhood. It was only last 
year that her parents relocated to Utah to manage the 
Zermatt resort. Landlocked, Nina still yearned for the 
calming influence the ocean had always provided, es-
pecially when the weather was unpleasant. She missed 
the power residing within the waves—her connection 
to it was as pliable as the fluid itself, washing over her 
spirit in times like this, when she was so full of insecu-
rity. Living on the beach was a constant reminder that 
every trouble was only a tiny grain of sand resting on a 
vast shoreline. But now the sea was hours away—un-
touchable.

They called this place Midway to Heaven. She 
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supposed it was paradise for her mother, having Nina 
trapped in a vast, snow-filled valley. The giant moun-
tains rose up like guard-gates encircling in every di-
rection, keeping the basin’s magnificence hidden away 
while holding her a reluctant captive. It felt like she was 
living in a snow globe prison. The comforting steady 
glow of the sun only bounced off the glass, never truly 
warming her heart until Nate came around. 

Is that what Nate represented? A sun in a frozen 
prison?

The thought had her nerves tied up in knots as she 
washed her face and brushed her teeth. Finally, she rest-
ed her head on her pillow. She needed sleep. It had been 
too long since she’d rested peacefully, but she couldn’t 
relax enough without first finding calm in her mind, 
which meant she would have to defy her mother. Clos-
ing her eyes, she went limp, releasing the tension from 
her body in deep, drawn breaths. 

The Twilight was calling. 
 

 
 
 

SHE FELT THE MUSIC MORE than she heard it—a 
soft melody playing on a warm summer breeze. Like a 
child led by the piper’s song, Nina was helpless to resist 
the pull. More tones sounded and a feeling of content-
ment washed over her as she opened her eyes. She was 
standing in the middle of an emerald forest, lush and 
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green. Exhilaration pumped through her heart as she 
skipped along the moss-covered rocks of her favorite 
place. 

Forbidden.
The thought turned elation into terror. A cold 

breath climbed down the slim line of her neck and all at 
once her paradise became menacing, like a Venus fly-
trap ready to spring. 

“The Twilight is dangerous,” her mother had 
warned. “Someday, Sinauf will find you.” 

She ran up the mountain path as a shadow blanket-
ed the forest, one thought pounding through her head. 
Nearing the cliff, she heard the wolves, terrible snarling 
close on her heels. Their appearance could only mean 
one thing—Sinauf. 

Nina ran to the edge and, without a second thought, 
she jumped… Floating, floating into nothingness. There 
was brief of respite before she Walked…

One moment she was disembodied, and the next, 
she was solid behind the wheel of a car as it crashed 
down an embankment into the water. 

Swallowing hard, she tried to push down the panic, 
but a fresh wave of terror tore through her throat as the 
windshield fissured into tiny cracks by the eerie light 
of drowned headlights. The pressure was too great. At 
any moment, the weakened glass would give way to 
millions of gallons of lake water. A whimper, barely au-
dible, echoed through the claustrophobic space as she 
attempted to wiggle free, but her legs wouldn’t budge. 
They were numb and hopelessly pinned beneath the 
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dashboard. She didn’t want to die, but that was exactly 
what was going to happen! Frantic, she beat her hands 
against the steering wheel, desperate to break loose. 

“It’s no use, honey,” a familiar voice called out. 
The sound seemed to carry from a far off distance, 
but he was sitting right beside her. Reaching over, she 
gripped his shaking hand with her own trembling fin-
gers. The dread in his voice confirmed her fears as he 
reached across the distance to hold her. 

There would be no escape. 
“I’m sorry,” she cried, struggling to pull away from 

his arms, sobbing uncontrollably. They were trapped 
inside a water-covered coffin because of her. His com-
fort wasn’t deserved, but this fact was disregarded.  In-
stead, he made shushing noises and tightened his grip. 
He stroked her hair until she no longer had the will to 
fight him. Slowly, he rocked her back and forth, whis-
pering words she refused to hear. 

