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Chapter One
Dream
Inevitably, we al die. In your sleep if you’re lucky—unconscious, unaware of what’s transpiring around you—an instant transport to another
realm. A beautiful place, if you know the way.
Drowning. There is something mysterious and frightening about the ocean. The unknowable depths—the unsearchable reaches of the indigo
marine. It hadn’t occurred to me as I lunged into the water, sinking effortlessly into its cold waiting arms, it could be the last time I’d see the pale blue
sky, the hard line of the horizon, the distant rocky shore. With the last breath of wind-blown air already growing stale in my lungs, I propel forward
exasperated by its beauty.
This is the dream that masters the night. Chloe is with me. She is long dead, but has become a strange comfort to me in my dreams. We
swim like mermaids with our long flowing hair, lips iced with bubbles. I feel Logan’s notable absence. Sometimes he dreams with me, when he is
able. It happens now and again if he wil s it, but it depletes him and he’s useless the next day.
I take Chloe’s hand and lead her into the tal emerald forest. She resists, but I win. She fol ows my thirsty desire to fly through the sea,
suspended weightless, free from al struggles on the other side of this ancient rain. We lose ourselves in its rich gardens, caught off guard by the
occasional eel darting in and out of the rocks just an arm’s length away on the dusty sea floor.
If there were only time for exploration, if I could somehow live out my dreams on the bottom of the ocean—bathing in brine—letting the
currents have their way with me. They sway me gently to the exact place I need to be, baptizing me in quiet solace.
I need to learn from the creatures of the deep, learn to swal ow fear, bury it in the watery grave of indifference and swim away.
The light of the outside world shimmers in assurance just beyond the forest of pale green kelp. I focus on the long amber branches—
rubbery formed leaves the shape of tears. We kick our way through pressured waters, every movement unnatural y lethargic. The water around us
congeals ever so slightly as if to keep us down beyond our last breath.
An unnatural panic seizes me. I’m suffocating. I can’t breathe. I thrash for Chloe to help me—to shake me out of my dream. In my hysteria I let
go and lose her.
A figure of a man, a boy, around my age appears. He comes closer and closer until I see him ful and clear—sharp chiseled features, a soft
mane of caramel waves, eyes the color of scarlet. He gives a short-lived smile before pressing his lips against mine and fil s my lungs with a deep
wel of glorious air that satisfies me.
Then another breath, warm and deep, fil ing me with an ecstasy I never knew existed.
***
“Skyla. Skyla.”
The lights flip on, and my mother shakes violently at my shoulder. In a brief moment of dread, I think I overslept. It’s the first day of school, my
first ever at West Paragon High. I tossed and turned until the early hours of the morning, ruminating over different scenarios of what my first day as a
junior might look like.
The alarm clock is blocked with her body, so I can’t see the time.
“You awake?” There’s an uncal ed for level of glee in her voice. Her red shaggy hair comes in and out of focus like a blur. I struggle to open
my eyes, unable to keep my lids from gluing themselves shut in the harsh light. I give several hard blinks trying to adjust with no avail. I catch a
glimpse out the window. It’s pitch black outside, which startles me to attention.
Maybe my stepfather had some cardiac infarction, and he’s dead. Now that would definitely be worth getting up at an ungodly hour.
“What?” I pul up on my elbow stil squinting the world into focus.
“Surprise!” She sings the word in two equal parts and steps aside with a laugh.
Three grotesque creatures dressed in dark cloaks stand in a row. Their heavily disfigured faces stare out at me with hol ow eyes, flesh that
drips like candle wax, gaunt features that leave me gasping with a scream locked in my throat.
“Shit!” I mange to hiss, snatching up the covers and backing into the wal .
A swarm of hands col apse over me in unison. Before I realize it, I’m being dragged off the bed and pushed across the room by way of their
aggressive prodding.
“Mom!” I yel .
They’re strong—determined. I can’t break free for more than one second before they latch onto me again. “Tad!” I scream for the man I
wished dead a minute ago. “They’re Fems!” I yel , as if that should mean anything to my mother. If she were an angel, even the worst one of them,
she’d understand the danger I was in.
“Have a good time!” My mom shouts as they jostle me down the stairs.
A mouthful of expletives try to unleash themselves at once, but al my vocal cords can manage is an il -fitted yelp that would embarrass even
a smal poodle.
“Mom!” I shril through the air with my primal cry.
How can she just stand there? How can she watch me get snatched from the confines of my own bedroom?
“Wait!” Her voice carries from the top of the stairs.
The front door gapes wide open exposing the night. The frigid air filters in licking at my bare legs, my arms.
Mom barrels down the stairs cinching up her nightgown with one hand.
My arms are secured behind my back, and one of the creatures has a leg hooked around mine. He overextends my knee just enough to
inflict pain should I consider bolting.
“You’l need these.” She holds out my leopard print robe and fuzzy pink slippers.
“What the…” Something fastens across my eyes and the world goes black. My mouth is harnessed with a tight fitted cloth.
This strange violent scene, in the entry of our new home, is likely the last physical impression I’l have of my mother, and it leaves me wanting
to strangle her.
Chapter Two
Rush
After a lengthy drive, which I spent rol ing around in a trunk, I’m led on a long walk through the cold morning air. I’m almost sure it’s morning.
My eyes are wide open beneath the cloth strapped across my face, as a film of murky light filters in.
Final y my bare feet land on tiled floor, smooth and cold as a glacier. The acoustics change, and I can hear the echo of my erratic breathing.
In a fit of adrenaline I loosen the bindings around my wrists. Like an explosion I grab the Fem whose body has been pressed against mine and claw
and spike at it over and over.
A choir of screams ignite al around me as I continue to thrash wildly. The Fem feels so human—soft body, lanky arms, a tangle of thick hair
that I easily grab onto.
“Do something!” I hear her scream.
The bandana around my eyes dislodges exposing a very distressed Michel e Mil er. Her dark hair is arranged like a bird’s nest, and a gash
of three bloody lines runs across the breadth of her left cheek.
It’s just the bitch squad.
A quivering sigh escapes me.
I’m not being held captive by rabid evil Fems. I’m not in some underground layer with a crazed celestial lunatic ready to drain the lifeblood
out of me or force me to procreate with some genetical y power hungry Count. I’m in a locker room watching Michel e smear blood across her face
with the back of her arm.
My hands are quickly restrained from behind, this time with duct tape. Emily Morgan steps in front of me and opens the door to a storage
closet. It takes a minute for me to register that the gym I’m standing in, judging by the row of upright urinals doesn’t belong to the girls.
“Oh crap,” I mutter.
Lexy jumps over to Michel e after she finishes cutting off the blood supply to my hands.
“Too tight,” I groan. It’s stupid to expect mercy from the bitch squad. That’s about as rational as taking a walk across the ceiling.
“Oh.” Emily places her hand over her mouth in a fit of sarcasm. “Maybe your arms wil fal off.” She gives a swift blow to my stomach by way
of her foot and propels me backwards into the closet.
“Welcome to the team.” Sounds like Lexy, but I’m in too much pain to look up. I’ve al but disemboweled Michel e. I should have eviscerated
the three of them when I had the chance.
Something soft lands on me fol owed by two sharp darts speared at my head, my robe and fuzzy slippers.
The door slams with a certain finality, fol owed by the push of an object being shoved hard in front of it.
I put in a ful throttle effort to break free, but nothing. It’s so stil , so quiet outside the door.
It’s no use.
I’l have to rely on a band of naked boys to get me out of here.
***
I spil onto the floor, awakened by an unsuspecting janitor. Blinking into the gym I see a bustle of flesh-toned blurs running around with white
towels secured at the waist. A burly man with a handlebar mustache yanks me to my feet and begins escorting me outside. I try to avoid looking
anywhere but the floor until I clear the threshold of the gym.
“Damn hazing.” The disgruntled janitor swipes a blade through the duct-tape around my wrists before disappearing.
I can’t believe this. Here I am on the first freaking day of school in my robe and fuzzy slippers and, not to be forgotten, my freaking unshaven
legs.
Crap, crap, and crap!
Painted on the side of the boy’s gym is an overblown effigy of a three headed snarling dog. Jet black with three viciously opened bright red
mouths, yel ow glowing eyes. Something about it reminds me of the Fem Logan kil ed in the forest a few weeks back. Beneath it reads the
inscription West Paragon Dawgs.
“I’m a dog?” The words come out inaudible.
I don’t bother gripping the outer reaches of logic. Instead, I make a lightning-quick dash for the administration building.
I plan on making a whole slew of phone cal s, including my mother, their mothers—and the police.
The glass door to the office is held open politely by a boy just leaving. I don’t attempt making eye contact or gauging how shocked he might
be to see me running around my worse nightmare right here in the open. I’d take off my robe if I weren’t wearing a see-through tank with no bra and
boy shorts that technical y qualify as underwear.
“My name’s Skyla Messenger,” I pant to the woman behind the desk. “I need to cal my mom. I was taken against my wil this morning.”
She’s a slender woman, pale as paper. She gives a thin line of a smile.
“Kidnapped,” she says, almost inaudibly. “You were kidnapped.” She riffles through a smal stack of files on her desk and shoves a pink
sheet over to me. “Your schedule.” She twists her lips in an apathetic smile.
“I need to get dressed.” Not to mention I don’t have my face on yet, and I’m afraid to catch my reflection in the glass because I don’t even
want to see what the hel my hair is doing. “Please, just cal my mom.”
She shakes her head.
“Skyla, your mother contacted us yesterday and forbid us to do so. Al kidnappings need to have at least one parent’s approval. If you have a
problem with it take it up with Ms. Richards. She al ows such stupid shenanigans.” Her eyes avert to the ceiling.
“Who’s Ms. Richards?” I glance down at the schedule. Sixth period P.E. Ms. Richards.
The harsh dril of the bel exudes from the open door behind me.
“You’l be late for first.” She cuts a look to the hal and motions for me to scoot.
My father would have never approved of this. Unfortunately, there seems to be no end to the moronic decisions my mother is capable of
making. I wish my father hadn’t died because I’m certain he would have never al owed me to attend the first day of school looking like a leopard
print whale.
A rush of bodies flow in both directions at once. Everyone is polished; the scent of new clothes is heavy in the hal s.
I feel light headed as I step outside the door.
***
In the heated rush to get to class, I’ve somehow become invisible to the bustling student body. Not until the hal s start to thin do people stare
at me openly—slap one another to attention and point.
That’s when I see him—Logan. He looks perfect in his jeans and crisp white t-shirt, a navy backpack slung lazily over one shoulder. His eyes
round out in horror when he first takes me in—he stops midflight on his way to class.
“Logan!” I throw my arms around him, breathe his clean scent before I note how rigid his body is, how unmoved he is by my efforts. With his
hands glued safely to his jeans, he backs away.
“Watch where you’re going.” He huffs, but the undercurrent of his expression is one of shock and sadness.
“Help me,” I beg. I reach over and clasp his hand. I want speak to him telepathical y.
His eyes soften, they plead with me to understand. Not here, Skyla, he says. He removes my hand from his so I can’t hear his thoughts.
Logan is staunch about us not being seen together in public. He reviewed the rules over the phone last night—ten different ways. No physical
contact, no polite exchanges, if he walks down the hal I should look the other way and likewise. He’s persona non grata to me. Al that’s great, in
theory and al , since it’s going to take the target off our backs, with the tiny exception of I can’t act one way when I feel another. I’m completely in love
with him.
The bel rings a slow shril cry, lets al of my anguish out in a way I never could.
Logan turns and walks away like he never knew me.
Chapter Three
Screwed
First period, English with Mr. Montgomery. I tuck the schedule into my pocket before opening the door. The teacher, a tal man with a wreath
of grey hair, busies himself writing on the board. Al eyes have magnetized in my direction, wide blank stares, opened mouths, a low filtering titter of
laughter circles the room. I see Gage near the back motioning towards an empty seat in front of him.
I swoop across the room with accelerated efficiency. I don’t recognize any of the other faces, just Gage, my new boyfriend per Logan’s list of
rules.
“You look good,” he whispers. His dark glossy hair is combed back in neat waves. His cobalt eyes attest to the fact he’s tel ing the truth.
Gage would think I looked good if I walked in with mud on my face and curlers. It’s a cute love induced physical blindness he seems to come down
with whenever I’m around.
“I have something for you,” he says.
“Like clothes?” I’m slightly intrigued.
“No, like jewelry.”
Gage holds out a thick class ring with embossed lettering. A red stone sits in the middle like a bulbous drop of blood.
He hands it over and I examine it, feel the heft of the shiny chunk of silver.
“I always thought when I had a girlfriend I’d give her my ring. You know…” He shrugs off the later part of his sentence.
“So you could claim her?”
His dimples ignite, but no smile. Gage is immaculate looking. Any girl would be lucky to have him, except me. I’m more of a Logan girl
myself. My heart sinks at the thought of our little game of keep away. Logan and I are both Celestra, both prime targets for the Countenance, a
faction of wicked angels that have no problem capturing me for my genetic material. That’s al I am to them, a glorified science experiment—a host
that creates the blood they need to fil their precious vials.
My lips twist as I gaze into the ring. “You’re not very romantic, you know that?” A fact he’s clearly demonstrated.
“Here.” He passes me a notebook and a pen.
“Great. I can write my wedding vows—we’re practical y linked for eternity.”
He pul s a face. Gage is a Levatio; he has the gift of knowing and he’s convinced himself we’re going to get married. And wel , he’s sort of
convinced me too—which sucks because I think that might be taking the whole stay away from Logan in public thing a bit too far.
“You know what I love?” Gage leans in.
“What?” I’m almost afraid to ask.
“How easy this is going to be for me.”
I turn back around. He’s acclimating way too fast to Logan’s plan. Anybody who agrees to play the part of boyfriend to help out his cousin is
a bit demented in the first place. Gage has a lust-driven screw loose and this thrown together relationship is only going to feed his stalker-like
tendencies.
I unclasp the necklace Logan gave me a few weeks ago from around my neck and thread Gage’s ring onto it. I hope it catches Logan’s eye
at some point today. I hope he chokes on the reality of seeing me with Gage. I think I could love Gage if I tried, and that scares me far more than an
entire faction of wayward angels.
***
El is Harrison, a stoner known from parties and parties past, fol ows Gage and me over to a table at nutrition with his permanent half-closed
eyes and plants himself next to Briel e my neighbor slash newfound best friend. My family moved to Paragon Island this past summer, but I swear it
feels like I’ve been here for years—centuries maybe.
“I am so sooo sorry!” Briel e offers a jostling hug. She is way too jubilant to be sorry. I’m pretty comfortable marinating in al this anger, and
I’m stil not entirely convinced this day isn’t one long nightmare.
“You are so going to pay if you knew anything about this.” I say it slowly and mean every word.
“I knew nothing. Besides, you look fabulous.” She exaggerates the last word. “Where’s Logan?” She pans the vicinity.
She knows nothing about that either.
“Around.”
“You guys fight?” Her face blanches out. Briel e has impeccable bone structure and apple green eyes. If we weren’t on some God-forsaken
island in the middle of nowhere I’d swear she could be a model. And yet with al that super-human beauty she chooses to date my step-moron,
Drake.
He comes up behind her and gives her left boob a squeeze.
“Oh gross.” I go over and sit down next to Gage, sliding his ring back and forth on my necklace like a zip line.
“Looks good.” Gage’s eyes have a way of smiling for him.
“Guess you peed your circle,” I say, twisting the ring with my fingers. “How many girls have worn this?”
“No one. I’m giving this to you Skyla. I’d like for you to have it.” His eyes widen a bit apprehensively.
He looks genuine, like he’s stepped outside of the realm of our agreement and it endears him to me.
A soft rumble of laughter emits from his throat as he pushes his shoulder into mine. He waits until El is walks over to a group of passing girls
before leaning in.
“There’s a party Friday night.”
“Where?” Not that I’m completely apprised of the who’s who here on Paragon— I’m stil trying to make my way around the island.
“El is’ house.” He ticks his head in his direction. Figures—it’s sort of his department. “You’re going to have a fight. It’s gonna get ugly.” A look
of genuine sadness sweeps across his face.
“Who am I going to fight with?” Obviously Michel e. I stil have her flesh underneath my fingernails—of course she wants revenge.
“Logan.” He gives his name in one quick whisper.
My head pul s back an inch.
“I’m not fighting with Logan.” This reeks of stupid. “I thought you were tel ing me something about my future.” I inform him. Not some stupid
concoction Logan dreamt up to stick a fork in our public super couple status.
“I am.” A grim smile appears. “Plus he wants to.”
“So he ran this al by you? You have a play by play on how it’s al going down? The two of you map it out on a spreadsheet al night long?”
“Skyla, this is serious. It’s like you’re not getting it.”
“And then what? I run to you from across the room and beg you to save me from big bad, Logan? Is that the part where I massage your
tonsils with my tongue?”
He blinks into me, just staring.
“You’re welcome to do that anytime.” He gives a wry smile. “But no, I take you home. Then, at the next party we can oral y examine our
nonessential organs or wrestle in front of the masses, either or—both if you want.”
I’m starting to wonder if Logan real y wants me. There’s no way he could feel about me as intensely as I do about him and agree to
something like this. It would kil me to see him with anyone else.
As if on cue, the bel rings and Logan struts by, moving in rhythm with a beautiful blonde who chats him up on the side.
I’m dying already.
Chapter Four
Party
Friday night comes cloaked in fog, the silent impression of a Cheshire cat moon smiles lazily in and out of the ethereal veil.
The only contact I managed to have with Logan this week was a handful of texts and phone cal s. Our entire relationship, reduced to symbols
and midnight murmurings.
Briel e drives Drake and me over to El is’, located in the gated community of Paragon Estates. He’s a neighbor of Gage and Logan. I’ve
already made Logan promise he’d come to my house later—the butterfly room—the secret room in my attic that belonged to Chloe before me.
I told Logan we could meet at his house, but he said it would discredit the events that would precede it. He hasn’t even hinted at an
argument, and I didn’t give him the satisfaction of acknowledging that I know it’s coming.
Gage probably apprised him of the fact that he let me in on their secret mission to publical y obliterate our relationship. I’m sure Logan is
expecting me to act accordingly like a good little girlfriend, but I’m not going to. I think we’re going about this al wrong. We should fight the Counts
on their own turf and get our lives back on track instead of running in the other direction like a bunch of cowards. Logan seems to think we need a
detailed plan of how that might work, but I say we should bal s out fight and figure out the details as we go along.
The party is outside in El is’ ranch-like backyard, under a canopy of overblown paper lanterns that il uminate a dul glow. The pool is lit up a
stunning glacial blue. There are more bodies wandering around the property than I’ve seen on campus al week.
“Where’d al these people come from?” I ask Briel e.
“East,” she says, waving wildly at someone buried deep in the crowd. With only two high schools on the Island, it surprises me I haven’t seen
this mass mingling session before. “Most everybody just got back from vacation,” she continues. “The ones that are like sick rich never stay on
Paragon,” she says, answering the question I didn’t bother to ask.
I scan the crowd for Logan; instead, I see El is and his stoner friends laughing with a group of girls I’ve never seen before. It’s freaky how
many of these girls look drop-dead beautiful. It’s like some superior race of goddesses accidental y dropped off their spawn on the island, and now
they’re infiltrating the ranks.
“Boo,” Gage whispers hot in my ear from behind.
“Where’s Logan?” I don’t pretend to play it cool. I haven’t been apart from him this long since I moved here. I’ve seen more of his dead
girlfriend than I have of him this entire week.
“What do you care?” There’s a twinge of jealousy in his voice, and it pinches my insides.
“Irritated much?” I blink a smile. I don’t like the thought of inadvertently leading Gage on. The last thing I want to do is hurt him.
Then I see him. Logan looks like a god. The gold highlights in his hair are set off by the incandescence of the lanterns strung up on fishing
line crisscrossing the pool. His arms look huge bulging out of his t-shirt. He wears a devilish grin from ear to ear looking down at someone and
nodding. He shifts slightly, then I see her.
“Who’s that?” I ask no one in particular.
“Carly!” Briel e squeals and trots over, nearly fal ing in the pool on the way.
I want to say, who the hell’s Carly, but don’t. Already I don’t like her and her long caramel hair, her simple t-shirt and jeans. She looks like
someone I used to go to school with back in L.A., some spoiled stuck-up slut I couldn’t stand. I wonder if that’s reason enough not to like this Carly
person. Real y I just hate her for talking to Logan, for making him smile the way I do, or used to.
Gage pushes his hand into the smal of my back and leads me over.
“She just got back from New York. You’l like her. She’s total y nice.”
My stomach bottoms out. I don’t like the way Gage just referred to her as totally nice. Gage hardly pays attention to girls other than me,
which causes a twinge of jealousy to spiral through my stomach. Maybe this is a good thing—a Godsend even. If Gage fal s hard for Carly, he’l
cease and desist my faux boyfriend status. We can be friends, the highest form of appreciation I ever want to give to him. And, of course, Logan wil
be out of his mind once he sees I’m back on the free market, out from beneath the safety of his wel thought-out plan. I don’t get why we need to flat
out ignore each other. His words come back to me from a couple weeks ago, two Celestra dating are too stupid to live. So what about two
Celestra who are just friends? What’s the deal with that?
“Carly girl.” Gage lunges into a hug. I watch as his hands smooth up and down her back as he does it.
“Gage!” The light voice of a three-year-old escapes from her lips, it’s ultra feminine, phony, and it makes me dislike her even more. “I brought
you guys some stuff. You’l have to come over tomorrow night, we’l catch up and I can give you your prezies.” Another strike.
“Cool. I’m there.” Logan knocks back the rest of his soda before launching the can into a trash bin with missile-like precision.
Cool? He’s there? And what about me? He hasn’t even acknowledged me yet.
“This is Skyla,” Gage introduces us. “She moved into Chloe’s old house.”
Her eyes go dead. A blank look washes through her expression that appears and disappears as quick as it came. I wonder if anyone else
caught that other than me.
“Pleased to meet you.” She extends her hand, and I shake it.
Who the hel says, pleased to meet you? There’s no accent, so I can’t excuse her for being British or something.
“Hi Logan,” I say. I meant to ask Carly if she knew Chloe, but my tongue took a U-turn.
He chews on the inside of his cheek and needles me with a brief stare.
“Let’s see your new car,” he says to Carly, and they take off in the direction of the driveway.
Deep down I know it’s al an act, but right now it feels pretty real. Is Logan real y that great of an actor? A part of me doesn’t believe he is.
Chapter Five
Broken
Apparently it doesn’t take long to admire her upholstery. Logan and Carly return within five minutes, barely enough time to trek down the
driveway and back. He picks her up by waist and places her on a stone pedestal that sits along the edge of the deep end.
“I’l be right back.” Gage heads over to a group of guys from East.
I can’t take my eyes off the craptastrophy unfolding before me. She tosses her hair and laughs as he makes himself comfortable between
her knees.
“Are you freaking kidding, me?” I say out loud. He leans into her like he’s her boyfriend or something.
El is does a double take. “Carly’s back.” His lips curl up on the sides. “Look at that. Didn’t take long, did it?” He says with no affect.
“You into her or something?” Please say yes. I’d cheer from the sidelines if he wanted to push Logan in the pool for hitting on her so blatantly.
“Nah. She’s a tough nut to crack. I guess if you’re Logan Oliver you get a free pass. She’s nothing but a big tease.”
Instantly I feel better.
“You should go for her. I think you’d make a great couple. You’d be like total y cute puppies.” I ramble in an effort to get him on my team.
“Nope. You’re on your own with this one. I’ve got a harem of wil ing participants. I don’t need the ice queen shutting me down at lift off.”
“Oh, she burned you.” I’m burning now. I can’t lose El is. He needs to want her in order to divert her. “You should get her back. You know, go
out with her and dump her harshly.”
He erupts in loud unexpected laughter.
“Maybe I should. But I have to wait until the wel runs dry.” He glides over to a brunette with boobs the size of cantaloupes busting out of her
top.
With El is the wel wil never run dry. I am so very screwed.
I lean against the wal , partial y hidden by miniature palm trees and watch as Carly rests her shoulder on the statue of a lion. I wish it would
animate—swal ow her, rip her head off, and vomit it back out into the pool. I’d like for this night to end badly for her even if I have to make it happen
myself.
Then, as if in slow motion, she runs her fingers through Logan’s hair, pul s him in close until their noses bump.
I’m mortified. Everyone at school, two schools are going to think they’re a couple. Whatever happened to his big idea of playing the part of
scary loner?
“What’s the matter? Afraid of a little competition?” Michel e pops up out of the shadows, her face stil sporting the three flesh toned scrapes
that pil ow out unnatural y. They hold the very strong promise of becoming infected.
“What competition?” How is it possible that I can hate anyone more than Michel e? Michel e, who kissed Logan, who he was playing while
trying to snake Chloe’s diary away from her al summer. How is it possible that a smal part of me prefers that Logan act like an ass with Michel e
rather than Carly who has clearly ignited a nuclear bomb of hatred deep inside me?
“She can have al the fun she wants tonight. Next week I’l make sure he understands he’s mine.” Michel e whispers the words like an
incantation.
“What’s wrong with you?” I hiss. “You’re just going to stand there and let her slobber al over him like some rabid dog? You don’t give a crap
about Logan if you’re OK seeing him with someone else.”
“Obviously you don’t either,” she snips before walking away.
She’s right. Michel e freaking Mil er is right. If I stand in the shadows lurking like some candy-ass nitwit, then I don’t deserve him. I’l just go
over and politely pul him aside, tel him that this is real y screwing with my brain and to knock this shit off. Then Carly can go find Gage or El is or
whoever the hel else she wants to shut down at lift off.
I cut through the cool of the night, the fog gently lifts my hair as I make my way over a little quicker than I had envisioned.
“Hey.” It comes out curt.
I position myself next to Carly so Logan can get the ful visual of my impending wrath. He’s so immersed in their snuggle fest, I want to
strangle him. I’m about to yank him off and do a repeat performance of what I did to Michel e. Maybe I can carve my initials into his face? Both their
faces.
“Hi Skylee,” Carly meows, before going back to rubbing his nose.
“It’s Skyla.” Not that I care what she cal s me, or if she ever says my name again. “Logan,” I push his arm off her shoulder. “Look at me.” My
voice raises a notch.
“Would you relax?” His eyes lock onto mine, just beneath the frustration there’s the slight hint of something else.
The group of bodies behind us dul s down to a gentle whisper. So much for politely removing ourselves so we don’t cause a scene.
“Logan, I need to talk to you real quick.” My voice quivers. I can’t stand the thought of losing it in front of both West and East High, not to
mention, Carly the great.
“Wel , I don’t want to talk to you.” He dive-bombs a kiss on her forehead, pul s back and smiles at her. She lets out a string of giggles and
bounces a soft kiss off his cheek right in front of me.
“Excuse fucking me!” I shout.
Deafness fal s over the party, and if there were music playing, it’s not playing now.
“Can you please get the hel away from my boyfriend?” I scream, pushing into her chest until she topples off the pedestal.
Logan matches my ferocity as he helps her to her feet. “You got some major issues. I’m not anybody’s boyfriend, Skyla.” He offers the
sarcastic inflection on the later half of my name.
My cheeks fil with heat—my entire body ignites like a furnace, and my vision warps with tears.
“You’re going too far.” I can hardly get the words out. “He’s not being honest with you.” I say to Carly in a more subdued tone. “He’s with me.”
“What the heck are you talking about?” He roars. “Look, sorry if I made you think this was something more than a hookup, but it’s done. Get
over it.” He turns his attention back to Carly, wrapping both his arms around her waist. He picks up her chin gently with his finger and whispers
something about being OK.
“She’s lost it.” Carly laughs as she says it.
I force my body between the two of them and slip my hand around Logan’s so I can hear his thoughts. I need to know he doesn’t mean any of
this. I want to have a private conversation right here with the entire high school population of Paragon lording over us with their judgmental stares.
He shakes my hand off like it was on fire.
“Get away from him.” Carly steps in front of him like she’s going to defend him—save him from me.
With a jolt I shove my hand into her stomach, eject her from the stone-paved pathway, and send her flying clear into the center of the pool.
A round of gasps circles the crowd.
“Don’t come to my room tonight,” I hiss as I walk away.
“Psycho,” he cal s after me.
It rips through my heart like a blade.
Chapter Six
Misery
I waited for him al the lonely night.
The dove grey sky outside my window is locked in a motionless fog that obliterates the less important details of the world—blurs it out to
where I feel comfortable just knowing I’m stil living in it. I love the endless parade of grey days on Paragon. The entire island wears a constant
shroud like a ghost from some distant morbid time.
I head downstairs and find Mom in the kitchen crunching numbers on the calculator. A huge pile of Tad’s work is stacked three bricks high
besides her. She’s become his indentured servant and doesn’t even know it.
“Where’s your master?” I ask, opening the fridge.
“Skyla.” She doesn’t bother hiding her irritation.
“Sorry. Where’s Taddy dearest.” I fan myself with the refrigerator door, balking inwardly at its meager offerings.
“That’s better,” she clicks away at the keyboard. “Golfing.”
I practical y choke on my disgust.
“And you’re stuck doing his homework? Do you see anything at al wrong with this picture?” I walk over and take a seat next to her at the
table.
“I volunteered to do this rather than go with him. I’m not so keen on walking around grass al day. Besides,” she taps her finger dramatical y
into the keyboard. “I’m done. You’re not stil mad at me are you?”
“What makes you think so?” I lean onto my elbows and gaze ahead. I can’t stop thinking about Logan and the five hundred ways he diced up
my heart last night.
“Wel for one, you’re speaking to me for the first time in four days, and for two, you seem rather over it.”
Mom apologized through the roof when I final y made it home Tuesday. She thought they’d be feeding me pancakes at the al night diner,
then give me a makeover or something stupid. I didn’t bother tel ing her the only thing they put in my stomach was Emily’s foot. She felt bad enough
already. To compound her ignorance, she thought Briel e was in on it too, which she wasn’t. Although, it’s not like Briel e did much for me that day
either besides lend me her brush and some lip-gloss.
“I broke up with Logan last night.” I say it in a slow melodic string. It feels real now that I’ve said it out loud to my mother. I wonder if Chloe’s
ghost heard.
“Skyla.” She wraps her arms around me, squeezes me tight. “I’m so sorry. I know how much something like that hurts. It can be so painful, but
you have so many other guys who are interested. It isn’t the end of anything, just the beginning. You want to tel me what happened?”
“He was with some other girl,” I offer.
A smal choking sound gets trapped in her throat.
“It’s always that way.” Before she gets her last word out properly Drake walks into the room.
“Is that why you threw that chick in the pool?” He leans hard over the table in an effort to give me his ful attention. His hair is spiked up in the
back, and he’s got white patches al over his face in a medicated effort to clear his complexion. Gross.
“Skyla please tel me you didn’t push a girl into the pool. Was she hurt? You know she could sue us if she wanted.”
“She didn’t push a girl into the pool,” Drake corrects. “She launched her like a missile. I swear she was airborne for like ten seconds. I’ve
never seen anything like it. Remind me to never mess with you.”
At least some good came from it.
“Yes, I pushed her,” I confess.
“Was that the girl…he left you for?” My mother’s words hang in the air.
Left me for? It wrings my heart out just to hear her say it.
I nod.
“Oh, honey, it’s not her fault.” She cradles me. “You have my ful permission to throw Logan into the nearest swimming pool should the
occasion arise.”
My cel goes off in my pocket—a text from Briel e.
Carly’s house tonight. She wants me to invite you. Please come.
“Is she kidding?” I say out loud. “Carly wants me to go to some get together at her house tonight. I smel a vat ful of pig’s blood.”
“Is that the girl?” My mother’s eyes light up. “See, women are real y above fighting over men. You should go and show Logan you’re over al
this pettiness. It’l send a clear message that you’re above this and that he’s simply not worth it.”
The timer on the dryer buzzes and Mom takes off after it.
“So you going?” Drake asks.
“Are you?”
“Briel e’s going, I’m going. You chicken?”
“I’m going.” I shrug, texting Briel e back.
I’m shaking inside at the thought, but I’ve fought my enemies on their own turf before and won.
Chapter Seven
Healer
That afternoon, I try three different times to fal asleep and make my way to Chloe. It’s no use. I pul off the covers and sit up in bed. I’ve never
been good at crashing in the middle of the day. Logan says it’s impossible to control where you end up when you time travel, but I managed to land
at my desired location three different times last month. I think time travel is one of my stronger gifts, but I don’t dare advertise the fact to Logan. At
least I didn’t when we were actual y speaking. I can’t believe he hasn’t cal ed me once since our blow out.
Al of this misery reminds me of how much I miss my father, how desperately I ached when he died. If I could get to Chloe, maybe she’d
come with me and we could go see my dad?
I’m too freaked out to try it on my own. Too afraid I won’t want to come back, and who knows what I’l end up screwing up while I’m there. I
need the guidance of another Celestra, and God knows it isn’t going to be Logan.
***
Briel e picks Drake and I up right after dinner. Carly lives clear across the island. It takes a good forty minutes before we arrive at her amply
lit estate which makes even the nicer homes on Paragon look like hovels.
“So what do her parents do?” I ask Bree as we head up the walk.
“Old money. They travel, sip champagne. The whole family is impossible to hate. They’re like the nicest people on the planet.”
I hate her—al of them, but I don’t let Briel e in on the fact I’ve managed to defy an impossibility. And I’m not sure how, but I like Carly even
less for having nice parents. Go figure.
“Hi!” She greets us at the door before we have the chance to knock. “The guys are here.” She walks us through a cavernous entry, past a
spiral staircase that seems to spin in a frenzy al the way up to eternity. We end up in an over-furnished room with a TV the size of the wal .
Logan and Gage are seated at a smal round table playing cards. There’s an empty space next to Logan with the cards covered, obviously
belonging to Carly.
“Nat and Kate are in the Jacuzzi,” she says.
I would have died if she were sitting on Logan’s lap in the Jacuzzi when we walked in. The possibility of drowning would have been very real
for her.
“You wanna play?” Gage fans his cards in my direction.
“Sure.” I’m not entirely sure he was speaking to me, but I streamline my way over.
The room is lined with dark wood shelves fil ed with books everywhere you look. Not just any books, leather-bound books with gilt writing on
the spines.
Once my father took us to his friend’s house, it was actual y an acquaintance from work who lived in a palatial estate with a library just like
this one. I remember my father thumbing through the volumes, running his fingers over the spines like they could speak to him, taking in their scents.
He loved to read.
Logan gives a scowl without bothering to look at me, gets up and plops on the couch next to Carly.
“I’m real y starting to hate him,” I whisper to Gage, trying to stop the tears from forming. Tonight might just be Logan’s turn to hit the bottom of
the deep end by way of my fury.
Gage places his hand over mine, locks eyes with me. A warm rush cycles through my stomach. He gives the most empathetic smile while
bumping his knee against mine underneath the table as though he’s letting me know it’s al going to be OK.
I let the cards scatter in front of me and move over onto his lap. I forget that everyone else is somewhere in the room, and as big as it is I
don’t think it wil be easily overlooked if I start bawling like a baby—so I bury my face against his chest and bite down hard on my bottom lip.
“Hey, it’s OK,” Gage creates soft tender circles with his fingers on my lower back. It radiates soothing warmth, helps quel the pain.
A rustling commotion breaks out over by the couch.
“You’re a real asshole you know that?” Briel e shouts at someone at the other end of the room. Hopeful y her wrath is aimed at Logan.
The room clears out. I can feel a gush of wind as they file out of the backdoor leading to the Jacuzzi. I’m sure Carly’s already stripping down
to nothing with Logan’s overeager assistance.
An impossible silence takes over. Gage nuzzles his chin over the top of my head and secures me tight.
“Sorry I’m always so mean to you,” I say, taking in his clean scent. I circle my arms tight around his waist. It feels safe like this with Gage.
“You’re not mean to me.” His head backs up a notch. He picks up the ring attached to my necklace and slides it across the chain. “You ever
take this off?”
I shake my head.
“So it’s almost like we’re showering together.” His brows twitch.
“Almost.” I give a gentle laugh.
Gage presses into me with an intense gaze. His demeanor changes, it shifts into something softer.
The urge to kiss him crops up and I don’t fight it. I lean in and press my lips against his. Gage pul s me in, indulges in something deeper,
more meaningful. There’s a release inside me. Something loosens. It’s almost as if I’ve been waiting for this. Maybe it’s just the attention I’ve been
craving. Maybe I’m not that into Logan. How can I enjoy the hot of Gage’s mouth if I’m completely in love with Logan? I don’t bother analyzing the
situation, just push myself further into Gage. I can feel him writhing beneath me, the erratic beat of his heart thumping against my chest.
“Guess she’s over it,” a tiny voice whispers from the door.
I back up quickly, stil out of breath, and see Carly standing shoulder to shoulder with Logan. His arms are crossed tight against his chest. He
looks good and pissed—guess he’s not that great an actor after al .
Chapter Eight
Going Places
Alone on my cold uncomfortable bed, I thrash my arms and legs and reflect on that dream about the boy in the water—how he fil ed my lungs
with air from his own. I think about what I would do if I met him. Is there real y love in this world? Could he love me? What about Gage? If I ful y give
myself to Gage would he stil be interested or suddenly decide our relationship was too boring—strangulating—dangerous?
I fal through the night in a never-ending spiral. I feel like I’m floating back in time one mil ion years. I’m so broken over Logan, how he twisted
my heart and stomped al over it—watched the blood splatter al over the place without batting an eye. It disheartens me until I melt into a dreamless
sleep.
An audible gasp escapes from someone next to me.
My lids fly open to find Chloe hugging the sheets up around her neck.
“Chloe?” A sense of relief washes over me. “I’ve been wanting to get back here. You remember me, right?”
“Yes.” Mild irritation crosses her face. “I’l always know you. The impression runs both ways through my memory.” She motions over to her
nightstand at the black oversized t-shirt. “Do you mind? Why are you bawling?” She pul s the shirt over her head, letting the sheet slip through her
fingers exposing a very naked Chloe. I bounce to the other end of the bed in a single bound.
“Logan dumped me.” I hate the pathetic way the words crawl from my mouth.
A quiet smile plays on the edge of her lips.
“Wel , he didn’t dump me. He was just here.” Her long dark hair tousles over her shoulders when she says it.
“Here, here?” I point to the bed. I know for a fact she’s slept with Logan twice in her bedroom because he told me.
She gives half a nod, and her face explodes a dark shade of crimson.
I look over to the chair across the room. Miraculously I find myself seated at the desk.
“Hey, that was cool,” I marvel.
“You can move much faster when you light drive.”
“Light drive?”
“Light drive—time travel sounds so twentieth century to me. So who’s Logan with now?”
“Some girl named Carly. She just got back from New York. And by the way, the less of Logan we discuss the better.” I can’t bare the thought
of his hands on her body, wanting her the way I wish he would want me.
I rub my temples and resist the urge to chase him down and beat the crap out of him. The insanity that has become my life keeps shooting
my emotions to hel . I don’t know whether to cry or kil .
“Carly Foster?” She snarls. “I hate her. Don’t buy that forever miss goody two shoes shit. I have enough dirt on her to bury her ten feet deep.”
She rakes a brush through her hair. “She’s done if she sniffs around Logan while I’m around.”
“Huh.” I lean back in the chair and rol gently on the casters. “You want to fil me in on anything?”
“No.” She flicks a finger in the air. “Go. You’re ruining my night. I’ve got serious things to record.” She brandishes her diary in the air.
“I want to see my dad. I want you to come with me.”
“No.” She gets down on the floor and leans against her bed. “Just go, Skyla I’ve never bothered you once—dreams don’t count.”
I hop down and take a seat next to her.
“Chloe, please. I can’t stand how much I miss him, and now with Logan pulverizing me every time I see him…” I let my words hang there. A
giant egg of grief dams up my throat.
“Logan? Pulverize?” Her face contorts. “Doesn’t sound like the Logan I know.”
“He says we can’t be together because we’re both,” I shrug, “Celestra. He’s serious too. He’s been dripping al over Carly, and we had this
huge fight in front of everyone. Then there was the incident of me making out with Gage.”
“You kissed Gage?” She snatches up my wrist as though I were a shoplifter.
“Yes. Gage… real y seems to like me. He’s my fake boyfriend.” I say it like it should make total sense. “Anyway, he’s a good kisser and he’s
never done a single thing to hurt me, so why do I stil want Logan?”
“Logan,” she laughs when she says his name. “Don’t be stupid. Everyone wants Logan. And besides, how do you think I feel knowing he’s
with you? Or was—whatever.
She runs her finger around the outside edge of her diary, lost in thought.
“You know what?” She starts in slow. “I think I wil help you find your dad. But don’t tel Logan, he’s total y against it. He won’t even visit me.”
Her forehead wrinkles, and she looks down at the floor as though she were about to dril a hole through it with the intensity.
“I’m sorry.” I’ve never thought of that. Why isn’t Logan visiting Chloe? “I know he thinks it’s predestined for you,” I don’t say the words, to die.
“Oh it is, sort of.” She nods as though she’s ful y accepted this. But there are things even Logan doesn’t understand.” She gives a sharp
smile. “But I do, that’s al that’s important.”
“Why would you want Logan to visit if he’s already here?”
“I want future Logan.” She stares off with a blank expression. “We have things to discuss—private things.”
“You seem to be chock ful of secrets, don’t you?”
“You seem to want them al , don’t you?” She matches my tone.
“Take me to my dad, and I won’t harass you for them.”
“No, you’l just wait to read them in my diary.” Her eyes circle over the pale blue rectangle in her hands.
I don’t say anything. She’s right, and she knows it.
“I haven’t read it yet.”
“Oh, Skyla.” She gives a devious laugh. Her eyes glint in the light, a rare shade of amber, and it’s at that moment I realize she has eyes the
exact same color as Logan’s. “I know you haven’t read it yet.” Her face explodes with amusement. “And when you do, I’m sure I’l hear about it. Now
sit back down on my bed before I sucker punch you for fun.” She takes up my hands. “I’m going to take you wherever you want. Just make sure it’s
the last thing you think about before you fal asleep. I don’t want to end up in Carly Foster’s bedroom with a machete.”
Now that doesn’t sound like a bad idea.
Chapter Nine
L.A.
I bear down on one thought in particular. A moment that I think is the crux, the turning point of my entire existence—the day my father died. It
wasn’t easy thinking about one thing and one thing only. For instance, no matter how hard I tried to focus in on that one thought, my mind kept
ricocheting to an unwarranted event from the past, like the time I was in ninth grade and wanted green Jel -O in the lunch line. Everybody and their
mother made fun of green Jel -O. If you ate it you were logical y horny, so I stayed away from green Jel -O like the plague even though I was both
horny and hungry.
It would be pretty horrible to transport Chloe and I back to that majorly irrelevant point in my life. But if we happened to end up there I’d
probably hoard al the green Jel -O I could get my hands on just for the hel of it.
Another random thought that floated through my head was kissing Gage. Gage has become the uninvited guest in the theatre of my mind. I
marry the two thoughts, wrestle him in green Jel -O—dive in a pool fil ed with the green succulent slime and relive that kiss over and over.
Gage knows how to bring the intensity, make it bear down on you like heat from the sun. There’s something heartbreakingly pure about the
way he kisses me. It’s like he doesn’t expect much in return, he’s just glad to be there, roaming around my mouth with his tongue. His desperation
lingers long after he’s gone. He invades my dreams, flashes through my thoughts at arbitrary points of the day when I’m in the shower, riding in the
car, or when I see the shadow of a bird. Any random event is capable of triggering those desperate kisses. I wonder if I came across so desperate
to Logan? Maybe as much as I find it endearing in Gage, Logan can’t stand it in me.
“Where the hel are we?” Chloe whispers.
“Right here,” I marvel, mouthing the words.
My bedroom. Same configuration as my room back on Paragon, same comforter, pil ow and sheets—same mess on the desk.
“We’re in L.A., my old house. What time is it?” I bolt over to the alarm clock turned on its side. “After eight. I’m already in school.” I search the
far reaches of my memory. “He’s home. Stay here. I have a plan. I’l be right back, I swear.”
“You can’t leave this house. I won’t go looking for you.” She slides open the mirrored closet door and sits half in, half out. “Hurry up. I don’t
want to be up al night. It’s two a.m. for me.”
“Got it.” I wipe my palms onto my jeans. After al this time, I’m afraid to see my father. Afraid I’l pass out at the sight of him.
The hal way is empty, quiet as a tomb. The familiar scent of our old house fil s me. It drenches me in grief that I hadn’t noticed until now that
our house had a scent to begin with. Mom baked cookies the night before. The air is stil thick with their sweetness.
I walk downstairs gingerly. I hadn’t real y thought about what I would do when and if I saw my father. I’ve always thought if I could go back I’d
steal his keys. I’ve played out this scenario in my mind a thousand times, long before I knew what a Celestra was or the fact time travel was an
option.
His keys shimmer in the path of a fresh morning beam streaming through the tiny window in the front door. I snap them up and stuff them
deep into my pocket. It feels like an apocalyptic worthy save. A flood of relief so strong penetrates me, I feel like fal ing to my knees, hugging the
wal s and kissing them.
The rustle of paper comes from the dining room. Everything in me knows this is wrong. I shouldn’t go there, shouldn’t see him.
Psychological y it could harm me. My mouth may start espousing truths he could never comprehend, but then he was a Celestra. He would know al
this were possible, right? How much did he know and for how long?
I round the dining room wal . He’s there with his hand curled around a cup of coffee, his glasses pushed high into his forehead. His thick cap
of hair has far more grey in it than I remember. His skin looks rougher, thicker. It’s as though his death had painted a younger version of him in my
mind, taken the reality and exchanged it for perfection.
“Skyla!” He looks up surprised. “I thought Mom took you to school. You need a ride?”
His voice—that smooth as velvet deep baritone moves through my bones in a soothing rhythm. Oh, how I miss him. My heart aches and fil s
with unstoppable joy al at once.
“I’m sick.” I walk over and wrap my arms around his chest and take in his scent. It’s a deep luxurious hug that no matter how good it feels
right now wil never be enough for a lifetime.