Icy fluid started seeping in, anesthetizing her al-
ready shock-induced body past the point of any phys-
ical pain. Finally ending her internal struggle, she re-
turned his embrace, burying her nose in the front of his 
coat. Reassured by the soothing scent of a familiar af-
tershave, she inhaled her last breaths and accepted their 
fate. 

“Don’t watch, baby. It’ll all be over soon,” he 
cried, hiding her eyes in the crook of his arm. Water 
surged in with a loud pop, pouring down in arctic sheets 
and climbing to the bottom of their heads. The sound 
was deafening, even with a frantic heartbeat pounding 
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next to her ear…and then it stopped. Suddenly, the iron 
grip slackened. She turned to look at him one last time 
as her own lungs filled with fluid…

 
 
 
 

NINA JOLTED UPRIGHT IN BED, breathing in warm, 
dry air, polar opposite to the freezing water filling her 
lungs just seconds before. Safe, in her bedroom, she 
sighed in relief.

 “It wasn’t real,” she whispered into the silence, 
like saying the words would make them true, but the ex-
pression seemed hollow as they bounced off the peach 
colored walls, and her gut believed otherwise. The hem 
of her soft, white flannel nightgown was still damp with 
condensation from the mountain path—more undeni-
able proof.

A shudder shook her slight frame as she remem-
bered the chilling sound of wolves tearing through the 
trees. Covering her eyes, she sat up in bed and consid-
ered telling her mother of the darkness lurking in The 
Twilight. For the briefest moment, she imagined her 
mother’s arms wrapping her in reassurance. 

Nina twisted a strand of hair around the tip of her 
forefinger, creating a thick paintbrush. Soft, soothing 
ends glided along her cheek in a rhythmic pattern as 
disturbing thoughts of breaking glass and crunching 
metal weakened her resolve. 
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She could swallow her pride and run to her par-
ents’ room and admit… But then the brush stopped on 
the place where her mother’s slap had landed so often. 
The thought of giving in to her need of comfort stung 
more than any strike. Her mother had taught her a hard 
and painful lesson, and Nina finally learned. The blurry 
image of a person drowning in the car beside her would 
remain a secret imposed under closed eyelids, making 
the idea of sleep even more impossible than it was be-
fore.

Furrowing her brows, she smoothed the surface 
of a brown fuzzy blanket resting on top of her white, 
canopy bed and tried to pull the hazy pictures from 
obscurity. She groaned in frustration as any form of 
clarity slipped away, like a wet fish squirming from 
her hands, leaving only a sense of fear and the vaguest 
hint of musk—the smell she associated with her father. 
Her vision was murky like the water her dream-self 
had drowned in, but her experience in The Twilight was 
clearer than crystal. 

Sinauf had come and he had almost caught her.
Sinauf meant Black Wolf in her ancestor’s ethnic 

language—one of the few words Nina had been taught. 
Her mother liked holding secrets; Nina suspected it 
made her feel mysterious. Yet Nina knew far more than 
she led on. Sinauf was a monster who once traveled 
freely in the Native American world under the disguise 
of a man. Nina believed her ability to Walk stemmed 
from the same genealogical tree, but it was hard to say 
for certain. Her mother kept that aspect of her heritage 
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pruned just out of reach. Another layer of suppression 
she supposed, just like home schooling and parental 
controls on her computer. There was no point in asking 
questions when her mother always responded with the 
same evasive answers. 

“Walking is a curse. Sinauf wiped out our entire 
race, an instant genocide, all because they were Walk-
ers. I forbid you to learn the ways of our people.” 