“I gotta get moving soon. Sure you don’t need a ride? You look fine.” He studies my face as though it might clue him into my real intentions.
“No. I’m going to sleep. Got bad cramps. Mom gave me some medicine, so I’l be knocked out.” I don’t know what the repercussions are
going to be for the old me when I come home from school, but who cares? At least dad wil be here at the end of the day—if not to greet me. And
what about Paragon and al of the things that have happened? I have Chloe and the impressions I’ve made on her memory to thank for my lack of
fear in that department. I may not have al the answers, but I can figure them out. Sometimes, contrary to what Logan believes, you don’t need a
detailed plan.
I kiss him on the cheek.
“Good-bye, Daddy.”
I rush upstairs and close the door to my bedroom trying to stave off the tidal wave of emotion begging to stream out of me.
***
“Let’s go.” I take a seat next to Chloe on the floor. “Do we have to fal asleep?”
“Close your eyes and loosen your body.” She instructs, picking up my hands. We thread our fingers and sit there, relaxed, and I don’t feel a
darn thing. Then that familiar fal ing sensation swirls through my body. I’m rocking and swaying even though my muscles haven’t moved an inch.
Everything ceases.
It’s so quiet and calm.
I’m al alone in my bed on Paragon.
Chapter Ten
Setback
I wake up to another ash grey sky, another seamless tick in the carousel of time. Not one object out of place in my bedroom, not a single
hiccup as far as I can tel .
I don’t bother going to the bathroom or putting on my flip-flops before racing downstairs. Daddy could stil be here. By some miracle, or the
steering hand of destiny we could have moved to Paragon.
I pass my stepsister Melissa in the hal . I see Drake hunched over the breakfast table, and the light is on in Tad’s office across from the
kitchen, so I poke my head in. Stil him.
Theoretical y Mom could have left Dad, they could be divorced for al I know, and I could cal him on the phone if I wanted.
I find mom, busy on her laptop. I slide into the seat next to her and rest my head on my hand.
“Morning,” she says without looking up.
“Morning,” I parrot.
“What do you want?” Stil not looking up.
“Just had a weird dream about Dad that’s al .” I let out a hard sigh.
“I’m sorry, honey.” Her arms fal around me tenderly. “Anything you want to talk about?”
I shake my head. I’m not up for the psychoanalysis of some fake dream I’l have to make up as I go along.
“Can I ask you a question?” I approach the topic with caution. “How did he drive his car that day? I think I remember something about him
looking for his keys before I left for school. I mean he must have found them, right?” The memory of what happened tugs at my brain, but I won’t let it
in. I want my mother to feed me al the words, create a better ending than the one I know is coming. I might be able to digest them better that way.
Her muted green eyes circle the ceiling, in search of answers.
“Oh, that’s right. He cal ed when I got to work and asked where the spare was.”
Shit.
“I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. So where was it?”
She pul s away from the laptop dramatical y.
“Are you kidding me? I…” She stutters in frustration. “Oh heck, I don’t know.” Her fingers reconnect with the keyboard. “Probably in the
kitchen somewhere. Lord knows we had a mil ion junk drawers.”
“Yeah.” I slide off the seat and head upstairs.
Junk drawers.
***
I convince my mother to let me go with Bree and Drake over to the bowling al ey, only we’re not going to the bowling al ey we’re going to
Logan’s house to see Gage—an irony only my life could provide.
The guard at the entry to the Paragon Estates raises the long arm of restriction and lets us in. A dense mist brooms across the landscape
pul ing the tree-lined streets in and out of focus.
Gage and Logan’s house comes up on us. I can practical y feel Gage staring at us from some undisclosed window. His black truck is parked
in the driveway cockeyed, and Logan’s white one is gone. Gage mentioned his parents were away on the mainland today, so I can only assume
sexual awkwardness wil ensue once he starts chasing me around the couch—although, I am growing tired of Logan’s silent yet rude routine. I just
might let Gage catch me.
After a solid minute of knocking and ringing the bel , the door swings open, exposing a very wet from the shower or pool or whatever,
handsome as hel , Logan.
“Come in.” He holds back his yel ow lab, Charlie from darting out the door.
Briel e and Drake head straight into the family room chatting to themselves as though it were natural as breathing that Logan should be here
at al . Sans the fact that he actual y lives here, I’m stil shocked by the prospect.
“Hey.” I scan the entry behind him. The faint scent of cologne lingers in the air. The wind chime hanging up next to the garage gives a threetoned homage to a slight breeze passing through.
“Don’t you want to come in?” It sounds cold the way he says it, makes me shudder.
I cross the threshold. The hol ow of the door connecting as it closes fil s the strange silence around us.
“Gage said you were coming over.” There’s a sheepishness about him I don’t expect. “He volunteered to take my shift. I had him take my
truck as a precaution.”
It startles me what this might mean. Logan wanted me here? Was kissing Gage al it took to shake him back to his senses?
“Come on.” He ticks his head over, and I fol ow.
We pass Briel e and Drake already watching something on TV and head upstairs.
It’s a grand wrought iron staircase, wider at the bottom then it tappers off near the top. Tan Berber carpet is held back with a black iron bar
on each step, which leads to an expansive landing and a series of hal s once we reach the top. In al honesty, Logan’s house didn’t strike me as al
that huge judging from the downstairs. In fact if you chop off the top half, it would almost qualify as your average suburban home, but upstairs is a
labyrinth. I’d need directions and a compass to even hope to navigate this place on my own, and forget about finding my way back down.
The hal way Logan leads us through is painted a dark unattractive shade of red. It clings to the wal unnatural y, patchy like dried blood. I’m
not sure why his Aunt Emma would pick such a gruesome color. The rest of the house is done in cheery shades of pale blue, spring green, sunshine
yel ow. It’s only this hal that suggests there are secrets— reveals the fact it knows certain truths.
He leads me to a door farthest off the back, pressing his hand flat against the dark glossy wood door before turning the knob.
Logan glides into an easy smile.
“I miss you, Skyla.”
My heart thumps unnatural y.
Logan’s back—the one I knew from before this week from hel . I reach up and touch the skin just under his sleeve. His arms are rock hard,
much more solid than I remember.
“I miss you, too.”
Chapter Eleven
Carnal
Logan doesn’t bother wiping that devilish smile from his face. He opens the door exposing a dimly lit room, pitch dark save for the glow
emanating from behind a navy curtain in the far corner. It feels huge—cave-like in here. At least six times the size of my bedroom. I can see the
outline of a built-in shelving unit that houses hundreds of books, not the pretentious leather bound ones like at Carly’s, but the shadow of rows and
rows of humble paperbacks.
A thick rug takes up almost the entire breadth and length of the room. Its long, shaggy hair makes me feel as though I’m walking on sand. A
giant poster of a wave explodes across the wal behind his bed.
Logan circles his hand around my waist. I can feel the weight of his stare, those amber eyes cut through this cryptic light, clear as sparkling
shards.
An intensity as strong as steel magnetizes us as his lips crush over mine. Long, sweet, deep aching kisses. We back into the bed and fal on
top of the cool comforter never losing contact—our lust intensifies as his hands run wild under my shirt. Hours pass, days, weeks—it feels like one
long bliss-fil ed dream. In the quiet of his room, on the soft spot of his bed, the only sound, the only motion is Logan and me.
If there was disbelief, any seed of doubt over Logan’s feelings, it’s been eradicated, detonated in the hot lingering hunger of his mouth.
After a long while I press my head into his chest, lean my ear up against his heart and listen to its unsteady rhythm, sounds like he just ran a
marathon, like jungle drums from some unknown primitive tribe.
“You forgive me?” The words rumble through his chest.
“I don’t remember an apology.” I bite down on my lip hiding the conception of a smile.
He scoots until we’re eye to eye and gets comfortable.
“I’m sorry for everything. Forgive me?”
“Always.” I let out a sigh. “Except you real y hurt me.” Killed me is a little more accurate.
I know. He presses a kiss onto the top of my head. I don’t want to do that again.
“What do you mean, don’t want to? Don’t.”
A dramatic hush pulsates between us. His eyes glint like strong, silent beacons suggesting there were a real possibility of this horror
reprising itself again in the future.
“I wil if you come near me,” he whispers. If you try to speak more than a word outside of the most platonic, nonexistent friendship. His
brows narrow. I won’t let you die because of me.
Gage said…, I start.
I know what Gage said—captivity does not equal life, he says with a hard glint in his eye. Sometimes you’re better off dead.
Gage and his gift of knowing—doesn’t feel like such a gift right now. Logan’s right, captivity is worse than death.
If I’m away from you, he pauses, rubbing his thumb against the back of my hand. I might as well be dead. But I’ll never let that happen. He
presses his lips against my fingers.
“Logan,” I start low. I stil can’t get used to speaking to him with my mind. “Don’t you think denying ourselves a public relationship is just
another form of captivity?”
“I know. That’s why I’ve started thinking about alternatives—options—there’s got to be something, but I can’t figure out what it could be.”
“Is there someone who can help us? Another Celestra with the same problem?”
His gaze darts to the side. He twists his lips considering this.
“I’l ask my uncle. Meanwhile, my priority is to keep you safe. They wil hurt you if we’re not careful. The horror is knowing that death won’t
come.” He pauses. “My uncle told me this story about some guy, a Celestra, it was a month before Chloe disappeared. He was a rancher, the
Counts set his barn on fire—bolted al the exits. He suffered third degree burns over most his body. He’s stil in a hospital somewhere, as far as I
know. They aren’t going to finish the job. He’s immobilized, imprisoned in a body that’s been reduced to less than human. He suffers immensely on
a daily basis. Skyla,” his eyes glitter with moisture. “I couldn’t live with myself if that happened to you. If keeping away from you in public is the
simple answer, then that’s what I’l do.”
“And Chloe?” A sinking feeling presses into me. “You didn’t break up with her because you didn’t care about her. You did it to protect her.”
He gives a tired blink.
“Something like that.” He reflects for a moment. “Chloe and I were through. Other things came into play. She wasn’t the right one for me—
believe me.”
“Did she go missing because they thought you were together? Is that why they took her?”
“She went missing…” He plucks at his lip, deep in thought. “I don’t know if it had anything to do with me. Al I know is it was homecoming.
She was queen,” he offers a wry smile. “She was wearing this huge dress. I remember thinking after how it was impossible that no one had seen
anything. She was at a party with friends. They say she went outside and never came back.”
“What about her car?”
“Gone. Turned up as a burned out shel over Pike’s Reef—on the rocks fifty-feet offshore. There’s no way it could have driven over those
jagged peaks, it was placed—dropped.”
“By something that wasn’t human.”
He gives a slight nod.
A long span of silence fil s the room.
“That’s why I had to pick a fight with you. I knew the only way to do it right was to rile you up with Carly.”
“I hate you for that.” A part of me real y means it.
“I know. If it makes you feel better, I was impressed with the way you sent her flying into the pool like a ragdol . I see your strength is
prominent when you’re angry. Remind me to never piss you off.”
“You already have.” I give a seductive smile.
“The only pain I want you to inflict on me is with your mouth.”
I bite the air and give a little laugh.
He traces the outline of my face, my nose, my lips.
“Stay away from me, Skyla,” he whispers, with a piercing stare. “I’l leave you if I have to. I promise.”
Chapter Twelve
Obedience
It doesn’t take much for my resolve to get tested.
Michel e fal s on the grass next to me after cheer practice Monday and over exaggerates her fatigue in an effort to get my attention.
I look up at Briel e who’s exchanging notes with some girl from English. She’s no use in saving me from this oncoming train.
“So I ran into Carly yesterday.” Michel e takes a quick swig from her water bottle.
The sun has emerged for the first time today at this late hour. I wish it would magical y rain, a blizzard would be nice—any weather
phenomenon wil do so long as I don’t have to endure a conversation with Michel e.
“And?”
“She’s seeing him.” She looks away, most likely to hide her delight.
I give an obligatory nod. I don’t real y care if Michel e believes it. I can stil feel his tongue bumping over my teeth.
“So that’s it?” A genuine look of confusion contorts her features.
“She can have him.” A hot spear shoots through my abdomen. “I was never that into him.” I turn just in time to see Gage coming up with his
helmet in hand. Practice must be over. I scan the field for Logan. He’s stil a speck down at the far end, locked in a huddle of shoulder pads,
listening to the coach. Clearly Gage is here for me.
I get up and wipe the grass off my shorts.
“I’m with Gage now.” I say it low, so he won’t hear. I want to shock him with something he’l never see coming, something that wil shut
Michel e up for good.
“What’s going on?” He smiles slightly out of breath, sweat trickling down the sides of his face.
I step forward and pul him into a slow, sweet kiss. I can taste the salt on his lips. I’m slightly repulsed, but I push into him just a little deeper in
an effort to get my point across to al roving eyes.
We pul away, and his eyes are wide with surprise. He looks relieved and silently happy. I can practical y see the fireworks going off in his
electric blue eyes and a twinge of sadness washes over me. I bounce up on the bal s of my feet and give another quick peck.
Michel e looks up at me from over her shoulder—judging. There’s a hesitancy in her eyes that I can’t seem to quench. If I can’t extinguish al
doubt from Michel e—Michelle who would love for me to be out of Logan’s life—who am I real y fooling? I’m going to have to amp up the
believability.
I reach down and pick up his hand. Gage has a firm grip, thicker fingers than Logan.
“You mind walking me to the gym?” I ask.
“You’re real y picking up the pace today.” The sad undertones are right there for me to hear.
“I real y like you. You’re a good kisser.” I shrug. “I’m lucky.”
“You wanna hang out and bone up for that quiz Friday?”
Algebra Two and I are never going to be friends. I’l be ecstatic if I end up with a D in the class.
“Yeah, I think I’d like that.”
***
Gage and I head over to the bowling al ey. It’s pretty dead, save for a few people from school. Logan, who had the facility handed down by
his father, lost the kitchen in a fire several weeks ago, and it has yet to reopen.
“So what’s going on with the remodel?” I ask him while firmly holding Gage by the hand.
“Looks like six weeks, depending on which contractor I go with. I’m having a brick oven instal ed which complicates things.” There is not one
emotion in his voice. It was as though he were reading back my order at a fast food restaurant. I can tel he doesn’t want to be around while I’m
holding Gage’s hand, and I don’t want to be rude and shake Gage off since he’s the one who initiated the finger lock.
“I love brick oven pizza.” I over annunciate the word love without meaning to. It thril s me to be within touching distance of Logan let alone
speaking with him in public. I want to tel him to come by the butterfly room later, but the thought of hurting Gage kil s me. It’s like I’m flame broiling
his heart without meaning to.
Gage and I take a seat and start pouring over the first chapter of the Algebra Two book.
“Doesn’t Mr. Denny move a little fast for you?” I ask.
“No. A lesson a day, that’s the way it usual y goes.”
“I know, but it doesn’t give any room for error. Like if I get stuck on something I’m automatical y behind. I think he should do a lesson every
two or three days. Everyone’s not a math genius like you.”
“I’m not a genius,” he says, riffling through his notes.
“Yeah right. Half the class is going to nosedive. You’l be the only one with an A ruining the curve for the rest of us.” I pause as a little girl in
shorts walks by. “Oh, I know! We can both wear shorts, and I’l brush my leg up against yours, and you can tel me al the answers.” This is one time
where being telepathic can actual y boost my GPA.
His tongue pushes deep into his cheek.
“Why don’t I do al your homework too?” He says unamused. “That way al you have to do is show up.”
“I’m liking this.”
“No thanks.” He gets back to his notes. “You need to understand this stuff. Besides I don’t want to be that boyfriend.” His cheeks flush when
he says it.
My heart wrenches at the thought of al the creative ways I inadvertently choose to hurt him. Gage with his perfect features, deep expressive
eyes—the dark glory of his crown. I could easily fal in love with Gage if I wanted.
“You wanna go on a date with me?” I ask, hopeful.
“Why, you want me to take a crack at your lit paper too?” He doesn’t bother looking up from the equation he’s jotting down.
“No. It involves just you, me and an adventure. I might even kiss you.” I bat my eyes. I leave out the tiny detail of visiting my dad.
“Kiss me? With no one around to impress?” He looks doubtful. “Promise me a kiss and you got a deal.”
I reach over and take up his hand.
“I promise not just any kiss, but a deep lingering kiss that wil haunt you in your dreams.”
Logan catches my eye from across the room, and my heart jerks a little.
Chapter Thirteen
Hide
Gage meets me in the butterfly room at ten o’ clock. He doesn’t need to break in through the attic. His gift of teleportation provides a
dramatic and yet practical entrance. It may be a staple gift for the Levatio, but I’m determined to learn how to do this on my own. That’s the best
thing about Gage, he’s not shy when it comes to experimenting with gifts.
“Check this out.” He runs his fingers over the hundreds of paper butterflies that Chloe once meticulously pinned to the wal s, and they start to
flutter and come to life. Every color shape and size animates, and they oscil ate ful of vigor. Each one seems to express an intense desire to leave
the confines of this partitioned enclosure.
He pul s a cobalt butterfly off the wal , one the exact shade of his eyes and holds it out on his finger. It stretches its wings in a fibril ating
tantrum as though it were so relieved to move at last.
“This is you, Skyla.” He tosses the butterfly up, and it floats up to the ceiling. “You’ve come out of your cocoon and are starting to move.”
I can stare at the trembling wings for hours, but they die down far too quickly, returning to their paper state. “Sit across from me and fold your
legs,” I instruct.
“OK.” He blinks into me with curiosity.
“We’re going to visit my dad.”
“I figured.”
“How’s that?” I tilt my head. It’s like Gage knows me.
“Logan said, ‘whatever you do, don’t let her talk you into time travel.’”
“Oh.” Or that. “Never mind him.” I take up both his hands. “Al I have to do is ransack the kitchen for the spare. It’l just take a sec, you wait
upstairs in my old room.” I tighten my grip on his fingers. “Close your eyes and relax.”
“I’l go wherever you want. Only maybe not the dawn of time, I’m terrified of dinosaurs—Mastodons to be specific.”
“No, you’re not.”
“Real y. When we were kids, Logan pushed me into the bones of some ancient Mastodon at the museum. He kept saying, ‘Look out! He’s
going to eat you.’” His hands gyrate above his head when he says it.
“You’re funny.” I take his hands back and thread our fingers.
And I think you’re beautiful. He says it openly, as a clear thought.
I pretend not to notice, and get our transport underway.
***
It’s stil and quiet when I open my eyes. Gage is already surveying the landscape, which leaves me panning the floor for bras and underwear
because let’s face it, not much has changed.
“Stay here. I’l be right back,” I whisper, getting up.
The sweet scent of cookies lingers in the air from my mother’s latest baking endeavor. I miss those happy days when she would
spontaneously bake up a storm. I don’t recal a single cookie emerging from our new oven on Paragon, not one cake. Tad sucks al the energy out
of her.
I rush downstairs and into the dining room.
“Daddy!” I skip over to him like a third grader and give a tight embrace. His cologne smel s fresh, strong. I remember when he first started
wearing it. It would make me sneeze, but I never told him. I loved the way he used to whisk through the room and let his scent linger like a ghost.
“Better already?” He pul s off his glasses, inspects me as if he’s seeing me for the very first time. “And, you’ve changed your clothes.”
“Girl thing,” I say, plucking at my sweater. Shit!
He remembers. Just like with Chloe, my last visit left an impression.
“I need a drink. Can I get you anything?” I used to detest doing menial chores for my parents. Now I would lick the bottom of his shoes if he
wanted—if it meant I could have him back in my life again.
“No thanks. Get your drink and get back to bed.” He shakes out the paper. I try to memorize the straight bridge of his nose, the way his upper
lip defines itself clearly like a prominent letter M, the patch of rosy flesh slightly elevated just beneath his left eye.
I head into the kitchen. For a second, it feels so natural, like I could real y be faking cramps and hanging out with my dad, like Gage isn’t
real y in the room upstairs taking inventory of God knows what.
I pul open the official junk drawer—pens, lighters, loose receipts, keys—at least a dozen.
Shit.
What the heck does the spare look like? I pick at the dirty gold and silver discards, lying around like unwanted orphans.
In a panic, I pluck a plastic bag off the counter and start fil ing it with every available key I find, every shape and size. I don’t bother using
reason when I toss in the one the size of a fingernail. Opening drawer after drawer, I find them hidden in even the most discriminating nooks and
crannies. It’s a near impossible task. I open the desk in the front hal and discover a new treasure trove of dul ed out metal, three ful rings and one
with an orange tag marked, spare.
I clutch it in my palm and close my eyes. This is it. He is not going to get on the freeway, his seatbelt won’t malfunction, and he won’t suffer
the most excruciating death humanly possible.
The Holy Grail of my father’s destiny—that I traveled through time and space to retrieve—is tucked safely in my hand.
***
“Let’s go.” I shut the door to my room and try to secure it by pushing a stack of books against it. If my dad caught me with a guy in my room,
he would have a major heart attack and defeat the entire purpose.
Gage is seated at my desk reading something out of a spiral bound notebook.
“You’re good.” He runs his fingers over the page as if to feel the words.
I briefly look over his shoulder before slapping the palm of my hand over my loopy handwriting.
Crap. I completely forgot about my sadistical y sweet poetry phase.
“Forgive me. I was stupid.” I snatch his hand and pul him towards the closet.
“I didn’t think it was stupid.”
Gage has a way of looking up at me from under his dark thick lashes. Those sapphire lenses warm me up and down as they laser through
me. It sends my stomach on a rol er coaster, and I yank him down to the floor in an effort to distract myself.
“Come on, sit down,” I say, as we sit Indian style across from one another. “Think about fal ing asleep.” I tuck the bag under my shirt for
safekeeping then lace our fingers together.
“I sleep better with a kiss before bedtime.” He tucks a smile into his left cheek and ignites a deep-set dimple.
Gage—those sweet soulful eyes, that painful angst of his that shreds me to pieces. I take a breath and lean forward, pressing my lips
against his. He pul s me over, meeting me with soft, careful kisses. Then, like the careless toppling of a candle, it ignites into a ful throttle blaze.
Kissing Gage is like lying in the grass on a warm spring day. You forget the beauty, how amazing it can make you feel until you’re right there
in the meadow glowing in the radiance. We rol onto the floor and lose ourselves for what feels like hours. I don’t think either one of us wants to go
home.
Chapter Fourteen
Heavy
My father died in a cab on the way to work.
The cabdriver escaped unharmed. I remember it in detail as though it were an actual memory. It makes me wonder how many of my
memories are real and how many came by way of supernatural alteration. Nevertheless, I’m depressed as hel .
I sludge through the week, masking my pain, holding Gage in between classes and al through lunch as though he were Logan. I’ve come to
appreciate Gage al on his own, the way he tenderly touches the back of my hair, the way he rubs his cheek against mine as though it were enough
—his sad smiles.
Tonight is the first footbal game of the season, West Paragon Dawgs versus East Paragon Dolphins—Cerberus, guardian of the
underworld versus, Flipper—go figure. Later, there’s a big party at some girl’s house from East that I’ve never heard of which probably means more
of the Carly show. Every time I throw a high kick, I picture her face right there.
“Skyla!”
A voice shouts from out in the bleachers. I pan the crowd and catch my mother saying something to Tad. I see, Mia and Melissa, but I swear
it sounded like a man.
“Skyla!”
My head snaps to the far left. A tal guy with an open, wel -chiseled face raises his hand in a stagnant wave. He doesn’t smile, instead he
holds my gaze in a spel binding manner. There’s a sharp, dark beauty about him. Just as I’m about to grab Briel e and ask who he is, El is pops up.
“For you.” He thrusts a smal bunch of hot pink daisies into my chest.
“Oh.” I take them from him, dazed. I glance back into the crowd, but I don’t see the stranger anymore. “Thanks. What are they for?” I don’t
mean to sound rude. I’m stil thrown off by the guy in the stands.
“For being you.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Need a ride to Carson’s?”
“Gage…” I point out at the field. “I’m going with him.”
“Al right. I’l catch you later then.”
“Yeah, sure.”
My eyes divert back to the stands. Something doesn’t feel right.
“Wow, Gage now El is? You real y get around.” Michel e pushes her blue and silver wad of tinfoil into my face. She’s stil wearing my claw
marks high up on her cheek. They protrude like a badge I was honored to give her. “It kind of sucks because I enjoyed stealing Logan from you, I
had no idea you’d rol over and play dead so easy. You’re turning out to be a good little bitch, you know that?”
A whistle blows, and we’re back in motion.
I alternate pretending to kick Carly and Michel e, producing some aerial feats in the meantime that even surprise me. It’s amazing what an
energizer anger can be, how jealousy fuels a toxic hate so powerful I could jump to the moon if I wanted.
Quarter after quarter, I watch Logan and Gage in equal parts—Logan as the quarterback and Gage as safety. Logan in al his quarterback
glamour and Gage caught in the thick of the fight, always looking out for the other guy—protecting. The analogy isn’t lost on me. It tel s our story in
so many ways.
After the game, the team runs by, and we hold out our hands as they high five us on the way to the gym. Gage leans in and kisses my cheek
when he passes. I see Logan holding up the rear. My heart thumps in rhythm, quaking like the ground beneath me.
I love you, I say as he clasps onto my hand.
In an instant he swoops by, but he watches me until he hits Briel e at the end of the line. I can tel he wanted to say something, maybe add
something of his own. But the moment passed, and he disappears into the gym.
***
Clearly I should be mortified at what a stupid, stupid thing I did.
I beat myself up on the way over to the party, sinking low in the seat next to Gage. Gage—who I need to make priority one at our debut as a
couple.
“Is Logan going?” There’s not an ounce of longing in my voice. Secretly, I hope he won’t be there. I’d die if he had to watch me melt like
butter al over Gage after declaring my freaking love to him during a high five after a footbal game we lost.
“I don’t know.” He leans into the rearview mirror before relaxing back into the seat.
Gage has been bent out of shape ever since he found out El is Harrison’s been running around giving me flowers al night, as he so
comical y put it. He doesn’t seem to appreciate the competition, that’s for sure.
“So who’s this Carson person?”
“Carly’s friend from East—cheerleader like you.”
“Oh. Is she pretty?” I’m stil not sure if I shouldn’t encourage Gage to sniff in another direction. I’m not opposed to having him as a boyfriend,
but a part of me wonders if I should be playing the part of scary loner, too.
“Briel e knows her.” He rounds his hand over the wheel expertly avoiding the question.
“So do you like her? You like anyone?” It’s a smal tear in the bloated bag of emotions I’ve been trying to maintain al night.
A choking sound emits from his throat.
“I like you.” He glances over at me with a look of wild frustration as if I should have pieced this puzzle together a longtime ago.
This isn’t going to end wel . No one in their right mind can have two boyfriends. Nobody is going to win in this little love triangle of Logan’s
own making. Doesn’t he realize my heart is breaking for Gage?
“I like you, too.” I reach over and place my hand on his knee. And I’m going to make sure everybody knows it.
***
Carson, the cheerleader, lives on a perch overlooking the cliffs near Devil’s Peak. I’m fascinated watching the fog swirl in thick bil owy waves
around the coast, hugging the cliff side—making it disappear entirely like a skil ed magician. It must have been that way the night they buried Chloe.
An entire string of homes face in that direction. I can’t imagine whoever put her in the ground was unseen, unless of course they were masked by
fog.
Bodies file in and out of the oversized balcony, bigger than the backyard I had in L.A.—L.A., where my father burns no matter what I do to try
to stop it.
“What’s going on?” Briel e knocks into me with the rhythm of the music.
“Where’s Drake?”
“Looking for a bathroom to puke in.” She swirls her straw in a pink and yel ow colored drink fil ed with glowing ice. “Relax, it’s virgin—like
you.”
“Good to know. Hey, at the game tonight there was this real y strange guy with kind of dark blonde hair. He had a black coat on. He was
cal ing me, and he kind of did this funny wave.” I hold my hand stiff in the air. “You see him?”
“Nope. Guess word’s out about you and Logan. For sure El is got the memo.”
“Yeah, I’m with Gage,” I say lackluster.
“So where’s he at?”
“Getting me a…” before I can finish, a red plastic cup swoops in from over my shoulder, “drink.”
“Nice. Get him trained early.” Briel e snatches Drake as he’s about to bypass us.
“I gotta go.” Drake clutches at his stomach. We’ve been here less than an hour. He must real y be a lightweight.
“Aww…” Briel e draws her disappointment out with a sigh. “Cal me, kay?” She motions as he pul s her backwards.
“Guess he’s done.” Gage takes a seat on the concrete bench behind me.
I turn around and throw my legs around his waist, facing him. It’s my version of the Carly, as I’ve affectionately come to cal the position.
Although in her defense it didn’t look half as skank because she wasn’t wearing a cheer skirt at the time.
“Hel o to you, too.” His eyes saucer in and out.
I knock back my drink, never once taking my eyes off Gage. I don’t feel much like talking. Time to convince the whole world, including myself,
that it’s Gage I want.
Chapter Fifteen
Kiss Me
I lay it al out on the line, slobbering al over Gage like a rabid Saint Bernard.
First, let the record show, I only mildly enjoy it in comparison to Gage himself who, as evidenced by the growing bulge in his pants, is finding
way too much pleasure in the situation. The bulge in question is in direct contact with parts of my person that it has no business being in contact
with in front of the student population of both East and West high. In case fornicating in public didn’t quite send off the right signals, I openly laugh at
whatever comes out of his mouth in the form of a semi-coherent statement. The more I laugh, the funnier he becomes, and the funnier he becomes,
the more I want to kiss him—it’s erotic mathematics.
By the end of the night, I pluck him off the bench we molested each other on, for the better part of forever, and pul him towards the exit.
Inside the house, bodies float like dark shadows, their laughter creating an indecent echo. Gage goes off to use the restroom, and I refil my
plastic cup with more of the minty lemonade I’ve grown to love.
“Skyla,” a male voice says just above a whisper from somewhere in front of me. I marvel at the fact I hear it at al . It’s as though the room
hushed for a moment, and at just the right interval, my name was cal ed.
A dark figure stands in the doorway towards the end of the hal . I gulp down my drink trying to ignore the fact it might be the same freak from
the bleachers.
“What’s going on?” El is pops up next to me.
“Waiting for Gage. We’re taking off.” I refil my drink and start chugging in an effort to cut off the conversation. What do I say? Thanks for the
flowers? I may have already done that, but at the moment everything about tonight seems a bit foggy.
The figure in the hal way shifts, and a seam of light fal s across his face. I think it’s him, the boy from the water—the dream. His head is down,
and he’s got this weird clown-like smile on his face that real y freaks me out. I’m deathly afraid of clowns.
“Who’s that?” It speeds out of me as I point down the hal .
El is looks up to where I’m jabbing my finger. He tilts his head and glances around the room.
“Who is that?” I repeat, snatching at his jacket.
“I don’t see anybody.” He steps in front of me blocking my view. I crane my neck to get another look, but he’s gone. Whoever that was is
probably on his way over—probably some Count who wants to kil me, or…
There’s a quick squeeze around my waist, and I jump a foot in the air.
“Shit!” I clutch at my chest. It’s just Gage. “You freaking scared me!”
He holds his hands in the surrender position. El is disappears within three seconds of Gage’s appearing.
I do appreciate that Gage has become a surefire El is repel ant.
***
We make our way outside, and the world starts to spin. The sidewalk shifts to meet my legs, and there’s a distinct dizzying lag slowing down
my brain.
On the whirling drive home, I rol the down the window and stick my head out as far the seatbelt wil al ow. The cool, heavy fog col ects on my
lips, crystal izes my hair into long frosted strands. My skin feels numb. It doesn’t understand the touch of the icy wind. If I close my eyes too long, it
feels like I’m twirling through the air—gyrating, and I wonder if I’m on some time travel default setting. I open my mouth to voice my concern to Gage,
and a rise of vomit spikes up in the back of my throat.
“Pul over,” I unhitch my seatbelt and lean further out. I can feel him grab me by the back of my shirt in an effort to keep me from sailing out the
window. We pul into a turnout facing the ocean.
Soft subtle waves lap over the rocky shore. The moon sprays out its iridescent glow, flutters over the water like a mil ion dancing butterflies.
It feels good like this—nice and stil as opposed to moving on a sixty-five mile an hour merry-go-round.
“You OK?”
“I’m fine.” I land back in my seat. Gage pinches off his belt and turns the radio down a notch. He nods to the music while looking out the
window.
Gage and those deep soulful eyes—I want to fornicate for real in the cab of his truck.
I’m going to tel him this, but it comes out a lazy smile instead. He comes at me more than wil ing. Kissing Gage feels surreal, like I’ve waited
my whole life to have him here with me. It’s as if I’m heightened to this awareness, and now I want nothing more than to be with him. I run my hands
down his chest and dig my fingers into his jeans causing his stomach to contract. I fiddle with his button and take hold of his zipper.
“Skyla.”
I can’t open my eyes. It feels so good to spin like this—so dizzy.
Chapter Sixteen
Spin
“Shit!”
The expletive echoes in my mind like a gong. It takes three tries before my eyelids obey and slit open exposing the confines of my bedroom.
I’m half off the bed, my neck dangling from the side, staring at something…something glossy and wet that reeks like…puke?
“Why didn’t you tel me you threw up?” My mother rushes into my bathroom emerging with a towel.
The expletive in question surprisingly came from Mom, which isn’t altogether abnormal, but she definitely reserves them for the most
harrowing of events.
My head hurts—bad. For a second I try to remember if Gage and I were in a car accident last night. They say you don’t feel anything until the
next day and mother F, does it ever hurt. I let out a deep meaningful groan.
“Here.” Mom ditches into the bathroom before tossing a damp towel over at me.
It takes al my strength to sit. It feels as though my blood’s been mixed with concrete, and to my surprise, I’m naked. I pul the sheets up to my
chin and slink back down a notch.
Think, think…
I have no freaking recal of how I got in bed or undressed.
“What were you drinking?” Her marked irritation gets my attention.
“I wasn’t drinking anything. Lemonade, I was drinking lemonade.” That’s right, I think. I close my eyes and gently rub my temples.
“You weren’t drinking lemonade, Skyla. Drake’s sicker than a dog. Tel me right now, I want the truth. Did you drink beer or any hard liquor?”
Her emerald eyes dart right into me.
“No.” I don’t know what Drake was ingesting. I real y don’t care. “I told you it was lemonade. It had like mint in it or something.”
“Where were you?” She makes a final swipe at the floor with the towel and holds it at her waist.
“Carson, some girl from East. Her parents have a house near Devil’s peak.” It’s like I was injected with truth serum or something.
“Drake says he drank lemonade.” She spews the words out like venom. “I’m contacting Carson’s parents. I’m letting them know they’re
responsible for poisoning two of my children.” She walks towards the door taking my vomit-laden towel with her.
“You’re going to embarrass the hel out me.” It hurts to raise my voice like that. My throat feels raw. “It must have been spiked. Probably
everyone knew, but me.” Because apparently, I’m special that way.
“Oh, I’m sure it was spiked. I want a formal apology or I’m going to press charges.” With that she storms out and slams the door.
I reach for my cel and text Gage.
You take off my clothes? ~S
Less than five seconds later.
Yes.
My cheeks sizzle with heat. He took off my clothes!
I pul back the sheets and cringe. He saw me naked. Who knows how long he sat there gawking? He probably took advantage of me, or
worse—pictures.
I scramble to find my cel , which gets momentarily lost in the folds of my covers.
Fuck you. ~S
Ten seconds later.
You’re welcome.
***
By four in the afternoon, my mother and Tad are on their way over to the Armistead’s house to receive their formal apology and perhaps tel
them off in the process. I told my mother I would be asleep the rest of the day. I lock my door and push the dresser over it just enough. Logan’s
meeting me up in the butterfly room. I’ve showered and dressed and am ful y expecting him to have seen naked pictures of me, so I’m slightly ticked
and mortified at the same time.
“Hi,” I say climbing in and taking a seat across from him.
“Hi yourself.” He tilts his head, narrowing his gaze. I can tel he’s holding back a laugh.
“He took pictures didn’t he?”
“Took pictures of what?” His forehead creases, like maybe he real y doesn’t know what the heck I’m talking about.
“Of me. Naked.”
He straightens. Logan’s entire person revolts.
“Who took pictures of you naked?” He’s good and pissed and it’s safe to assume—nope—he didn’t know.
“Gage?” I’m hesitant to fil him in on the details.
“Why would Gage take naked pictures of you?”
“I don’t know.” I try to shrug it off. “Were you even at that party last night?”
“No.” It comes out curt. “I had to open this morning. Does Gage have naked pictures of you?” He looks simultaneously hurt and horrified.
I don’t think there’s going to be a right answer to this one. Either way, I’m pretty sure Logan is going to beat the crap out Gage later—oops
and oh freaking wel .
“Maybe. Someone spiked the lemonade, and I was wasted. I woke up without any clothes on, and I asked Gage if he did it. He said yes.”
His expression lightens. He folds his hands and considers this while looking around at the wal s like he’s seeing them for the very first time.
“You’re going to kil him, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” he gives a slow nod.
“It’s like…” I grapple for words, “he’s taking this whole boyfriend thing too far.” OK, so maybe I am too, but it’s al Logan’s fault. I never wanted
to do this to begin with. If I don’t suck face with Gage on a regular basis, he’s practical y threatened to hook up with Carly, or Michel e, or some other
hot girl I’m not even aware of yet.
Logan reaches over and tugs me onto his lap. His head rests on my shoulder as he combs his fingers through my hair.
“I heard El is gave you flowers.”
“Yeah, but I lost them.”
“Gage is writing you a poem. I found it scrawled in his chicken scratch on his desk.” He sounds decidedly hurt.
“A poem?” I almost want to say because he saw mine, back in my old room, but Logan would freak if he knew I was time traveling. Or light
dr…
You’re time traveling? He asks.
“Shit,” I whisper. I hate when I forget he can hear me.
Just the once. I say, trying to wash the time with Chloe out of my mind.
Where? He inspects the back of my hand for the pale spots that appear each time I cross dimensions.
L.A. to see my dad. I tried to change things, but he still died…
Sorry.
He brushes the loose hair from off my face and bounces a kiss off my forehead. I meet his lips and wrap my arms around his waist. We don’t
talk about Gage anymore.
Chapter Seventeen
Fake
I wouldn’t say I was cheating.
It’s not my fault I can hear El is thinking—struggling to solve problem after problem on our Algebra Two quiz. It’s not my fault El is wore shorts
and his bare legs are pul ed back brushed up against mine. I blame Gage, real y.
Gage drops his pen and leans over to get it. I catch him giving a disapproving glance at my handy footwork before sitting upright in his seat
again. I offered him the job first, so I don’t want to hear him squawking about it later. Besides, it’s a total coincidence that El is is working out for me
this way. What’s a little flirting? It’s not like Logan’s going to mind. He practical y has me whored out to Gage anyway.
Besides, I’m stil miffed over that whole naked thing—so miffed I haven’t shared two words with Gage this morning.
I rearrange the numbers on the last two problems. Actual y I’m fairly certain I’ve corrected them, and it wil be El is who gets them wrong. Then
the bel rings.
“Nice work,” Gage says as we hand in our papers.
“Best test I ever took.” El is pats me on the back before heading out the door. It’s like he thinks I’m cheating on Gage with him now.
“So did Logan knock you around?” I ask Gage as we head out of class.
“You lie to him and tel him I have pictures?”
“I guess that’s a yes. And no I didn’t lie. Do you have pictures?” We make our way into the sea of bodies bobbing up and down in the hal .
His Adam’s apple rises and fal s dramatical y.
“You…” I start, stil reaching for something intel igible to say.
“I don’t—didn’t.” He holds up a hand. “I was tempted.” We hit an even stride on the stairs. I see Briel e heading in the opposite direction, but
she’s gone before I can say anything.
“Why’d you take my clothes off?” I try to keep it to a whisper, but a few heads spin around in front of us.
“You puked al over them. And in my truck—thanks for asking.”
“Oh, gross. Sorry.” I hadn’t even thought of that.
“Yeah, wel .” We walk outside and pause in a dappled patch of sunlight. The sun’s won its constant struggle and broken through a dark
thicket of clouds. Mom mentioned this morning that a storm was about to push through Paragon.
“You remember anything from that ride home?” He asks.
Ride home…I draw a blank.
“Sort of,” I lie.
Gage leans in. The weight of his stare assures me it was something monumental.
“Did I take my own clothes off?” Did I just say that out loud?
“No. But you wanted to.”
A hand slaps him on his shoulder, startles me. It’s Logan. He walks by as though nothing happened. Not even a hel o. I don’t know how much
longer I can do this. Something has to give. I can’t survive like this, like I’m nothing to him—less visible than air.
“After practice, you wanna go on an adventure with me?” Gage asks.
In the distance I see Logan, his broad shoulders pul ed back as he chats with a group of girls. Scary loners have a certain attraction about
them.
“Wil you teach me some of your gifts someday?” It’s the knowing I’m after, teleportation too.
“Sure.” Gage would teach me to run a nuclear facility if I asked him to.
“I’m in.”
***
If I knew Gage’s adventure involved a wetsuit and snorkeling off the rocky shore of some hidden beach on the south end of the island, I
probably would have said no. I didn’t bother hiding behind his truck when I pul ed on the rubber second skin. After al , he’s seen me in less than my
bra and underwear.
Fleecy white foam laps over our feet as we make our way into the icy water.
“I got you.” He steadies me with his hand. A swel comes up, and we’re waist deep within a moment’s notice.
I let out a scream.
“It’s freezing!” My teeth start to chatter uncontrol ably like the windup toys you see at Hal oween.
“Pee in your suit.”
“What? No.” He did not just say that.
“Whatever.” He hands me a mask and snorkel. “Spit in your mask so it doesn’t fog up.”
“Gross,” I say, as I fol ow Captain Disgusting’s orders.
I put it on just like he showed me. I’ve snorkeled before when I was ten or something. My dad had a way of pul ing me out of my comfort zone
and making me try new things. I don’t miss that part of him. It was like he would hone in on my fears and take me right to them, make me face them
until they were crushed beneath my feet.
Gage and I swim out a good fifty feet. The ocean’s calmer out here, clearer, prettier.
I didn’t think we’d see much because of the blackened sky. The dense, dark clouds have worn an ominous shade of grey al day, but I can
make out an entire school of tiny fish and loose floating leaves of seaweed as wide as the palm of my hand. There’s an inherent beauty about the
ocean. It’s something shockingly simple yet so tremendous in magnitude it belittles you in the scope of its universe. I wish I could live here, swim in
the sea day after day. Maybe this wil be our thing, Gage and I.
A pepper of rain dots the surface. Gage pul s away and dives down towards the bottom. It’s the starfish he’s after. Its lavender glow makes it
suspect, and he wants to feel it, bring it to me so I can touch it.
My body rises without my permission, and I pop up to the surface. My mask flips off and my snorkel with it. I’m hit with a massive amount of
force, and I get sucked further out by an errant wave neither of us saw coming.
I claw and struggle to reach the surface. Rain comes down like hatchets as I try to take in a lungful of air. I’m sucked back under, tumbling
over and over again like the spin cycle of a washing machine. I can’t breathe. A jungle of seaweed coils itself around me like a thousand leather
leashes. I’m tangled—thrashing—can’t see…which way is up?
My lungs give. I open my mouth with the eerie knowledge this wil be my final breath—one fil ed with salt and water—I’l slowly black out and
die.
A hand clasps over my shoulder. It’s him! It’s the boy from the bleachers, the party—the dream.
He gives a friendly smile before pressing his lips to mine. I inhale deeply, take everything he’s wil ing to give me, greedy and quick. His chest
presses against mine as his legs wrap around my body.
It’s the most erotic breath I’ve ever taken.
Chapter Eighteen
Just Breathe
Sharp tempered pelts tap across my flesh in even time. My lids flutter open, and I see the sky shrouded in black boiling clouds expending
its endless tears as a torrential liquid fury comes down on top of me.
“Skyla!” Gage shouts slapping me, jostling me by the shoulders.
I cough and sputter, struggling to rise to my elbows.
“Let’s get out of here.” It gurgles out from me.
I can see the angry ocean churning up in a bil owy wash as water rises high up on the shore. It’s so dark out. I wonder how long we’ve been
gone.
Gage scoops me in his arms and starts running across the sand dunes, over the grassy knol , and back into the parking lot.
I climb in his truck, weak as paper.
“I’m taking you to the hospital.” He buckles me in. He appears next to me and roars the engine to life.
“No, I hate hospitals. I won’t get out of the car.” I wipe my nose with the back of my hand and see a thin line of blood glossing across it. I pul
down the mirror on the sunshade. There’s a slight cut on the top of my lip that looks swol en.
The kiss. It al comes back to me.
“How’d I get back on shore?”
“I found you passed out. You don’t remember?” The tires skid out as he picks up speed. It’s raining so hard the headlights reflect off the
water, and I know for a fact he can’t see shit.
“Slow down. Are you trying to put me in the hospital?”
“OK relax.” He slows down to a crawl. “You were with me, then you got sucked under.”
“You let go.”
“I swear, if I thought for a minute…” His hands fly up in frustration.
“Just hold the wheel.” I slide my fingers up over his and help him steer us back into the proper lane. “I have to tel you something. A few
weeks back I had this dream… I was swimming with Chloe. It was about some guy kissing me underwater. Then the other night at the game, he
was there. He cal ed my name, and it was…” I try to remember if it was even him or my imagination.
“And?” His eyes ignite in curiosity as he grips the wheel with both hands. There’s a tension in his voice leading me to believe he doesn’t like
where this is going.
“I saw him again at Carson’s party.”
His lips pul into a line.
“Shit,” he moans.
“So just now, I was tangled in seaweed. He was there again.”
“Then what?” He looks resolved to what I’m about to tel him.
“He kissed me.”
***
“You’re going to live.” Dr. Oliver pul s his mini flashlight away from my left eye. Purple spots appear everywhere, and I try to blink them away.
Logan helps me down from off the kitchen counter as his Aunt Emma drapes a heated bath towel over my shoulders. It carries the distinct
scent of lavender. I dissolve under its warmth like a good dream you remember in the morning.