That remark held truth. Nina and her mother were 
the only living members of their Hopi tribe. The rest of 
their village had perished in an earthquake shortly after 
Nina’s birth. But their deaths were caused by a natural 
disaster, not because of some abstract god, or Walking. 
The experience was far too beautiful to be tainted with 
such evil. Walking was like witnessing the very breath 
of life. At times, a switch flipped inside her brain to 
tune in to every living creature. This altered state al-
lowed her travel to other dimensions, and also speak to 
the dead. And then there were moments when she could 
touch on something even more profound: the ability 
to see past, present and future, and understand the in-
terconnection of all beings. A divine perfection lay in 
every rise of a collective emotion before the proceed-
ing fall. Happiness flowed in high peaks and sadness 
sunk into the bottom of the swells. Both misery and joy 
were needed to obtain a balance—two opposing forces 
locked in an eternal struggle, repellent to one another 
yet necessary. 

The knowledge Nina gained from her gift left her 
with a strong sense of empathy for suffering brought 
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about by uncontrollable waters. She also possessed an 
uncanny knack of seeing herself within the eyes of the 
people she bore witness to. Their circumstances could 
easily be hers, and she learned from their triumphs and 
mistakes. Only this time, it felt like a hurricane rather 
than swelling seas. She had never been hunted before 
and death had never felt so real, like she was the driving 
force behind the storm.  

Her body started trembling again, but it had noth-
ing to do with being cold—at least not physically. De-
termined not to fall apart, she pulled herself out of bed 
and touched the soft shag rug with her toes.

By the time Nina showered, her parents had al-
ready left for the resort. Solitude was always a wel-
comed companion, but today she felt exceptionally 
grateful for her mother’s absence. The woman had a 
habit of sniffing out any form of weakness and, like a 
shark smelling blood in the water, she would be all over 
Nina, asking questions, but not really wanting answers.

“I can hear you up all hours of the night. Why 
don’t you ever sleep?” Nina mocked in her mother’s 
voice as she stared at her reflection in the mirror. 

“Gee, mom, I wonder! I can’t sleep because I 
might Walk and Walking is bad,” she retorted, consider-
ing the way the words would feel if she actually spoke 
them to her mother. She shook her head, knowing she 
would never dare. Picking a fight probably wasn’t the 
best way to start the day, especially when she already 
felt so vulnerable and on the defense. 

Evading her mother’s critical eye would be best for 



ANGELA HARTLEY26

now. Nina needed time to organize her thoughts before 
her mother started dissecting every misplaced hair. She 
frowned at the mirror again. Why did she have to work 
the front desk right under her nose for the next eight 
hours? Applying her make-up, she considered the most 
effective approach to escape her mother’s scrutiny. She 
could hide in plain sight. Of course! All Nina needed 
was to mask her emotions behind a façade of perfect 
serenity no one would question. Strategy in place, she 
began the trek across a snow-shoveled path, gazing at 
the murals as she passed. 

Halfway across the courtyard, she remembered 
the promise to meet Nate for lunch and nearly turned 
around, deciding it was better to feign sick. She hesitat-
ed, but then continued on. That was a sure way to draw 
unwanted attention.

As Nina rounded the corner, she glanced up at the 
big wooden bear statue standing sentient outside the 
front doors. A Santa’s cap graced the top of his head 
as he smiled down at her. Why was he always so hap-
py? The doorman gave a pleasant greeting when she 
entered the hotel lobby.

Nate was standing where he always was, and she 
felt like crying.

“I’ll see you at lunch.” He emphasized lunch, mak-
ing it clear he expected her. But he stepped away from 
the counter without a single jab, as if understanding that 
today wasn’t a good day to poke at her.

It was a short reprieve. Just long enough for Nina 
to get her emotions under control before dragging her 
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feet into the kitchen, agonizing over the imminent en-
counter. Through the door, Nate offered her a sloppy 
grin and her heart flipped over. He looked so adorable 
in his chef apron standing at the fryer. She reminded 
herself he was just a friend—a brother, really. Thinking 
of him as anything more was fanciful, but it was getting 
harder to keep those thoughts at bay. As he nodded to 
a table in the corner with a stern look, Nina remem-
bered why she was there. Like a child sent to time-out, 
she plopped down and awaited her punishment, which 
came in the form of food. 