“I put it in the dryer for you,” she smiles. Her hair is pul ed back in a tight glossy bun. She doesn’t have any makeup on. The skin around her
eyes is thin as rice paper, an entire roadmap of frail blue and purple veins spider across her eyelids. She gives a gentle smile. “You want me to cal
your mother?”
“No, that’s OK. I sent a text on the way home and let her know everything’s fine.” Technical y, I said I was studying with Gage. She would
never have agreed to let me snorkel in the rain.
Logan leads me upstairs. It feels weird knowing his aunt and uncle are aware of the fact we’re headed to his room, only we aren’t. We detour
into Gage’s room instead.
He’s fresh from the shower, comfy in sweats and a t-shirt. Same huge room as Logan’s with a shelving unit eating up an entire wal —half as
many books.
I’m so exhausted. I don’t think twice before crawling onto his bed. Logan and Gage sit on either side of me and stare down with their
inquisitiveness. Gage had already briefed Logan about the mystery man as soon as we arrived at the house.
“Stay away from him next time you see him,” Logan warns.
“Who is he? A Fem?” I pul up on my elbows.
“Too helpful.” He shakes his head. “He found you in the ocean? Too knowledgeable to be a Count. Sounds like he could be a Sector.”
“Sector,” I whisper. Sectors are confusing as hel . They’ve been known to take bribes from the Countenance. They sick the Fems on you to
do their dirty work. “What does a Sector want with me?”
“I don’t have a clue.”
“If they’re the overlords of the angel armies, aren’t they benevolent or something?”
“Some are good, some wicked. I doubt you have a good one on your hands.” Logan assures me.
“He looked so nice,” I say, a little out of breath.
“Yeah, wel ,” Gage and Logan exchange glances. “They tend to masquerade as angels of light.”
“I don’t think you should go anywhere without Gage.” He looks mournful at the thought. “Or me if you have to,” Logan says.
“You?” A rush of adrenaline surges through me.
“Yes.”
“I thought you were off limits. You know, to keep me out of danger.” I shift in his direction.
“You’re already in danger.”
Chapter Nineteen
Hel o
I’ve never felt a more comfortable bed then when I final y sink into my own. My ankles feel as though they’ve been twisted, cracked off at
the base and glued back on. My neck is kil ing me. I can’t ful y turn my head to the left.
I managed to omit the finer details of my injuries to Dr. Oliver, like the fact I think a partial paralysis seems almost inevitable which reminds
me to never go along with Gage and his insane ideas again. Diving during a storm? Who am I kidding, Gage could take me diving in quick sand,
and I’d probably go. I’m a victim of those watery blue eyes and the way he smiles without moving his lips.
A soft glow emanates through my closed lids. My eyes launch open. Reflexively, I part my lips to scream, but a hand clamps over my mouth.
It’s him—the boy from the water. Floating—hovering over my bed. His skin is eerily translucent. I can see the frame of my canopy right
through his back. A strange incandescent light radiates from him, il uminating him from the inside like a jack o’ lantern. He gives a spectacular
smile, and his teeth pierce the dark like a detonating burst of sunshine. It hurts my eyes just to look at him.
“I won’t harm you.”
I’m in the prime position to kick him in the bal s, but somehow I already know it’s useless. Strength, running, none of it wil help me now. If I
threw myself out the window, I’m sure he’d appear next to me on the ground.
He removes his hand from my mouth with caution.
I scoot up in the bed and lean the back of my head into the wal so hard I think I’m going to push through.
“My name’s Marshal .” He sits opposite me and tones down his brightness, so I can see him without going blind.
“And?” I’m sure smal talk is not high on the list of priorities.
“I’ve been dying to meet you.”
“So you can kil me?” I don’t appreciate his play on words.
He gives a convincing smile. There’s a way about him. I can feel his tension as though he wants something from me, but doesn’t know how
to get it.
“I’m not going to kil you. I’l always tel you the truth.” The smile melts off his face. “But I think you owe me a bit of gratitude.”
“Thank you.” I scan the vicinity for something to hit him with, not that it would help.
“Mmm.” His features darken. He’s sharply handsome in an untrustworthy way. “You don’t seem very grateful.”
“Let’s move this along because I have class in the morning, and this little meet and greet is real y going to set the bags off under my eyes.”
Warm golden brown hair, eyes an amazing shade of burgundy stare at me. He looks stunning, like I could gaze at his unique brand of beauty
for hours and never tire of it.
“You’l recover,” he says.
Great. I’ve gone and pissed him off. I’l be lucky to be alive by morning, let alone have bags under my eyes. I’l be in a bag… wrapped in duct
tape…
“Don’t be afraid. I promise I won’t hurt you.” He taps my knee and an electrical sensation runs up my spine and swirls into my brain.
“What a rush.” I close my eyes briefly enjoying the intense euphoric feeling. I don’t want to say it, but that felt beyond great.
“You’re quite the star, Skyla. You’re the talk of the celestial scene, you know that?”
“I am?”
“Yup.” He taps my leg again, and I inhale sharply at the intense rise of pleasure.
“What are you, some kind of drug?” I bat him away.
“Some cal it venom, some liken it to a good buzz—some rapture.” His lips curl into a slow grin. “I’m not here to make you feel good. I wanted
to let you know I’m your friend. The Countenance desire your capture, but I assume you already know that.”
“You’re a Sector?”
“And I can protect you.” He gives the slight impression of a smile. His light brightens then dissolves sending a series of shadows ricocheting
through the room. “You’re not to tel anybody about me.”
“Too late.” I don’t do wel with celestial bul ying.
“I knew your father Skyla.” He softens a bit. “He was a friend to me.”
Doubtful.
“I’m here for you. But if you expose me…”
A chil races through me.
“To anyone,” he continues. “I’l have to take you. If I don’t take you I’l be bound. That’s like death to me and I can’t have that. Don’t make me
choose between you and me, Skyla. It won’t be a choice. It wil always be me.”
“I’m prone to tel ing people things.” The logical part of me wants to believe I’ve just signed my death warrant, but I don’t think so. It’s as if I
know something—that he can and wil protect me.
He pierces me with those strange eyes, gazing into me with a violent intensity.
“I’m sure you’l figure it out. I’l let you get back to your beauty sleep. Would you like me to touch you again?”
I have the very distinct feeling I’m making a pact with the devil. I know that I wil tel Logan and Gage, that no matter how much he threatens
me, offers to protect me, I’m in the same amount of danger.
I wonder if Chloe felt this way—certain she was going to be captured, certain there was no right answer to pul her out of the mess she was
in. I hadn’t asked to be born as a pure breed anything. In fact if I were asked, I would have declined the offer a thousand times again and again.
A dul ache permeates throughout my body. This is who I am, and these are my very unique dilemmas.
I extend my hand in his direction. “Marshal ,” I test his name out on my lips and his eyes widen with satisfaction. “Touch me.”
His hand connects with mine setting off unearthly splendid reverberations.
Rapture—yes that’s it.
I never, ever want him to let go.
Chapter Twenty
You Again
“Mr. Denny’s mother is very sick.” He runs his fingers across the desk as though he were petting a kitten before sitting on the edge.
It’s him. The man of my dreams, the boy-man who looks like he aged overnight to the ripe old age of twenty-seven. He just strol ed into
second period. His features seem more defined, more heart-stopping than last night.
“My name is Mr. Dudley.” He shoots a look right at me, Hello Skyla and I jump in my seat.
Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.
My heart races a mil ion miles an hour as a cold sweat breaks out al over my body.
He hands the graded tests to a student in the front row and instructs him to pass them out.
Marshall? I think, looking right at him. I want to know if he can hear me, read my thoughts without touching me. I don’t like this one freaking
bit—but he doesn’t acknowledge me in anyway.
My test lands on my desk with a bright read B decorating the front. I spin around to show Gage, momentarily taking flight from Mr. Dudley
and his wicked plan to take over my life. The next thing you know he’l be scrambling eggs for breakfast pretending to be my mother.
Gage holds up his paper with a triangular A scrawled over half the page.
“Nice.” I twist a smile.
“Hey, what’d you get?” El is taps me on the shoulder.
“B.” I look over at his paper. C—knew it. He got the last two wrong. Guess he won’t be offering to tutor me again anytime soon.
“Excuse me?” Mr. Dudley, Marshal , whoever he is, booms from the front of the class.
I straighten in my seat when I realize the concentration of his focus is square on me.
“If you won’t pay attention, I’l be forced to move you.” His finger dips into the empty seat besides his desk.
No thanks. I shake my head and stiffen in my seat. I don’t care how good it felt to touch him. I want to be here, safe, next to Gage.
He starts in on a lesson, writing fast and furious on the board while explaining the concept in such an entertaining way that he actual y has the
ful attention of the class.
Within minutes, the female population fal s victim to his comeliness, his quick wit and exasperating charm.
El is turns around and gives a brief look of confusion.
“He’s good,” he whispers.
He is good. For the first time since I sat down in this chair, I’m ful y able to grasp the concepts. I fil my notebook with numbers and formulas
that, for once, don’t look like hieroglyphics. A part of me feels like actual y thanking him. The hour flies by.
“Skyla Messenger?” He looks down at his roster pretending to be perplexed. “Can I see you a moment?”
Bodies file out on the way to third. Gage clasps onto my hand as we make our way to the front together.
Marshal pushes back in his seat amused at the sight of Gage by my side.
“Which one of you is Skyla?” He asks sarcastical y.
“I am. This is my boyfriend.”
“I need to speak with Miss Messenger. You can go.” He flicks a finger towards the door, scowling openly at Gage.
“I’l wait for you.” Gage gives my hand a hard squeeze.
Marshal restrains himself until Gage is out of view. A rush of new students fil s the seats, and Logan walks in with Michel e licking at his
heels.
“Is this an act for my benefit?” It comes out rhetorical.
“I’l be here the rest of the year.” He looks over my shoulder, probably at Logan who I can only guess is shooting daggers at him.
“What happened to Mr. Denny?”
“His mother’s sick. I wouldn’t lie to you. I think the brunette likes me.” He gives a flirtatious smile to someone behind me.
I glance back, catching Michel e in ful -blown star-struck mode.
“Does that make you jealous?” He returns his ful attention to me amused.
“No.”
His brows crease to a point.
“I dare you to flirt with her—date her,” I whisper. “They’l throw you out.”
“They won’t throw me out,” he assures. “But I’m not here for her. I think we both know that.”
***
The bel rings. I rush out and find Gage stil waiting.
“What did he want?”
“He accused me of cheating.” I can’t believe how easily the lie came from my lips.
“He knows you copied off El is? You should have changed some answers.”
“I did.” I look down the long empty hal . “I guess not enough. Come on, we’re going to be super late.” We head off in the direction of our
chemistry class.
We make it outside to the senior lawn, and Gage pul s me back by the elbow.
“Since we’re already late. I want to give something to you.” He leads me over to the trunk of an over grown peppertree stil wearing a thin veil
of morning precipitation. “Here.” A neatly folded piece of paper appears between his fingers.
I take it from him and open it.
I see you clearly in my dreams
Long hair I long to touch
Life is not what it seems
Without you, it is all too much
“Did you write this?” I give an open mouth smile.
“It’s my lame attempt at poetry.” The apples of his cheeks fil with a hint of crimson.
“It’s not lame,” I shake my head. Gage wrote these words because he knew I would cherish them. He saw my notebook fil ed with flowery
poems back in my old bedroom, and he’s trying to navigate this maze to my heart. I’m touched he cares to try so hard to get there.
I push up on my toes and press a soft kiss against his lips—let it linger.
A loud pinging sound disrupts the silence. We look back to see Mr. Dudley tapping something metal against the glass in an effort to garner
our attention.
“We better go.” Gage grabs my hand and rushes me off in the direction of the science building.
I see the heads of the students turned in our direction. I know Logan is one of them.
Chapter Twenty-One
Angel
Logan and I sit in the remnants of the kitchen in the bowling al ey, in the walk in freezer to be exact. It’s storming outside, and every once in a
while the electricity stutters, blinking on and off just enough to confirm the severity.
The freezer’s been powered off for weeks yet stil holds the slight stench of smoke and rotting animal flesh.
We create an entire file on how we could possibly kil off Counts, that is, once we’ve identified who exactly we’l be kil ing.
“Why don’t we kil al of them?” Sure it’s bloody, but if they have wicked genes, why not?
“Trust me, you wouldn’t want to. Besides I’m opposed to a complete genocide. The Counts are corrupt because of their leaders. If we’re
lucky we won’t have a bloodbath on our hands.”
“Bloodbath.” I let the word hang in the air, stunned with how it coats the inside of my heart and makes it quiver. “What’d you think of Mr.
Dudley?” I ask changing the subject.
“Is he the Sector?” His eyes peak at the epiphany.
“No—God no. He’s just some random teacher person.” I’m not real y that into protecting Marshal ’s identity as I am into protecting myself.
He’l be bound if I open my big mouth unless he captures me, and something in me innately knows he wasn’t kidding when he said he’d choose
himself.
Logan looks over at me with his fingers pressed into his cheek as though he were waiting for me to say something that made a little more
sense.
“I don’t believe you,” he says.
“I can’t lie to you.” Actual y I don’t know that as fact.
“You skirt the truth wel .” He studies me with his chin down towards his chest, lips pursed tight in a knot. “Whatever you’ve gotten yourself into,
whatever he’s tel ing you to gain your confidence, it’s not true.”
“What do you mean gotten myself into? You think I’m a troublemaker?”
“No.” He reaches over and picks up my hand.
I shake him loose and sit on my fingers. I know Logan. He wants in on my stream of consciousness to see if he can figure out what’s real y
going on, and I’m not real y good at that whole white noise thing.
“You look pretty guilty.” He rubs his palms over his jeans. “Look I’m not stupid. He’s turned the whole school upside down in one day. I heard
his name whispered by every female in a ten-foot proximity. He’s either one of us or one of them. Whatever the heck he is, he’s not human.”
“Right.” If I don’t agree with him, obviously I’l be covering things up. I should outright suspect him. “So what? He’s ruining your quarterback
swagger?”
“Is he?” Logan considers this a moment. He gently lifts me off my seat and over to his lap. Our fingers find one another and flex tight as we
hold them in the air. “What did Gage give you?”
“The poem.” I finger the class ring on my necklace, but I’m assuming he’s already seen that a mil ion times.
“Did you like it?” His disappointment comes through clear without bothering to wait for my answer.
“Of course. It was a nice gesture.” I love seeing Logan writhe with jealousy. I love watching the flames shoot up through those tortured amber
orbs.
“Looks like I’m down flowers and a poem.” He stares out at the black hole of the kitchen with a bleak expression.
I give a gentle bite on his soft earlobe. I’ll let you make it up to me.
We relax into one long stream of supple warm kisses.
I wish the world would melt away. I don’t want to think about school, or angels with death warrants, and for sure not Mr. Dudley. I want to think
about Logan and etching this moment deep in my brain, so I can savor it over and over again later.
Logan wraps his arms tighter around my waist. Me too.
***
Gage drops me off at home. I walk into the house and toss my backpack in the corner of the dining room. Mia and Melissa laugh in unison
while watching cartoons, and I try to remember if I stil watched cartoons in junior high as I make my way to the fridge.
My feet freeze in their tracks paralyzed by the bizarre sight in front of me.
“Skyla, you know Mr. Dudley.” My mother looks over the rim of her glasses at me.
He’s sitting there with an amused grin, clutching at a folder from my mother’s advertising company.
“Hi,” I say. It comes out weak. The strong scent of spaghetti sauce permeates the air, and I can hear a pot of boiling water whirring on the
stove.
“I had no idea your mother ran the Paragon division of Al thorpe.” He lets the folder slip through his fingers and onto the counter.
“He tel s me he’s your new math teacher.” My mom sparkles at the thought. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she’s taken by him.
“Sub,” I say making my way over to the fridge. “He’s just a substitute.”
“That’s right. My real passion is animals. I have a horse ranch not too far from here where I run an equestrian school.”
“Nice.” I pour myself some juice completely disinterested in the conversation.
“Skyla.” Mom slaps her hand against the counter. “Do you even realize how very, very rude you are?” She turns to him. “Please excuse my
daughter. She’s been in dire need of an attitude adjustment since we set foot on Paragon.”
Normal y I would be mortified. Instead I head over and at glance at the computer monitor to see what exactly he has my mother doing.
Guardian Equestrian Academy.
“You like horses?” He asks as though I’m eight-years-old.
“No.” I don’t care either way. I know this is al a ploy to dig into me.
“Skyla.” My mother hisses.
“She’d be a perfect model,” he quips.
My mother takes a breath and examines me up and down.
“Yes. I think a model would be perfect for the ad. We can have her on a horse with the wind in her hair,” she says.
“We should put angel wings on her,” he offers. “She has a rather angelic look about her, don’t you think?” The sarcasm practical y sprays al
over the room.
“She’s no angel.” My mother clicks away at the keyboard. “Trust me on that one. And, yes, she’l model for you.”
I see the price of rudeness these days is far too high.
I hang out on the couch until they wrap up their meeting, and she walks him out the door. I wait until my mom comes back into the room
before making some lame excuse about an assignment in an effort to catch him on the driveway in private.
“What are you doing?” I pant from the mad dash over. The wind is picking up and thrashing my hair into my face.
“I’m enjoying myself. Aren’t you?” His entire person ignites with the afterglow of taunting.
He’s playing me. The curve of his smile, the way he undresses me with his eyes, he wants more than to protect me.
“Not real y,” I say.
“You wil , Saturday. I have the perfect horse for you. Would you like a job on the ranch?”
“Scooping horse shit? No thanks.”
“Hmm. Mouth like a gutter. I have other projects for you, should you reconsider.” He opens the passenger side of his metal ic blue sports car
and throws in his briefcase before circling around to the other side. “Can’t wait to see you in angel wings.” He gives a smug look of satisfaction. His
eyes sharpen in my direction. “I plucked them off the angel myself.”
Chapter Twenty-Two
Back
Chloe sits opposite me with that same abashed smile on her face she had the first time I arrived. She’s clad in nothing but a sheet, stil giddy
from her encounter with Logan. The whole situation is an invitation to stick my finger down my throat and vomit al over her bed.
“So are we getting your dad again?” She rumples the sheets, spreads them around her like the bottom of a very ful dress.
“You make it sound like we’re picking him up from the airport.” I pluck a loose thread from the floral comforter with repeating patterns of
roses. I wonder if Logan wil remember the details of tonight. If he burned them into his memory to cherish forever like I would have.
“What’s the matter?” She pul s a curtain of hair away from my eyes. “I know you miss your dad.”
“It’s not just that. Actual y that’s gotten better, knowing I can go back and see him. And he remembers, like you.”
She gives a slight nod.
“It’s Logan and Gage and this new person—a teacher named Mr. Dudley.” I tel her about Marshal and al his freaky ways.
The expression bleeds from Chloe’s face. She fal s back on her elbows and searches an invisible horizon for answers.
“You need to let them know, and for sure don’t trust him. I’l poke around and see what I can find out. Horse ranch?” She shakes her head
doubtful y. “So what’s going on with Logan and Gage?”
“It’s clear to everybody I’m with Gage. He wrote me a poem.”
“A poem?” She pushes into my knee with her foot. “Does Logan know?”
“Yes.”
“Fantastic.” She restrains a laugh while biting down on her finger.
“You’re loving this aren’t you?”
“Definitely.” Chloe eases into a string of giggles. “For al the misery they’ve given me, I like the thought of a little coming their way. You’re my
best revenge.”
Revenge.
I give her a blank stare before fal ing back on the bed and staring up at the ceiling. A heavy feeling presses against my chest. I want to push
aside this endless heartbreak, run away and hide. There has to be somewhere I can go to forget al of this madness, forget who I am. I’d go
anywhere not to be me for a minute.
“It’s too much.” She puts an arm around my shoulder. The sweet romantic scent of her perfume rises in the air like an aria.
It is too much. It’s funny how drowning in my emotions often leads to twin feelings in me—to simultaneously want to cry and kick someone’s
ass.
“You need to be strong, Skyla. You’re forgetting the most important part.”
“What’s that?” I turn towards her in anticipation of the revelation.
“There’s nobody like you Skyla, except me.” She blinks a smile. “And I’m dead.”
***
My bedroom is unchanged. I marvel at the precision in which we’re able to transport ourselves. How amazingly close we are to the exact
moment we were here last, and I wonder if eventual y we’l run into ourselves.
“Have you done this alone yet?” Chloe asks hopping onto the bed.
“No. I prefer the buddy system.” I pluck the book of poems off my desk and toss them in her direction. “Entertain yourself.”
It’s quiet in the hal . The house smel s sweet, and now I’m pretty sure I’l never be able to eat a cookie again without thinking of my father.
I dash downstairs and scan the dish on top of the smal table in the entry—keys are stil gone. I slide open a drawer in the kitchen, and the
keys that had adorned the bottom have vanished.
“Pumpkin, is that you?” My dad cal s from the dining room.
I round the corner and offer him a tight, long hug. His scent fil s me. I try to memorize how soft he is in his t-shirt, how his cheek bristles
against mine.
“Don’t go to work. Stay home, we can hang out.”
“What?” He plucks off his glasses. “A minute ago you were suffering.” He looks at me suspect.
“I am, I mean I was, but I took some pain pil s and I feel better. Come on, when was the last time we went out to a movie—just you and me? It
can be Skyla and Daddy ditch day.”
“It could be, but it won’t. Now get back upstairs and get to bed, curl up with a good book. Your mom wil kil me if I took you to the movies on a
school day.”
I consider the irony.
“OK, then let’s watch a movie here.” I shrug. Bril iant.
He folds over the top of the newspaper and mul s it over.
“OK.”
Watching a crappy B rated movie with my dad, turns out to be the single most greatest experience of my entire life. I don’t pay attention to
the characters or the plot instead, I nestle in his warmth like a baby chick. I pul his arm over my shoulder and touch my cheek against his bare flesh
—press my lips into the soft underbel y of his arm and close my eyes. God, I miss my father.
I must have fal en asleep on the couch. A colorful patchwork quilt my grandmother made covers me. I look out the family room window and
see that the sun has come up over the backyard, which is usual y where it was by the time I came home from school. Shit!
I bolt up and search the dining room—no sign of dad.
“Sweetie?” I hear his voice in the kitchen.
“There you are,” I say relieved. He’s making a sandwich, stil in his sweats and t-shirt. He didn’t go to work today. I changed things.
I give him a ful rocking hug.
“I’m going to bed now. I feel delirious. I might not remember any of this later.”
He turns to look at me.
“Why? Are you losing your mind?”
“Something like that.”
I head upstairs and find Chloe hunched over my computer.
“Just friended you on Facebook,” she says casual y.
“I should total y friend Logan and Gage!”
“No,” she snarls. “Let’s get out of here. I have a biology test in the morning.”
I take Chloe’s hands, and we sit on the hardwood floor in front of my closet.
“You’re wearing my shirt,” I say recognizing the zebra stripped t-shirt. I hated it even then.
“Yeah, you’ve got bad taste.” She plucks at her chest.
I lock fingers with her and give her a yank.
“You’re like a sister to me, you know that?” I tel her before crossing my legs.
“And you’re like a sister to me.” There’s something sinister in her eyes when she says it, but I believe her.
The room fades to a palpable darkness, everything vanishes, and we’re sitting in a vat of nothing. Before I can say anything, or panic
properly, we’re gone.
Chapter Twenty-Three
Caught
My father died that evening doing an ice cream run for my mother. That would explain my sudden disdain for the frozen confection and the
fact I have no recal of my mother purchasing it since.
Paragon is enveloped in a storm—might as wel be a monsoon.
Gage has gotten in the habit of picking me up and dropping me off. Drake and Briel e usual y take her Jeep. I miss spending time with Bree.
Here I thought we’d be getting closer, and yet we’ve drifted into our own hormone-ruled worlds.
“What’s going on?” Gage asks leaning over his desk. “You haven’t said a thing al morning.”
The bel rang minutes ago, and Marshal is late for class. He’s already quite the sensation around campus. The girls have renamed him
Studley Dudley, so there’s a buzz in the air in anticipation of his arrival.
“I went back and tried to save my dad.” I look down at the floor and get lost in the black and white checkered pattern for a moment. The
windows rattle in concert with the baritone thunder.
“Same results?”
“Always.”
“So who’d you go with?” He tries to hide the look of disappointment, or maybe it’s jealousy. I’m too worn out to analyze.
“Chloe,” I say, as Mr. Studley strides into class as though the world rides on his timeline. For his sake, I hope it’s his first class of the day, or
maybe not. I don’t real y care if they fire him.
“Morning class.” Skyla.
I turn ful y around to face Gage, not bothering to acknowledge Marshal ’s private greeting.
“Logan doesn’t approve of my light driving, as Chloe cal s it, so I don’t let him in on my inter-dimensional jaunts.”
“I’l take a drive with you again.” His face relaxes at the thought.
“OK. I need a plan though. Can you help me come up with something that might actual y work to save my dad?”
“Sorry, no promises.” His dimples ignite, but no smile.
The heavy scent of cologne wafts over me, then the thick feeling of a person—not quite human, lingering behind my shoulder.
I turn so fast I bump into Marshal with my knee. An intense glorious feeling runs up and down my bones like a tuning fork. I have to catch my
breath from the pleasure of it al . I clasp my hands over the rim of my desk to keep from latching onto him.
“Excuse me.” He steps over my shoes passing out papers as he goes along.
I have a surprise for you in my room at four-thirty.
I have cheer until four-thirty.
He walks passed my desk again.
“Looks like I forgot to give you one.” He places the back of his knuckles over the top of my hand, covering us neatly with the outline of the new
syl abus.
Such an intense rush.
I open my mouth, and a choking sound emits.
Four-thirty.
***
Wal s of water come down from the sky, sweeping rain, sideways rain. Rain that makes you believe you’re standing on the bottom of the
ocean inundates West Paragon.
It’s dark as evening, the lights in the gym flicker in a cyclical pattern, and it feels like we’re doing our routines by candlelight. The footbal
team is adjacent to us running dril s, shouting in unison like an army, which makes it impossible to focus, at least for me. Logan and his half shirt—
he’s been pumping iron like a prisoner and it shows in so many excel ent ways.
“I can’t do this.” Michel e grips her midsection. “I’m cutting out early.”
“Morning sickness?” Briel e whispers over to me with a laugh.
The bitch squad disbands in unison leaving us to watch Nat and Kate jump and kick like a pair of Energizer bunnies.
“Oh, guess what?” Briel e squeals.
She probably scored a C on her lit paper. It doesn’t take much to rile her up with excitement.
“I’m spending the night, Friday,” she coos.
“Awesome.” I could real y use some girl time, real y clear my head without…
“Not with you. Wel , technical y with you.”
“Oh, I get it.” She’s going to get busy with my step bother. What is it with her and her fascination with nitwits anyway?
“Oh and I total y want to hear al about your angel thing. I mean do you actual y have wings and stuff? I’ve sort of been waiting for you to bring
it up, but since you so rudely didn’t, I’m inviting myself into the conversation.”
“Wings? No, but I wil Saturday. Come with me to Dudley’s horse ranch. I’m supposed to do some modeling for him.”
She sucks in a sharp breath.
“He is so going to try to sleep with you! Modeling…” She chokes on her words. “It’s practical y code for sex.”
If only she knew how right she was.
“It’s legit. My mom’s running the ad for him and everything.” Speaking of which, I check my watch.
Four-thirty.
I jump to my feet.
“I gotta run an errand.”
***
Rain fal s like axes, flattening my hair, fil ing my shoes with an inch of water as I slosh into the English building, sopping wet.
I shake myself off wet dog style, listening to my tennis shoes squeak across the linoleum until I come to Marshal ’s classroom.
Door’s shut. I can tel by the shadow from under the door that the lights are off. The one who supposedly can’t lie to me turns out to be a big
fat liar after al .
I pivot to go. What if he’s not lying? What if he’s hung himself to prove some macabre point, or is waiting, wearing nothing but a raincoat
ready to flash me as soon as I walk through the door?
It is my duty to thoroughly investigate. And, besides, if he’s not there, I can riffle through his desk. He might have a candy bar in there or
something, so it won’t be a total loss. Or maybe if I touch his desk, his chair, I might get that intense feeling of a thousand rol er coasters and every
kiss from Logan and Gage rol ed into one. He’s probably transferring some il egal street drug into me by osmosis. He’s that sick, I can tel .
I twist the knob and step inside.
The whites of two pair of eyes pierce the dimly lit room from over by his desk. Al I see is long hair sprayed over flesh, and I quickly turn
around to face the closet.
Shit!
Breasts! I saw breasts.
I’m going to kil Marshal . I’m going to figure out how he dies and pray he stays dead because obviously he’s perverse. Why else would he
cal me in to watch him go at it with some girl?
“This goes viral, and I’m coming after you.” A finger spikes hard into my chest.
It’s Michel e!
My toes curl tight, causing my feet to squeak unnatural y.
She motions for me to zip the back of her cheer top, and I do so mechanical y, then she leaves.
I turn around in time to see Marshal tending to a zipper of his own.
“You’re sick, you know that?”
“No, I’m quite healthy, actual y.” He holds his hands out and gives a placid smile.
“What? Was I late, so you took Michel e?” I say her name like it’s riddled with syphilis.
“Jealous much?” He says throwing his coat on in haste and snapping shut his briefcase. “Step outside. You have a reputation to protect.”
We speed into the hal , walking at a decent clip.
I needed you to see it. She’s got it out for you, and you’re going to need far more ammunition than that. He cuts a hard look.
“I knew it. You can read minds.”
“Simpletons. Not you.”
I pause straightening at the thought. I’m not a simpleton.
Don’t flatter yourself. It’s because you’re Celestra. You’re harder to crack than a lead egg.
“What about Levatio?” I want to know if he’s digging into Gage, picking his brain when no one’s looking.
“Depends—if it’s solid thinking, not usual y. But if it’s mush, which open lust causes it to be, why yes, I can hang around and watch the show if
I want to.”
We tap dance down the stairs at an alarming clip.
He sets his hand on the door and pauses before exposing us to the harsh elements ready to batter us on the other side.
“That boyfriend of yours has a lascivious mind.” He pul s back his lips and looks into the fog pressing against the window. “In fact you might
even say he’s the one who inspired my ingenious plan.” He gives a quick wink and walks briskly into the rain before popping open his umbrel a.
“Don’t worry, Skyla. My plan includes you.”
That’s exactly what I’m worried about.
Chapter Twenty-Four
Game On
Friday night comes, and the rain doesn’t bother to stop for the game. The opposing team is from upstate Washington. Apparently, most
teams use Paragon as an excuse to party for the weekend, and lucky for them because the games are rarely cancel ed. West High only goes off the
island once this season and that’s not until November.
Michel e’s father came out earlier and staked a giant white canopy into the ground for us to cheer under. There’s not a soul in the bleachers,
not one sign of a Sector.
Lightening il uminates the night, radiates a glow with the earnestness of midday. The players each revert to the sidelines. It’s impossible to
tel if a whistle blew. I can’t hear anyone cheer but myself, and even that is mostly drowned out by the rain.
“They’re cal ing it off!” Briel e screams into my face.
“Forfeiting?” I scream back.
The players run in our direction, and we line up and extend our hands to the high five ready position. I smile wide at Gage who leads the
pack into the gym, but it’s Logan I hold my breath for. We’ve never talked about what I said the last time. I’m pretty sure a high five after a losing
game wasn’t the best moment to declare my love for someone. And tonight I have no idea whether we won or lost, or how exactly one might quantify
a forfeit.
Logan clasps my hand a second.
Meet me in the gym by the hoops. He makes his way down the line without so much as an extra glance in my direction.
***
Hoops, like basketbal , right? I look around the colossal darkened room as my feet create an echo with every step.
A faint whistle emits from behind the bleachers.
“Logan?” I hiss, hardly able to contain my excitement. I see him give a slight wave. His hair is plastered to his forehead, and his white
uniform is covered in mud thick as toothpaste.
My heart races as I squeeze behind the metal support beams and make my way over.
“You have a good game?” I ask stupidly. For one, I was there and for two, it was cancel ed.
He cocks his head to the side. A devilish smile glides across his lips. Something tel s me he’s not too concerned with how stupid my
question was.
I’ve been meaning to say something to you. He takes my hand and kisses it.
How much you miss me? And that this game of pretend is really just a big waste of time? I punctuate my questions with a brief kiss. It’s
beyond exhilarating kissing Logan right here at West in the gym.
No, not that. He pul s back and lays his hand across my shoulder. His eyes pulsate into mine with intense laser precision. Skyla… he traces
my jaw line with his finger. The thick black lines on either side of his face set off the amber of his eyes and make them glow like lanterns. His lips
curl into the promise of a smile. I love you.
In one swift move, I hike my legs up over his hips and kiss him in a hysterical fit of passion. This is better than kissing Logan in the gym. This
is kissing Logan in the gym with an, I love you.
The metal door to our left explodes open, and I plant my feet back firmly on the floor.
A shadow marches over swift as a ghost. It’s Marshal .
“What in the hel is this?” He asks looking right at me.
We take off past him without a word.
I’ll see you bright and early. Marshal penetrates my mind like a bul horn.
Outside, Gage is propped against the side of the building tucked safely away from the rain under the awning.
I can’t help but notice the clear look of hurt across his face, and it makes me feel like crap.
“You ready to go?” He asks, wounded.
I pick up his hand as we head out towards the parking lot. I can’t let this keep happening to Gage.
I won’t let it.
Chapter Twenty-Five
The Plan
With Dr. Oliver and Emma off the island on business, Gage and Logan opened their doors to, wel , everyone.
It turns out driving rain—nails spit from the sky—doesn’t stop a bunch of teenagers from congregating en masse.
It’s dark inside. I’m partial y blinded until my eyes have a chance to adjust. There must be a code on Paragon that reads al parties must take
place with the lights off. Not that I’m complaining. My makeup has long since melted off, and my hair has blown up twice its size after Briel e
attacked it with a blow dryer. Briel e, of course, looks flawless.
“So I’m thinking we head back early,” she says.
“Head back, as in my house?” I find her monkey lust nauseating. “You are aware that we’re at my boyfriend’s house, right?”
“Boyfriends’,” she corrects.
I’m stil not sure whether Briel e is onto us or not. I thought I made that whole relationship thing with Gage pretty hard to argue with. Speaking
of which, here he comes to lead me upstairs.
He wraps an arm around my waist, and we head on up without incident.
“So you gonna hang out in your room for a while?” I ask. It feels almost motionless up here compared to the riot-like atmosphere happening
downstairs.
“Yeah, I’m gonna write you another poem,” he says with a morbid rendition of sarcasm. “Maybe I’l take the dog out for a walk or jump in the
pool.”
My stomach cinches. I can’t look him in the eyes, so I trail the white molding with my gaze.
“We’re just gonna talk.” I’m not expecting him to believe me, but I have no idea how to soften the blow.
“His room’s that way.” He points down to the left before disappearing into the dark.
***
I walk down a series of corridors, each dimly lit with a candle flickering in a sconce on the wal . A part of me wishes Gage took me directly to
Logan. But he’s too pissed, so goodbye Mr. Nice Guy.
He knew the deal when he agreed to it. I pause in the fog of darkness and draw in a breath. A part of me is furious for my decision to go
along with this. It’s me who’s driving the stake into Gage’s heart, not Logan.
A seam of light sprays out from under a door down the hal . My feet move swift as a brush fire. I open the door and jump in out of the
darkness, quickly securing it shut behind me.
He’s lying flat on the bed in jeans and a t-shirt with something strange thrown over his face. I take a few steps closer and startle.
Crap!
It’s a mask—a creepy clown mask. I can’t breathe!
“You scared the junk out me.” I press my hand into my chest.
He tilts his head to the side as if amused, only it looks freaky with that ghastly grimace glued to his face and him not saying anything. Makes
me want to run screaming.
He gets up slowly.
“Oh, no. Not with that thing on.” It’s so weird. This is total y out of character for Logan. “Is that you?” I hiss below a whisper.
His head cocks to the side as he takes a few bold steps forward.
I propel back ten paces and hold out my hand.
He flicks his fingers beckoning me over.
“It’s freaking you, Marshal , isn’t it?” I bolt for the door, but he beats me to it and blocks it with his body. “What’s the matter, Michel e not
enough for you? Briel e wants in too, does that make you happy? I’m sure you can juggle your four-thirty appointments for months if you wanted.”
He reaches up and plucks off the mask, exposing a very stunned El is Harrison.
“Who the hel ’s Marshal ? And why is he getting al the hot chicks?”
I snatch the mask out of his hand and smack him across the chest with it.
A light knock erupts at the door. It’s Logan.
***
Logan leads me to his bedroom at supersonic speed. Away from flower bearing El is who apparently has some girl in there using the
bathroom and away from conversations of Marshal who I’m not even supposed to mention.
“So what’s the game plan?” I ask, leaning against the door with a seductive gleam in my eye.
“We’re going to get some serious studying done,” he says, walking over to a smal round table off to the side.
“You’re kidding, right?” That’s not your typical protocol right after you declare your love for one another. Usual y it manifests itself in a physical
form, but I don’t have to spel it out for Logan—do I?
“I’ve got a pretty good map of who’s who in the factions as wel as local chapters, thanks to the meeting I went to a few weeks back.”
I take a seat next to him, startled at how serious he is. He has two identical flipcharts set out. A poster board size diagram of names I don’t
recognize takes up the center, and triangular splinters that lead to more names I don’t recognize shoot off the sides.
“It looks like you have it al figured out.” I run my fingers across Logan’s hard work as though I expect it to make more sense that way. “You
know al these people?”
“Most.” He taps his pen against the page. “I don’t have it al figured out. Do you see what’s missing?” The chal enge glints in his eye.
“Celestra, Noster, Levatio, Deorsum….” I look up. “Countenance.”
“Yes.” He nods. “Do you see what we’re up against? I have no clue who they are, not one.”
“Can your uncle help?”
“I asked. He doesn’t know either.” He darts his pen across the room in frustration.
“Who can we ask? There’s got to be somebody.”
He shakes his head, unable to answer.
Then it hits me.
I know a certain Sector who might be wil ing to help.
Chapter Twenty-Six
Let Me Hold Your Hand
Briel e and I drive over to Marshal ’s ranch and park in front of his palatial gothic estate.
“Creepy,” she moans, studying the prominent gargoyles adorning every available corner of the structure.
“I know, right?” I say clutching at the door handle. Briel e and I didn’t get to talk last night like I had hoped. She went off to Drake’s room as
soon as we got home, and by the time I woke up, they were both downstairs enjoying the pancakes mom whipped up. Weird—if my mother only
knew.
We get out of the car and find a note taped to the oversized front doors that bear a striking resemblance to giant elongated coffins.
Please come around back. I’m tending to horses in the barn.
We head over a neatly manicured lawn. The entire house is outlined with dense rose bushes in every shape and color—thorns as thick as
knives.
The sun manages to break through a crack in the dense layer of clouds that have pressed low against the island al morning. The cool air
whips into a frenzy, so crisp and clean it hurts my L.A. lungs to take in a ful breath.
“You think he’s going to care that I came?”
“Right,” I huff. “More like he’s going to try to molest you, so make a run for it while you can.”
“I’d let him have his way with me.” She shags her hair out with her fingers.
“Wel then, he’d better write me a thank you for bringing you along.”
“Skyla!” He waves from the large gaping entry to the barn. The barn looks massive, more like an airplane hanger with bright red paneling that
creates a spectacle on the outside. “Come in, come in.” He extends his hand, and both Bree and I walk over.
It’s strangely immaculate. It hardly smel s like horse crap at al , for which I’m fiercely thankful.
“Briel e, fourth period.” She shakes his hand.
I watch as her face transforms, her eyes revert into her skul momentarily, and I’m surprisingly jealous.
“I know you. If you want, I can go over some quick pointers once I’m through with the shoot, guaranteed to boost your test scores. Do you like
horses?”
Briel e stares at her bare hand stil hiked up in the air.
“I…” she starts.
“Why don’t you make yourself comfortable in the main house—help yourself to a drink. The television’s in the great room. Hangout and watch
whatever you like. I need some alone time with Skyla, and afterwards you can come see the proofs.”
“Not a problem.” She marvels at his offer, ditching out of the barn without so much as a glance in my direction.
“Tips to guarantee you boost your test score?” I scoff.
“Works every time.” He leads us deeper into the cavernous structure and heads into a large empty stal . “Your dressing room. Or should I say
your undressing room?” His eyebrows peak at his own cleverness.
“I don’t do birthday suit.”
“Here then,” he reaches over to a bench behind him and picks up a pair of cut off denim shorts and a white tube top. “Put these on too.” He
produces a pair of worn tan leather cowboy boots complete with an inch of mud on the heels.
“The woman who wore these stil alive?” I muse.
“The definition of life is debatable.” He steps out of the stal and clutches at the door. “I’l have your wings ready when you get out.”
Nice. Wings. Why do I feel like I’ve stepped into a horror movie?
I squeeze into the ultra short shorts, which are oddly just my size. I pluck off my sweater and bra and pul on the tube top. Thank God I’m
wearing socks because there is no way he would have gotten me to stick my bare feet in these disgusting boots. I shake them out upside down
before venturing my hand inside to feel for spiders, or snails, or tiny mutant Fems.
I emerge from the stal feeling rather bare and freezing. Marshal breaks out in spontaneous applaud.
“Bel a! Bel a!” He chants.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Anything.”
“Why is it that when I saw you under water, and in that dream, you looked so much younger?”
“Oh.” He pauses from removing his camera from the case. “Have I aged myself too much?” He stands up and places his hand on my
forearm. There’s that rush again. I can’t complain when he touches me. Each time he does it feels so damn good.
His face morphs into a younger teenage version then slowly ages, until he looks the way he does now. “Somewhere in the middle perhaps?”
He morphs backwards and shaves off about seven years.
“That’s better. Now you don’t seem like a such a perv.” I leave out the part about him being drop dead gorgeous. “So you have a wife or a
girlfriend or something?” I’m not too up on the love life of Sectors.
“I’ve had many suitors. None like you though.”
“I’m not your suitor.” I can’t believe his audacity. Maybe I’m the one about to be molested?
A horse neighs from behind, and he walks over and pul s it out of the stal . It’s a silver looking horse, almost white with a light grey freckling. If
Paragon were a horse, this would be it.
I walk over and pet the long flowing mane. So silky—baby fine hair, soft as feathers.
“What were you doing with Logan Oliver in the gym? Revenge sex because you didn’t like the implications of young Gage’s poetry?”
“I don’t have sex, so there’s that.” Not that I didn’t try. “And Logan and I are just friends. I’m in love with Gage.” For a moment I wonder if I
accidently said Logan’s name instead.
“You’re in love with Gage?” He frowns. “I haven’t seen you hopping up and down on him, trying to cram your head in his mouth.”
“That’s not what I was doing. I was…” Oh crap, never mind. “Where are the wings?”
“Why are you hiding your relationship with Logan? I can help you.” He shakes his head and holds out his hands as though this were fact. And
it might be.
“The Countenance wants me dead—correction, alive.”
“Don’t you know I’m the one they scurry to for help in that department? They’re cowards.”
“I’m supposed to believe it’s just you? I give you whatever you want and I’l be safe?”
He pul s me back by the elbow and spins me towards him.
“I like you, Skyla. Name something you need, and I’l give it to you to prove it.”
“I’l name something I need, but first you tel me what it is you want.”
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Candor
Marshal pul s me aside, and we take a seat on a large bail of hay, stil in solid block formation.
“I’m not going to mix words.” He claps his hands together once. In this younger state he bears a striking resemblance to Logan. “I want you,
Skyla.”
I’d ask, why me, but I have an inclination. Logan’s right, how can I trust him—especial y now that he confesses to having the same goal as
the Counts?
“Say something,” he beckons.
“I don’t know what to say. What do you want from me? I already know the answer. It’s my blood. My body is nothing more than a vessel that
contains a pure Celestra.”
“I want so much more.” He places his hand on my bare knee and that intense rush is far sharper and wel defined than it’s ever been before. I
don’t remove his hand. Instead I writhe inside with this bionic otherworldly electrocution that makes me feel like I can float right out of my skin. “I want
you to fal in love with me. Is that outside of the realm of possibility? I think you’re funny and smart and witty. You’re everything I am, but better.”
His words don’t faze me. It’s clear he’s openly placating me.
“Tel me what I can do for you. I’l do anything if you give me the chance to make you fal in love with me. There is no limit, not even the sky.”
“Bring my father back to life.” I’l never fal in love with Marshal , but no use in pretending I’m above using him.
“Did he die in a fire? We both know the answer to that. Something else.”
“I want to know who the Counts are.” It comes to me clear as a bel as though I were continuing a thought that I conceived last night.
“Done,” he taps my knee before folding his hands.
“That’s it? You’re going to do it? I’l need a list, a directory or I don’t know, a picture gal ery to go with it…” My mind races with the
possibilities.
“No, I don’t have that kind of patience, and, to be honest that wouldn’t benefit me much. When I spot one walking by, I’l touch you, and it’l
open your spiritual eyes. They’re blue in nature.”
“Blue? What color am I?”
He smiles and gives an easy laugh as he gets up and reaches behind an old smal shed.
“You, my love, wil have to see that with your very own eyes. But not now.” He pul s two large, dirty wings out—giant—at least six by five feet
each. I lay my hand on the soft downy wings. Bird wings, dove wings, real freaking wings. I can’t break my gaze, I’m so mesmerized.
“Here.” He clips them to the back of my top. I hold up the front so I don’t accidently expose myself from the weight of them.
Marshal helps me on the horse and instructs me to lie with my chest against its back. He arranges my hair so that it’s dangling al over,
careful not to cover my face. I can feel the weight of the wings pressed against my back. They feel like a smal body taking a nap between my
shoulders. It feels so good like this, comfortable, natural.
He takes a mil ion pictures, al with me locked in the same position. I don’t offer to do anything else other than lie there and blink.
***
After, I get dressed, and he leads me to the main house. Surprisingly the interior is quite normal, no death wings, or dragons, or anything
else the outside might have implied.
“I’m going to help Briel e with her equations now.” He says it so matter of fact I almost believe him. “Make yourself at home. I’m aware you’re
going to prowl. Try not to steal. I don’t look too kindly on thieves.” He averts his eyes as though he knows this too is inevitable.