“You can’t possibly expect me to eat all this,” she 
whined, staring at a meal big enough to feed a small 
country. Was he trying to make her sick, or even worse, 
fat?

“Sure wouldn’t hurt for you to try,” Nate replied, 
draping his large frame in the opposite chair. His eyes 
became softer as he leaned his elbows across the table 
and nudged the plate closer. 

“Chow down, Squirrel,” he commanded, and Nina 
melted into goo as she did every time Nate used her 
father’s nickname. “There ain’t any torture devices hid-
den up my sleeves. I’m not gonna make you talk, but 
I’d be happy to listen if you feel the need to do so. Ob-
viously, you’re worked up over something, and I’d like 
to help if I can.” 

Slowly chewing a fry, she considered saying noth-
ing. Silence had always been her safety net, but the idea 
of holding everything in was even more suffocating 
than drowning. Staring him down across the table, she 
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chose her next words carefully. 
“I’m not like other girls,” Nina stated, gauging his 

reaction.
“Why don’t you tell me something I don’t already 

know,” Nate snorted, a perfect breaking of the ice, but 
then he got serious. “Please trust me.”

And as she stared at him, pleading with his eyes, 
she felt like she could, and took a leap of faith. After 
the initial anxiety ebbed, Nina decided that Nate was 
easy to confide in. He didn’t interrupt or ask any ques-
tions—he just listened as she talked. Completely at 
ease in his presence, Nina revealed more to this boy 
than she had ever dared share, even to her mother or in 
her secret notebook. Information flowed out of her, like 
water through a broken dam. Nate sat unreadable as she 
explained.

“Ever since I can remember, I’ve known I have a 
switch in my head. When I turn it on, I can feel what 
other people feel, like I’m experiencing their emotions 
firsthand.” She paused, weighing his facial expressions. 
No judgment rested there as he leaned back on two legs 
of the chair, only interest. He’d handled the first part so 
well, she decided to continue.

“I can Walk in other dimensions. It’s like a vision 
quest, I guess. I get in a certain frame of mind and shift 
to a place called The Twilight. It’s like a hub that can 
lead me through moments of time and to places I’ve 
never physically been,” Nina explained.

“Like Quantum Physics,” Nate said. When Nina 
just stared at him, he clarified. “When scientists started 
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looking at particles smaller than the atom, they were 
confused. Sometimes, matter would be there and other 
times it wasn’t; like it was moving somewhere else.”

“I’ve never heard it explained like that before, but 
it makes sense,” she said, smiling over his unexpected 
input, but her joy was short lived. All of the information 
was building to the big reveal.

“Last night, it happened again, and I saw some-
thing… I was driving with my dad and we crashed into 
the water. We didn’t make it out.” Her hands trembled 
as she took a drink of her soda, remembering how her 
entire body had felt as cold as her hand surrounding the 
glass. Her lungs tightened as she thought of fluid filling 
them, and she became lost in the terrifying moments of 
her vision. Nina experienced the smell of lake water, 
the metallic taste of fear, but mostly she felt cold. Cold 
in places that even the ovens of the kitchen couldn’t 
warm.

“Is that it?” Nate asked after a moment of silence.
She nodded, deciding not to mention the figure 

hunting her in The Twilight or any reference to Sinauf. 
Some things were better left unspoken. When he re-
mained quiet, her doubts trickled out, even the ones she 
hadn’t wanted to examine too closely.

“What if I witnessed my death and there is nothing 
I can do to stop it from happening?” she asked with a 
shaky voice, barely containing the moisture threatening 
to breech the barrier of her dark eyelashes. Desperately 
blinking back her tears, Nina became aware of how vul-
nerable she was. She went rigid and looked away, not 
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wanting to see the wariness reflecting in Nate’s eyes. 
But when she glanced back, he surprised her with a dif-
ferent kind of reaction. 