Briel e giggles al the way upstairs.
It’s interesting. The house looks so common like a normal family could live here. No eerie heirlooms, no relics from the past, just plain
everyday crap you see in people’s homes. I riffle through drawer after drawer, looking for anything that might incriminate him.
I slide open the drawer to the silverware with no real interest. A smal crowd of screams emits from somewhere below then dul s out as I
close it. I open the drawer again, and I hear the scream of a tiny crowd. I slowly shut the drawer, and the screaming muffles.
“What the?” I slide open the drawer to examine the silverware, and the noise stops. Faces. On each knife, fork, and spoon, a startled
screaming face is etched into the handle. Weird. I comb through the stack, each one looks different—one of a beautiful girl, one of a disheveled
man, each one more unique than the last. A knife catches my attention. The face would not have been so recognizable if it weren’t for the shag of
wild metal ic hair—it’s Ezrina. The image of her hanging from a noose a few weeks back blinks through my mind. She looks decidedly horrific, and
the piece sets a wild shiver though me. I go to return the blade to the drawer, but end up burying it in my purse instead. There’s something
mysterious about it, and I want more time to examine it later. I want to dig deeper into the drawer, but the mystery of the others unnerves me.
I riffle through cabinets and desk drawers—bil s, checkbooks, old magnifying glasses, nothing of any great interest.
About an hour later, Briel e sails downstairs glowing like metal that was left in the fire too long.
“Thanks Mr. D.,” she says as we head out the front door. She trots over to the Jeep and stops to rummage through her purse for the keys.
“You find anything interesting?” He asks.
“Just one thing.” I don’t bother tel ing him what it is.
“Remember our little deal?” He twists his head down in my direction. He’s fresh from the shower, and the strong scent of soap clings to him.
“Yes.”
He reaches down and picks up my hand and sends a welcome vibration sizzling through my body. He kisses the tip of my middle finger and
nods towards Briel e.
I look over and see her waving.
She’s blue.
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Peril
Sunday after church, when Carly and Carson offer to hang out and drive me home, I don’t hesitate to take them up on the offer. If I have to
listen to Tad balk about his ingrown toenail for another minute, I’m going heave al over his newly cleaned upholstery. Besides, I’m hoping I could get
them to drop me off at the bowling al ey, so I can tel Logan al about Briel e. It’s something I want to share with him in person.
Carson and Carly are both real y nice. I guess Carson has total y overlooked that whole drama thing with the spiked lemonade. She said it
was no big deal, and it wasn’t the first time she was cal ed out on something stupid like that. She even apologized for my accidental foray into
drunken debauchery.
They sit in the front seat and chatter amongst themselves on the drive home. I try to interject an opinion or share a thought, but mostly I’m
overlooked.
“So where we going?” I ask as Carson turns down a dirt road that looks pretty endless. “You can just drop me off at the bowling al ey. I know
you guys live on the other side, so it’s no big deal. Gage can give me a ride the rest of the way.”
Hard silence slices through the air like razorblades. A heavy feeling settles over the three of us, and suddenly it doesn’t feel like a Sunday
drive with friends anymore.
“Um, I can…” I try again.
In one quick motion, Carly twists her blonde head around.
“It’s a short cut,” she barks. The perennial kindness has evaporated, replaced with a cold anger that’s layered with something more
malevolent.
Trees stream by—fog fil s in the forest. It gets progressively darker the deeper we rol into the woods.
“Looks like we’re here.” Carson pul s into a narrow clearing that barely affords her the space to turn around and abruptly slams on the
brakes.
“Shit!” I say as my face pushes into the passenger’s seat.
They eject themselves from the car simultaneously and open the door for me to get out on Carson’s side. It’s ice cold—damp as a bath.
Carly snatches my cel from out of my jeans and sends it sailing into the thicket to our left.
“You bitch,” I say, taking a step in the direction of my now absent phone.
“Takes one to know one.” Carson shuts my door and gets back in the car.
“Tel Logan I said hi,” Carly says before ditching into the passenger’s seat.
Carson starts the engine and rol s down her window.
“I’d threaten you not to tel anybody, but we already know you’re a little snitch.” She turns the car around in a fit and misses me by inches.
“Have a nice hike!” Carly shouts out the window as they speed down the trail. A plume of dust fol ows the tires, fil ing the air with the sweet
scent of earth.
Great.
I head off in the direction of my phone. Shadows fal from every direction. Thick branches weave themselves into a luminescent tapestry
overhead, and I can hear the distinct baritone chirp of a bird emanating from behind.
It’s him. A tal black raven bends the bough of a low evergreen branch. His head twitches incessantly before settling its hol ow eyes in my
direction.
“Get Gage!” I shout, but it doesn’t move. Or was there some motion I’m supposed to do? I tap my lips then point hard towards the west.
Nothing.
The soft crush of pine needles awakens the silence. A black shadow from up above, screams through the air. It’s the raven disintegrating in
the thick blanket of fog, I hope, going to find Gage.
The sky dims, the clouds shift and tumble until it’s evident that the storm due for tonight is going to land sooner than anticipated. Another loud
crushing noise emits from deep inside the forest floor, this time the distinct sound of crunching leaves, snapping twigs. Something heavy this way
comes—a person, maybe a Fem.
My chest heaves as a steady stream of vapors drift in and out of my nostrils.
If you scream in the forest with no one around, do you real y make a noise?
A cold sweat breaks out al over my body as I try to stil myself and listen. I scan the ground manical y for the phone. With my luck, it got
caught up in a branch.
Footsteps—oh my God. It takes everything in me not to pass out.
I force myself to propel forward, taking in quick erratic breaths. My ears pulsate with the rush of adrenaline, deafening me with fear.
The footsteps quicken, stemming from the total pit of darkness to my left. I try to strain my eyes into the black hole. It’s like looking into the
mouth of a deep and unknowable cave. I start to run, stil staring in the direction of the footsteps, until I smack hard into an object with the back of my
head. I jump back with my hands splayed out to protect me.
A shoe.
I look up.
I hit a shoe, attached to a body, attached to a noose…
A piercing scream escapes from my throat so primal it lights up the forest with a series of disruptive echoes. I back away and hit something
hard that sways when I touch it. I turn around to find another body strung up on a tree. A locked scream lodges in my throat as I twirl for an escape.
The forest is dotted with dangling corpses. Grey bloated flesh, pul ing apart from the cinching of the noose, dripping blood with flies dousing them
like black blankets.
If fear were an animal, a person, a thing, I could only hope to kil it. There is no escape from this paralyzing psychosis. I take in uneven
breaths as I stagger in a lopsided circle.
Someone grabs my fingers—cold icy hands. I turn abruptly to see a familiar mass of red untamed hair, wild crimson eyes, skin as pale as
snow, lips like a paper cut—Ezrina.
She clasps my hand. A quick band of metal fal s like a silver rainbow over the inside of my left arm.
I struggle to get out from her grasp, pushing violently, as she hacks into my elbow with military precision.
I try to pul away and let out a scream.
She plunges the blade into the joint of my elbow and gives a wild yank.
With our fingers stil interlaced, she clutches my disconnected bloodied arm close to her chest. She gives a peaceful smile. Then
disappears.
The entire forest returns to fog and shadows, not a body on a tree—only me and my lifeblood quickly evaporating. The raven circles high
above my head, it disorients me.
Footsteps trek forward—it’s Gage.
He stops to take me in. His face blanches out of al color, riddled with shock.
“Can you cal my phone?” I ask, right before I black out.
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Together
I vaguely remember being jostled around in Gage’s truck, him apologizing for being stubborn and not getting Logan, because he could have
used the extra help applying pressure to my wound.
A cool hand squeezes my cheeks. The distinct odor of something strong pul s me into consciousness. I try to get up on my elbows, but I’m
unable to move, there’s something strapped across my chest.
“Am I at the hospital?” I gasp for air. My eyes flutter open trying to force the world into focus.
“No. You’re here.” Dr. Oliver’s voice washes over me in waves.
I’m here… where’s here? I look back and forth at the cold sterile room.
“I’m at the morgue?” A shril panic rattles through me. “I’m dead?”
“No.” He pats my forehead with a cool damp towel. “Are you in pain?” His forehead ignites in a row of deep-set wrinkles.
I shake my head. It smel s disgusting in here, like catsup. I hate that smel .
“Are you going to be sick?” He holds up a smal pink basin.
“No. But I need to sit up.” I feel dizzy, but I manage to withhold that tiny detail.
He pushes a pil ow up under my head and squeezes another one under my back, unbuckling the belt that was holding me down.
“Oh my God!” I scream when I see it. The upper half of my arm bandaged out three times its size, the tip of it immersed in a tub of ice. “It’s
gone.” I hiss. My fingers, my hand—it’s as though every memory I’ve ever had of my now absent appendage flashes through my mind and suddenly
I’m grieving a long lost friend.
“It’s going to be OK, Skyla. Worse case scenario we can’t replace it.”
“Replace?” I’m dazed.
“If the transplant doesn’t take, we’l have to get you to the hospital. But don’t worry about that, I have al of the instruments here to undergo the
procedure. One of the Celestra gifts is selective restoration. Because you’re pure, you have a unique ability to heal—to reanimate—on occasion.”
“Reanimate.” I take in a deep breath and let it out in ful . “Where are they? Logan and Gage.”
Something’s not right. They should be here with me. I remember the forest, the bodies, Ezrina and that peaceable smile with my arm tucked
into her chest. I blink hard trying to erase the image from my mind.
“They’re in the cemetery.”
“What are they doing in the cemetery?” The words come out pressured, fearful.
He snaps on a pair of bright blue latex gloves and looks over at me as though I should know.
“They’re digging up the body.”
***
“Hey.” Teeth glimmer above me. I can’t make out the mouth, the face. My eyelids feel as though they’ve been pasted shut. “It’s me, Logan.”
I force myself to look up. His face is il uminated, over exposed from an ultra bright light, and for a second, only his eyes and teeth are visible.
The powerful spotlight snaps off and I can see him better.
“You did great,” he assures me. “You’re going to play softbal by spring.” He reassures.
“Christmas.” His uncle chimes in from behind.
A surge of adrenaline takes over, and I become ful y alert.
“I want to sit up.” I spit the words out fast.
Logan and his uncle help prop me up on pil ows. My entire left arm is bandaged, this time right past my fingertips.
Oh gross. Oh no.
Vomit rises to the back of my throat, but I manage to stave it off.
“Whose…” I’m afraid to formulate the rest of the question.
Gage emerges from the other side of the steel doors, and his entire face opens up with pleasure when he sees me.
“You’re doing great.” He says gliding in next to me. “I just got off the phone with your mom.”
My mouth fal s open.
“Don’t panic. I told her you were doing some cheers, and your back went out and that you might have tweaked your elbow. I had my mom talk
to her and say she’d chaperone us, so you don’t have to go home tonight.” A devilish smile digs into his left cheek.
“Oh.” I shift onto my side. “So when she goes to look at my elbow that I tweaked, how do I explain the rotting flesh hanging off it?”
“You won’t.” Dr. Oliver slides over on his chair. “You’re going to be able to use your arm in a couple days. The flesh has already begun to
heal, tissue’s good as new.”
“Whose tissue?” I look from Logan to Dr. Oliver. “Whose tissue is good as new?”
“The best match for you is another Celestra.” Says Dr. Oliver. “We had a few to choose from depending on the progress of the
decomposition.”
Logan wipes the hair off my forehead and tucks it careful y behind my ear.
“So who’d you choose? Whose arm do I have?”
Logan eyes round out as he looks at me.
“It’s Chloe’s. You have Chloe’s arm.”
Chapter Thirty
Life
Logan’s Aunt Emma has the downstairs guest bedroom al ready for me. Gage helps me move into the center of the queen-sized bed and
helps prop up the pil ows behind me. The room glows a gentle cream with a smal floral border that circles around the room just under the ceiling.
Logan comes in with a tray of fresh baked cookies and a tal glass of milk that Emma baked when she heard I was coming to stay.
“If there’s anything you need, press this button.” She hands me a portable intercom. “I’l be upstairs. Goodnight.” She waves before leaving.
“Thank you.” I feel surprisingly normal, save for the fact my left arm is bloated and immobile. Dr. Oliver strapped it to my chest in a splint. It
real y does look like I’ve just sprained my elbow.
“So, tel me what happened.” Logan lowers his voice as though he were trying to lure the details out of me.
“Carson and Carly…they offered to drive me home from church. They seemed nice and friendly until they dropped me off in the middle of
nowhere and pitched my cel phone into the forest.” I look over at Gage trying to offer an explanation for my bizarre remark earlier. “Then there were
these bodies hanging from the trees, and I was scared spitless,” I pause. “The next thing I knew, Ezrina was slicing through my flesh and, poof, she
disappeared.” I turn towards Gage. “That’s when you came.”
Logan climbs on the bed and scoots in towards my good side.
“Fems.” He says mostly to himself. “As for Ezrina, she doesn’t come unless she’s cal ed.”
“She sure came when I first got here—hung herself out my window, then took me to the chop shop.”
“That’s because the Counts summoned her after they stole your blood from the lab.” Logan picks up my hand and traces smal round circles
on the soft flesh of my palm.
“So who cal ed her this time?” Gage directs it at Logan.
“Counts—they want me in pieces.” It’s obvious I’l never be safe.
“No.” Logan shakes his head. “There’s something more specific. Besides you’re with Gage. As long as you’re not an active threat, they’l let
you live. They have some backwards code of ethics they work from.”
My left arm feels light and tingly. I try to twitch my fingers—Chloe’s fingers, from inside my bindings, and they move.
“I moved my fingers!”
“Great.” Logan’s face flushes with amazement. “I say we arm wrestle and put it to the test.”
“Ha.” A part of me wants to shoo them out of the room, so I can fal asleep and tel Chloe the great news, only it’s not so great if you’re Chloe.
“What’s wrong?” Gage sits gingerly on the edge of the bed. “You want something else to eat? A burger?”
“No thanks.” I shake the thought of Chloe out of my head. “Briel e’s a Count.”
I start in slow, explaining my modeling gig for Marshal . I let them know only the basic details before dropping the bomb about Marshal , a.k.a
Mr. Dudley, being a Sector, touching me and letting me see Briel e for who she real y is.
“Shit.” Gage mutters under his breath. He takes a smal book off the end table and launches it into the wal .
“What? He’s completely harmless—so far. Besides, he has this strange ability to make you feel real y good when he touches you. Oh, and
he can read minds,” I turn to Logan. “Not ours,” I pause. “Gage, he can read yours to an extent. He says you run a porn reel during math class.” The
tips of his ears turn bright red. “Also, he threatened to take me captive if I told.”
“Wel then we don’t know anything, do we?” Logan gives a wry smile. “Use him. Have him show you who the Counts are.”
“It’s going to look bad. He’s a teacher,” I say.
“Doesn’t matter. He’s strange—eccentric, plus you’re working for him. It’s not that big a deal.”
Since when is playing with Sectors not that big a deal? I stare at him with an open mouth.
“I guess you’re right.” I snap out of it. My arm tingles. The flesh on my new forearm is starting to itch. “It’s itching.” I marvel. It’s like I’m brand
new. Who knew I had al this powerful blood in me? A perfect Celestra can reanimate. No wonder I’m so…. I stop myself. “A perfect Celestra can
reanimate,” I say out loud.
A cloud of deafening silence clots up the room. I can barely breathe from the excitement fol owing this trail of knowledge.
“Where’s Chloe’s body?” It comes out robotic—restrained.
“In the refrigeration unit. We were too exhausted to put her back,” Gage offers.
“Don’t put her back. Keep her in the fridge.”
Logan leans in with a stern look across his face. He rol s the cut fabric of my unraveling sweater between his fingers.
“We can use my blood to bring her back,” I add.
They scoff in unison. It’s as though I’ve just suggested the most childish idea they’ve ever heard.
“I’l donate my blood. A pint a week or whatever I can until we have enough to bring her back.”
“She’s ful of formaldehyde,” Gage informs me.
“Pump it out of her.”
His face loosens. He’s shocked at how serious I am.
“I want to save my friend.” I would much rather tel Chloe I’m going to bring her back, than show off my new designer Bishop arm. I’m sure
she’d be less than thril ed to see we’re using her for parts.
Gage bends over and lands a soft kiss on my forehead, says goodnight and heads up to bed.
It feels so safe here at the Oliver’s house. I wish I could live here permanently. A wave of fatigue washes over me, and I tuck my head in the
crook of Logan’s neck.
My lids close without hope of opening again until morning and it puts me in the mood for a bedtime story.
“Why did Ezrina cut off my arm?”
Logan tightens his grip around my waist and pul s in close.
“Because she wanted to chop you up and kil you,” he says.
Perhaps not quite the bedtime story I was looking for.
Chapter Thirty-One
Strange Love
Gage makes chocolate chip pancakes for breakfast. He’s showered and dressed beyond early, and we eat them in the kitchen with Logan
who’s yet to get ready for anything. Logan gazes at me with a sweet boyishness about him. It’s like waking up in his arms has brought our
relationship to whole new level.
Dr. Oliver changes my bandage before leaving for work and reduces me to a sling with a gauze sock over my arm.
“Skyla?” Emma rounds out the corner. “I hope you don’t mind, I took the liberty of washing your purse—it was covered in blood. I didn’t mean
to pry or anything, but when I emptied it, I found this. Would you mind me asking what it is?” Her nose twitches as she examines the silver knife with
the handle carved out. “Looks like…” She stops short of saying Ezrina’s name.
“I think it is,” I say.
Logan and Gage hover over the object equal y perplexed.
“Where’d you get this?” Logan takes the knife from his mother and holds it out in the light. It glints unnatural y, stabbing us with its bril iance
as we struggle to examine it.
“Mr. Dudley’s house. I was looking around while he was…” Emma’s stil in the room and I don’t feel like exploiting Briel e’s sexual
adventures. “Busy. I thought it was strange. I meant to show it to you.” I lean into it. “It’s her. No doubt.”
“It is her.” Logan tosses it in the air several inches before gripping it. “This is what did it.” He shoots a look to Gage.
“Did what?” If it’s capable of doing things, then I don’t even want to touch it.
“It cal ed her.” Logan places it down on the kitchen island careful y. “It sort of works in the opposite manner of an amulet, and ironical y, those
don’t work at al . These do.” He flicks it, and it spins as though it were rabid. “You can cal evil to yourself by simply having some kind of wicked
effigy. It becomes the venue—the window into your world.”
“That makes no sense.” I look to Gage hoping he’l side with me.
“It’s true.” Gage picks it up and examines the finer details of the sculpture by rubbing his thumb over it. “You ever hear of people buying
antiques—old dol s and later claim they were haunted? Same thing. Ezrina must have been beyond happy when she saw it was you disrupting her.”
“Now she’s got my arm.”
The doorbel rings. Within seconds my mother’s voice mixes in the entry along with Emma’s before they both appear in the kitchen.
“Mom!” I’m not that thril ed to see her. I’m scared as hel she’s going to notice that I’m sporting a whole new freaking arm.
“Skyla.” She lays the sympathy on pretty thick, taking up my face in both her hands, giving my forehead a tender kiss. “Your arm!” she gasps.
“Let’s see it.” She careful y unhooks the sling and starts pul ing off the gauze.
“I don’t know….it’s real sore. I banged it up pretty ba—” Before I can finish, she’s removed the bandage and glossed over it. It’s surprisingly
healed. Hardly a seam noticeable where it was attached. The only difference being the flesh is slightly more olive than my own.
“What’s this?” She runs her finger along a scar on the underbel y of Chloe’s arm, must be from when she was taken. Why didn’t that heal?
Which reminds me, does she have al her organs for my halfcocked plan to work? Her brain?
“Fel in the yard.” I press my lips together hard, disappointed at how easy it is for me to lie to my mother.
“Wel , I’ve got some vitamin E back home that might take care of that. Nice nails, by the way.” She holds up Chloe’s fingertips, bright red
acrylics squared off at the tips.
Shit! I hide my other hand behind my back.
“Clothes are in your backpack.” She places it next to me on the floor. “I have to run. Can you catch a ride to school?”
Gage steps forward and places his arm around my shoulder. You can practical y see his chest swel with pride that he gets to start his
morning off as playing the part of super hero.
“I got it. I’l make sure she gets home safe too,” he offers.
“Great. I’l see you later.” She heads into the foyer. I can here Mom tel Emma they should get together for coffee and what great kids she
has.
Logan cuts a hard look at Gage with his arm stil relaxed over my shoulder.
“Guess I’m off duty.” Gage lifts his hand defensively. But it’s the underlying hurt in his voice that wraps itself around my heart and breaks it.
***
It’s on the long drive to school that I make the decision that I’m going to commit myself to Gage. Obviously I’m not leaving Logan, but I’m not
going to be faking it with Gage when he’s clearly one hundred percent committed to me. If he’s wil ing to be my boyfriend, I should be wil ing to be
his girlfriend. I just won’t mention anything to Logan, and if he sees me with Gage and it looks beyond convincing…
The student parking lot is ful , so we end up in the gravel patch that’s used for overflow.
Gage comes around as I’m getting out and tosses my backpack over his shoulder. The sun breaks through a sea of thick steel grey clouds,
and I put my hand up over my eyes, so I can look up at him. He plucks something from his pocket and hands it over.
“My cel phone!”
“Couldn’t sleep, so I got up early and took a drive.” He shrugs.
“I’m real y glad I have you.” I meant to say, in my life, but a giant knot constricts my vocal chords and doesn’t let the words pass. I lean
forward and kiss him right there in the lot with nobody else to witness it—a long lingering kiss that says so much more than words.
I don’t plan on pretending with Gage anymore.
Chapter Thirty-two
Blue, I See You
Marshal —Mr. Dudley, is late again—late, late, late. I’m surprised they haven’t fired his ass already.
He strol s in as though it were the most natural thing in the world to leave your class unattended for the first twenty minutes. I wonder if
Michel e or Briel e or any other part of his high school harem has something to do with this. Then again, I don’t want to know.
“So what happen to your arm?” El is asks with his eyes glazed over. I can make out thousands of crimson tracks, which ironical y real y
brings out the blue of his eyes. He’s al American that way—red, white, and blue eyes for al the wrong reasons.
“I fel .”
“That’s what they al say.” His chest puffs up as he scoffs over at Gage. “You beat her?”
“No, but I can beat you.” He blinks a quick smile.
“What’s this? War breaking out?” Marshal passes out papers before stopping abruptly. “What happened to your arm?”
“I fel .”
“That’s her story, and she’s sticking to it.” El is turns around.
I can smel the weed on his breath, or shirt—both.
I don’t believe you. Marshal places the paper on my desk and taps my hand.
I needed that. It’s like I’ve been craving him. I could have used him yesterday while I was having my body rearranged. I don’t think I’d mind
having my head hacked off as long as Marshal was lounging al over me.
Gage waits until he’s clear across the room before leaning in. “I cal ed him an asshole, at least a dozen times. I don’t think he heard me.”
Marshal ’s body straightens. He turns and walks over briskly in our direction. The rest of the class is busy pul ing out homework, shuffling
worksheets to notice his agitated clip. He squats down next to Gage.