“It’s all good. I bet you’re just worried about tak-
ing your driving test and it’s popping into your subcon-
scious. Hell, I had this one dream where I had to save 
my sister by using a math equation… Needless to say, 
it didn’t end very well. Right now, it might seem com-
pletely hopeless, but you’ll get to be a better driver—
just wait and see,” Nate assured, as he walked around 
the table and wrapped Nina in his bear-like arms, 
squeezing a little too hard for comfort. 

It wasn’t a dream, but she didn’t correct him.
“I really need to talk to my mom about how you 

always seem to know more of what’s going on in my 
life than I do,” Nina complained, only half joking.

“What can I say? She likes me. I’m pretty sure 
nothing would make her happier than you and me, you 
know, together. Maybe we should give it a shot some-
time.” There was teasing on the surface, like there al-
ways was with Nate. 

“A bunch of us are skiing later. Want to come?” he 
asked nonchalantly.

“Not really,” Nina replied, wrinkling up her nose, 
imagining how much colder snow would be at night, 
especially on top of a mountain. She also imagined Na-
te’s entire senior clique in fits of laughter as she toppled 
down the hillside like a human snowball. Hanging out 
with his friends was definitely not her idea of fun and 
he knew it. 
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“It’s decided then. I’ll ditch skiing and go to a 
movie with you instead. C’mon Nina, it’d do you some 
good to get out of this place for a while and do some-
thing fun for a change. You don’t go to school or even 
leave the resort, except with your parents every once 
in a while. Just think about it, okay?” he pleaded. Nate 
was right of course, but after her confession, he of all 
people should understand why she avoided everyone. 
Besides, nobody wanted her there anyways, so why 
was he pressing the issue? Nate Phillips was gorgeous 
and popular. He could have any girl he wanted. 

Suspicion had Nina narrowing her eyes. Only one 
explanation made sense—he was spying for her mother. 
She’d made a terrible mistake. The idea wounded her 
more than Nina cared to admit, but she quickly shored 
up the barrier surrounding her heart.

“You don’t need to go out with me on my moth-
er’s account. I’ve given you plenty to tell her already,” 
she replied in a cold voice, already withdrawing from 
their intimacy. The thought of Nate’s betrayal was al-
most too much to bear. Meeting his gaze, her hurt was 
matched equally by the anger reflected there. Flipping 
the switch, she opened up to feel his emotions. He was 
always so blocked, but this time he came through loud 
and clear. Her heart sunk as she took in his sincerity, but 
a few careless words from her had ruined everything. 
Humiliated and heartbroken, she turned to walk away, 
but Nate shouted after her.

“This has nothing to do with your mom and you 
know it! The truth is, you’d much rather sit home and 
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stress over something that might or might not happen in-
stead of taking a chance on anything real.” She flinched 
at his words. Noticing her reaction, Nate sighed. He 
reached for her arm to pull her back and tried again. 

“You had a nightmare, bottom line—ain’t like you 
have control over it anyhow. You can’t live your life al-
ways afraid of the unknown. I can guarantee you won’t 
be driving my car, so you know you’d be safe with me. 
Well, kinda safe anyways,” Nate coaxed, devastating 
her with a crooked grin and placing fresh cracks along 
her mortar. He needed a warning label: Persistent and 
Charming. Use extreme caution under prolonged con-
tact… She could feel him as he sensed her weakness, 
and he moved in for the kill. 

“Go out with me. I promise to keep your mind so 
occupied that you won’t even give your worries another 
thought. Please, don’t ruin my perfect track record,” he 
begged, dropping to the ground and taking a pleading 
stance, his eyes dancing with mischief. 

“I’ll think about it,” Nina agreed, a tiny laugh es-
caping. Skirting around him, like a dangerous animal, 
she exited the kitchen, and flipped the switch to ‘Off’ 
again. 

Butterflies fluttered through her stomach as she 
thought about what had happened. Nate knew all of her 
secrets, and instead of fleeing in the opposite direction, 
he had asked her out!  