“I have remarkable hearing.” Marshal seethes the words out. “By the way, Mr. Oliver, I would never disrespect you by resorting to name
cal ing. I more than heavily frown upon people who decide to errantly take my name in vain. From this moment forth, I shal refer to you as, asshole.”
A low gasp circles the room.
I can hardly breathe.
Can a teacher refer to a student as, asshole? Is he trying to lose his job?
For the next thirty minutes, he references Gage as asshole, on three different occasions eliciting a comedic response from the rest of the
class.
I just glare at Marshal , shoot daggers at him, and each time he offers a sly smile in my direction.
I’m going to tel Ms. Rice, the principle. Maybe.
The bel rings, and the room starts to drain.
“I’m going to talk to him,” I say.
“Tel him the asshole says hi.” Gage takes my backpack from me and slings it over his shoulder. I wait until he clears the door before
heading over.
Marshal holds up a hand. He’s rifling through his briefcase, organized as a recycling bin.
“Don’t bother. I know you’re not happy,” he says, pressing his hand flat inside the mess in an effort to help it close. “I thought I’d have a little
fun with young Oliver. Should I make sport of Logan, too?”
“No.”
Michel e files in and lets her gaze linger before making her way towards the back of the room.
“Fine. I’l take down one boyfriend at a time.” He winks. “Now I’m going to please you. Turn around.”
“What?” I don’t understand a thing about this man—creature.
“Turn around.”
I face the class. Half the seats are fil ed up with new faces and half are stragglers from second. Marshal steps around the desk and touches
my new hand protruding from the sling.
I scan the faces. Everyone looks a deathly shade of grey, al except one.
It’s El is.
“He’s blue,” I whisper.
“And this isn’t your hand.”
***
I avoid Marshal the rest of the day—El is too. What do I say? You’re a Count, and I know it? What about Briel e?
She adjusts her shoelaces on the grass next to me. It’s damp, and I’m pretty sure my shorts are going to have a permanent green
impression of my cheeks once the season’s over.
“So what’s up with Michel e?” she whispers.
“I don’t know.” Not that I haven’t noticed. She’s uber giddy and acts like everything you say is the funniest thing. We’re just about through with
practice when she cal ed for a break, and now she’s huddling with Emily and Lexy—probably giving them a play by play of her four-thirty running
appointment.
“I hear she’s seeing Dudley,” Briel e announces as she slides her heel in and out of her shoe in an effort to adjust it.
“I heard that, too.” I don’t bother fil ing her in on the fact I’ve actual y witnessed encounters.
“So funny.” Briel e breaks into a low gurgled laugh. “I hope she fal s madly in love with him, and he completely smashes her heart—if she has
one.”
The whistle blows, and Ms. Richards claps her hands. “Skyla, take care of that arm. I’l see you girls tomorrow.” Her strawberry blonde hair
does its best Einstein impression in the wind.
“Drake and I are headed to Devil’s Peak. It’s our one month anniversary.”
“So you’re jumping off to spare yourself the misery?” I ask.
“Very not funny.” She shakes her head with a look of apathy. “I stil can’t believe you’re not with Logan. You were so perfect for each other.”
She pul s my hair back from my face and gives a sweet smile.
Briel e seems genuine in everyway. It’s not possible that she hates me—El is either.
We stand and shake the grass off the back of our legs. Marshal comes strutting out in our direction. It’s as though the entire female
population has ceased breathing, including Ms. Richards.
He takes her up by the elbow and whispers something right in her ear. Her eyelids flutter. She sways on her heels before nodding and giving
a seductive smile.
“Looks like faculty is in for the ride.” Briel e’s not too fazed by this. It’s like she’s met her male counterpart, and sadly for Drake, it’s not him.
Briel e takes off towards the gym, but I linger. Bodies disperse, and Ms. Richards ducks into the gym with a majority of the girls. Al except
Michel e, she darts over to Marshal like he’s put her under some sort of a spel . I pretend to get a drink from the fountain while watching them
through my peripheral vision.
He pul s a chain from out of his pocket—something smal dangles from it. He leans in and whispers in her ear before placing it around her
neck. Her color peaks like a flickering fire.
He put a freaking necklace on her, right here out in the open.
I gape disbelieving. He’s brazenly flirting with her as though he were a student. I’m so shocked I can’t move.
They part, and Michel e heads back to the gym. When she sees me she starts in on a fit of giggles and heads over like we’re suddenly
BFF’s.
“He gave me a necklace.” She fingers the pendant.
“What is it?” I lean in. She drops it against her chest. It’s an old silver chain with a pendant of a smal open rose stained black in the crevices.
I’m not too sure I’d be thril ed with a black rose from anyone. “Nice.” It almost comes out a question.
“So I found out he’s not that much older than me, and he’s got this amazing horse ranch. I’m going to get a job there, so we can spend more
time together.” She says, get a job with air quotes.
“Not good.” I can’t seem to muster any faux enthusiasm at the moment. I can lie to my mother, but I can’t lie to Michel e? What’s up with that?
“So you think he’s cute?” She lets the comment ride.
“Oh total y,” I shrug.
“I think he’s like a Greek god or something. It’s a miracle we met.”
“Or something.” I watch uneasy as she gives a stupid grin, twirling her head around in smal circles like she’s having some kind of a lust
induced seizure.
She heads towards the gym—skipping.
This is going to end badly.
I can feel it in my bones.
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chloe with the Blue Dress
I spend the better half of the night soaking my new fingers in acetate trying to get the acrylics off. I manage to get them whittled down part
way until it looks like a rat’s been gnawing on the tips of my fingers.
As soon as I hit the sheets, I force myself to get to Chloe quick as I can. I can’t wait to tel her my plan.
My eyes flutter open, and I’m on her bed, only she’s not naked under the sheets, and I sit up quickly half expecting Logan to come out of the
bathroom or something.
Two formal dresses hang like ghosts up over the door, a pale blue strapless and one the color of butter.
“You’re here!” She bal s her fists and gives a mock cheer. “Tomorrow night’s homecoming.” She picks up both my hands and bows into me.
“In which I shal be queen.” She mock curtseys, barely able to contain her excitement.
“You can’t know that.” She is going to be queen, but I’m not going to spoil it for her.
“Gage told me.” She rushes to the vanity and examines her complexion.
Homecoming. That’s the night Chloe disappears. My skin prickles. This is her last night on earth. The last time she’l ever lay her head on the
pil ow, see the room in this light.
“Which one?” She takes down both dresses and airs them out on either side of her.
“I don’t know.” I can’t match her enthusiasm. “The yel ow is nice, but I think I like the…” before I can finish, she rattles the pale dress in the air.
“I thought so, too. Yel ow’s too formal—blue dress rocks.” She discards the yel ow dress into a heap on the floor and places the light blue one
around her neck by the hanger. “You think it’l be me and Logan?” She sways holding out her dress like a little girl pretending to be a princess.
“No clue. I haven’t heard much about homecoming.” True—only the grim details that take place after. “Um, I can’t figure out how to save my
dad.” Suddenly, I feel guilty even being here.
She stops cold from digging into her makeup bag. In one swift movement she throws down the glossy pouch and plucks the dress off her
neck.
“Skyla.” Her long thin arm col apses over me.
I can’t help but note her fresh polished nails. It’s real y screwing with my head that there are three of Chloe’s arms in this room.
“Your dad, he died in a fire.” She picks up my chin gently. “I’ve never heard of any way to retract that.”
“But you didn’t.” My affect brightens. “Chloe,” I pul her to the bed, and we sit down. “Don’t get upset. I had this crazy accident,” I pause trying
to figure out how exactly my brain managed to classify this as an accident. “A run in with Ezrina.”
“Ezrina?” She purrs when she says her name. If I had time, I’d analyze that satisfied smile layered beneath her concern.
“Yes. She hacked my arm off.” I hold it out as though it proves a point.
“You look fine.” Her eyes sweep me up and down like she’s fearing for my sanity.
“I am fine—thanks to you.” I hold out my new arm as though I were bearing a gift. “This is your arm, Chloe. Dr. Oliver reconnected it, and, in a
few short hours, I was able to move my fingers. I could pitch a basebal game if I wanted.”
Her features darken.
Shit. The last thing I wanted to do was depress the hel out her, and on this, her last night breathing.
“Chloe.” I grab a hold of her by the shoulders, but she shrugs me off. “I can do this for you. I can bring you back, with my blood.”
Her entire person relaxes. She stares off towards the closet as though she were seeing a series of tragic events unfold.
“I’l be missing an arm.”
“I’l give it back to you.” I’m incensed she isn’t jumping at the offer.
“What if my brain malfunctions?”
“It won’t.”
She slits her eyes in my direction and gives the slightest wicked grin.
“Then do it.”
Chapter Thirty-Four
Crazy for You
The dark sky lays over Paragon like an ashen wool blanket. The air is condensed so thick, you can’t move a foot without drenching yourself
in dew.
Dr. Booth, the psychiatrist Tad and my mom forced upon me, has been on vacation, so my sessions were preempted accordingly. Mom
leads me up to his office by the hand like I’m seven, but I let her. I think back to my dad and wonder if I ever shrugged him off—probably. If it’s one
thing his death has taught me it is to appreciate the flesh and blood in front of you. You never know when it wil disappear.
Dr. Booth sits with his hands stretched behind his neck, feet up on the desk. I don’t real y mind seeing him since he confided he was a
Levatio. This whole session thing is just a sham to please my parents more than anything else. At least, I think it is.
“So let me get this straight—you have a Sector leeching onto you, you’ve unearthed a dead body and harvested it for parts,” he nods
towards my arm. “You’ve decided you’re not real y leading on Gage because he too is your real boyfriend, and your best friend and some stoner
from math class are both Counts.”
“Right,” I can’t tel whether or not he’s being sarcastic. “I didn’t actual y partake in the unearthing of the body, and I offered to bring her back to
life.” I’m quick to point out.
“Hmm.” His feet return to the floor, and he begins to straighten a pile of papers in front of him. “I have to tel you that last one blows me away.
Do you know the ramifications of this? Once the Counts get a hold of this information…” he pauses plucking off his glasses. The look of concern
melts off his face. “Skyla,” he whispers, never wavering his gaze from the wal in front of him. “Rest assured, they are monitoring you, and when they
need you most, you’l be gone.”
“Gone?” I don’t like gone.
“Captive.” He animates again clearing a space on his desk as he says it.
“When do you think they’l need me most?” I swal ow hard.
“No tel ing. Maybe when one of their leaders gets greedy and demands a supernatural infusion. It’s limitless what your blood can do. Once
you reanimate Chloe, wel , you’l both be in danger.”
I never thought of it that way. What if she’s happy sitting on clouds and strumming on a harp? What if dead Chloe hates the fact I’m bringing
her back, only to put her at risk of getting captured again?
“I have to do it. I’ve already promised.” I say it to satisfy myself mostly.
“Then do it.” He flicks his pen across the desk. “You know what I think?”
“What?”
“You’re the type of person who knows how to appreciate today. You don’t lose sight of the preciousness of life. So al this other stuff that’s
cluttering up your existence is secondary. Enjoy your life, Skyla.” He relaxes into an easy smile. “While you have it.”
***
Thursday after school Gage drives us over to the morgue. Dr. Oliver walks us into the kitchen and waits for the door to close before
connecting his fingers at the tips and letting out a diminished sigh.
“I think this could work. A person of your size and stature, and Chloe was,” he pauses, “has about ten to twelve units of blood. I can safely
take about one unit every few months.”
“She needs ten?” I ask.
“At least,” Dr. Oliver squints into his thought. He has Gage’s exact same cobalt eyes. “And it wil be years before we’l have enough to begin.”
“Years?” I lean into Gage for support.
“We could try to speed up the process,” he continues. “I could narrow the donation window to once a month, and if you feel too weak we’l
expand the wait.”
“Yes, please, let’s do that.”
“Perfect.” He claps his hands together before reaching into a cabinet and pul ing out a cerulean blue glass bottle. “I’ve already begun the
unembalming process on Miss Bishop. I think we should introduce the tissue to something less toxic—saline wil do. She’l be fine as long as she’s
stored at the proper temperature, no further decomposition.” He motions to the metal bed behind him.
A plastic sheet lies over a smal vertical lump in the stainless bathtub. It must be her. Reflexively, my hand comes up and covers my mouth.
Chloe. I want know what she looks like, see her in real time.
Gage steps in behind me and grips my shoulders. His erratic breathing heats up the back of my neck.
“We don’t have to look,” I say.
“No, by al means look.” Dr. Oliver speeds over total y missing the point and swipes the sheet off in one aggressive swoop.
I turn and bury my face in Gage’s chest.
“She looks good. What’s wrong with her eye?” The words rumble out of Gage.
“Lost the eye, otherwise everything else is intact. I’l open the Y incision tomorrow and inspect the organs. I’m assuming they’re fine.”
I turn just enough to see her outline. Turning in ful , I take her in. Chloe—she lies there like a sleeping dol , al decked out in the pale yel ow
dress she showed off for me last night. I guess her mother chose this for the burial because they took her in the blue one.
Her right eyelid is sunk, but the rest of her looks like the Chloe I know. I catch a glimpse of her bloodied stump and bury my face in Gage’s
chest once again. I can hear the rustle of the sheet sliding over her, feel the soft gust of wind hit my back, and I try not to breathe.
“We can draw the first unit of blood right now if you like.” Dr. Oliver plucks a pair of gloves from out of a box.
I walk over to the blue glass bottle and hold it in my hands.
“How wil you keep it safe?” I ask.
“I’m taking it home with me. I have a refrigerated storage unit in an unsuspecting location.”
“In the basement?” Gage asks.
“No.” Dr. Oliver takes in a deep breath. “On the top shelf of the refrigerator.”
Its evident Chloe and I are in capable hands.
Worse case scenario, Logan or Gage go for a midnight snack and accidental y wash down a plate of cookies with a pint of my blood.
But that’s not going to happen.
Nothing is going to go wrong.
Chapter Thirty-Five
Wicked
I’m disrupted in my sleep by the glow. My lids flutter open and I find Marshal sitting way too close to me on the bed, trapping himself between
my legs and the wal .
“Turn down the volume.” I sit up and shield my eyes.
The light dims, and I can easily make out his features.
“What’s with the hand?” He asks.
“As if you didn’t already know.” The room spins slightly. I’m so dizzy with fatigue I just go with it.
“I know the arm once belonged to Chloe Bishop.”
“Yes, it did.” I lie back down on the pil ow and turn over. “I’m going to reanimate her with my blood.” I prop myself back on my elbows and
stare him down. “But you know that too don’t you?”
“Why?” He doesn’t deny not knowing, just not understanding the reason behind it.
“I’ve decided to take it upon myself to revive the Celestra population.”
“And the Counts?”
“They can kiss off.”
“You like to live dangerously, I see.”
“Are you waiting for Dr. Oliver to drain my blood slowly for you? Because if you are, just take me now. I’m tired of al this crap.”
“Hey.” He pul s up besides me and caresses the side of my cheek with his forefinger. “Someone’s been sleeping on the wrong side of the
bed. I’m not going to hurt you, I swear. It’s sort of a big deal for me to swear, do you understand?”
“What do you swear by?” Probably his useless self.
“By al that is holy.” He pushes in his chin. “Satisfied? I can do something else for you if you like.”
“Place a guardian to watch over me. The wicked witch of the east hacked my bloody arm off.” I say a little too loud while spreading my
fingers in front of his face.
“Let me spend more time with you.” He touches my Chloe arm. It feels so good, like some stringed instrument is playing the most beautiful
music, and I can understand it on a subconscious level from the vibrations alone.
“Don’t stop,” I say.
“Gage loves you.”
My eyelids fly open.
“Where’d that come from?”
“It’s true.” He removes his hand and scoots back.
“And Michel e loves you. It’s true.” I’m disturbed by the idea, and he should be, too.
“You see the present I gave her?”
“The demonic rose? How could I miss it?”
“It’s because of you.” He says, stern. “She seethes with hatred towards you. I’ve never heard such a maelstrom of viciousness. The plans she
has for you my love…” He looks darn right pissed for me.
“And the necklace makes her my friend?” It makes sense on a rudimentary level and mildly explains the bizarre interaction I had with her on
the field.
“No. It’s a portal—a training window for Fems. Let’s just say Michel e wil undergo a rather violent string of nightmares or ‘night terrors’ as the
lay ignorantly refer to them.”
“Training ground for Fems?”
“They tend to get rusty.” He muses with a wicked gleam in his eye.
I reach over on the floor and pluck the knife out of my purse. I hold it out, so I don’t have to look at it.
“I meant to give this to you in class.”
“You naughty little thief.” It sounds highly sexual the way he says it and suddenly I want him off my bed. “This, my love,” he wags the knife in
the air, “is why I let her chop your arm off.” His features sharpen to just this side of anger. “I hope you learned your lesson. Never cross me again.”
He evaporates until just the whites of his eyes remain.
He watches me al night long.
***
It’s freezing out—hard driving rain—smoldering soot-covered clouds wring out their wrath. The sidewalk bubbles fast and furious. It boils
under the weight of the downpour. Paragon has turned into a cauldron, and at this rate we’re al going to drown.
I need to see you tonight.
Logan’s been texting al day. I wait until Gage is talking to someone else, riffles through his backpack, is in the bathroom, before I text him
back in snippets.
Can’t wait. ~S
I’ve never seen Logan so thirsty for me. It’s nice to know he’s losing his mind a little. A part of me wants to strangle him for the peculiar break
in our relationship.
Almost the entire student population sits under the tunnel-like awning that divides the two main buildings. I’m perched on the cold metal rail
next to Briel e who, for whatever reason, is pissed off at Drake, something about speaking to Lexy Bakova during third.
Gage returns from the English building after pausing to chat with his coach.
“King High can’t make it tomorrow. Storm’s too rough—ferry’s down.”
I’m a little relived to hear it. Watching them play in the rain was miserable enough, but entertaining the idea of an earth-churning downpour
like today seemed a bit ridiculous—deadly, in fact.
“Bowling in the dark’s stil on.” His teeth radiate a light al their own when he smiles.
“What’s bowling in the dark?” I can hardly bowl with the lights on.
“Pins and al eys are lit up. There’s just enough light to get around.”
“Mood lighting.” Briel e shakes her chest. “Speaking of mood, I heard Mr. Dudley and Ms. Rice are having a thing.”
“A thing, thing?” Mr. Dudley is having a thing with everybody, but I don’t share that bit of information.
“I heard it was Ms. Richards.” El is leans in behind her.
I look at the two of them next to one another, El is and Briel e. I would have never suspected.
“I guess sometimes people surprise you with their true colors,” I say.
Briel e shrugs it off, but El is dril s me with a curious stare.
***
It’s late, and my body is racked from staying up the night before, keeping one eye open in the event Marshal felt the urge to slaughter me.
Logan wakes me in the butterfly room and presents me with a smal bouquet of bril iant red roses.
“I love them!” I bring them up to my face and take them in. They don’t smel like anything. They’re holding back their scent like a secret from
the rest of the world just like us.
His face warms to a nice shade of pink as he scoots in close.
“I miss you.” His jaw clenches when he says it and stays like that.
I take up his hands, but he slinks his arms around my waist instead.
“Does it creep you out that I have Chloe’s arm?”
“No.” He picks up my left hand and kisses it. “It’s your arm now.” There’s a gentleness about him tonight, a genuine vulnerability.
“So, what’s going on? Are you, like, jealous?” The words escape my throat before I have an opportunity to filter them. Logan is quite capable
of being loving and showing affection without being jealous.
“Deathly.”
“Of Gage?”
“He’s disgusting.” He gives a hard stare at the wal . “This morning he put the cereal in the fridge and the milk in the pantry. He’s walking
around with his head in the clouds.” His mood darkens.
Clearly this is not the path I should have taken. I want romantic, blushing Logan back, not slaughter the enemy, hostile Logan.
“Forget Gage.” I push his arms tight around my waist and scoot into him.
“I can’t forget Gage.” He says slowly as he rubs his cheek against mine. It bristles, feels like sandpaper and reminds me of my dad. “Gage is
annoying. It’s like he’s completely forgotten he’s playing a part—faking.”
“He’s not faking anything.” A part of me wants to defend Gage. “Besides, I’m not faking it.” Did I just say that?
His eyes widen. I can see them glimmer a distinct shade of fear in this dim light.
“What aren’t you faking?”
Can of worms. Shut up Skyla. Shut up.
“Wel , I like him. I don’t want to pretend to be with him when clearly I am with him. So I don’t.” I shrug. In this sorry state of fatigue I can’t seem
to help but tel the truth.
“So you’re into Gage.” His body goes rigid as his head pushes back a notch.
“Yeah, I’m into Gage, but only when I’m with him.” Muzzle, I need a freaking muzzle.
A rather lengthy pause ensues as he ponders the finer points of my confession.
“Goodnight.” He practical y dumps me out of his lap. There’s a marked look of sadness on his face, and he stuffs his hands into his jeans
pocket and gives a dejected smile before opening the exit door.
“Wait.” I grab him by the arm. “I didn’t mean it like that.” I sort of did, but that’s not the point.
Then what’s the point? A clear look of frustration cuts across his face.
“I hate it when you do that.”
“I’m not doing anything” He removes my hand from his sleeve. “You’re forgetting that I can hear you, just like you’re forgetting about us.” With
that he climbs out of the butterfly room.
I hope he hasn’t crawled out of my life completely.
Chapter Thirty-Six
Longing
The earth quakes with thunder, explosions of light ricochet through the night. The sky il uminates into a thousand shattered pieces,
resembling lavender broken glass.
Gage and I arrive late to the bowling in the dark event because my mother has the habit of turning into a game show host each time he
comes over. She pries into his life with the efficiency of an FBI detective while plying him with her questionable cooking and wands me over with her
hands like I’m some sort of prize. It’s like she’s trying to extort information out of him while slowly poisoning him.
It’s beyond dark in the bowling al ey. I’m not sure why this thril s me, but it does. Hot pink, yel ow, and neon green light up the al eyways while
the pins glow in varying shades of blue and purple. I love this. Logan should do this every night.
Bitch squad cackles openly at the first table to my left. Michel e ends her laugh with a yawn. I’m shocked to see giant pil ow-like bags under
her eyes. She looks sal ow, sickly even. In a stray show of mercy I want to clue her in on the source of her misery, tel her in one breath who exactly
Marshal is and what that black rose dangling from her neck means, but don’t.
Look who’s the bitch now, I muse to myself.
“Crap!” I pul Gage back by the hand. Marshal ’s here, laughing with one of the girls who works for Logan. She’s a little more appropriate for
him, considering she’s about thirty, but stil , why is he constantly injecting himself in the student population? I pause to reflect on the sexual nature of
my last thought.
Marshal swoops over before I have a chance to complain to Gage.
“I see you brought your asshole.” He slaps Gage on the shoulder.
“Enough.” Gage holds up a hand.
“I haven’t heard an apology.” Marshal looks sharp tonight in dark jeans, a black button down shirt and some form of cowboy boots tucked
under his jeans.
“I’m sorry.” Gage averts his eyes. “I’m genuinely sorry. Now if you’l excuse me, it looks like Logan needs help. Be right back.”
“Kind isn’t he.” His tone drips with sarcasm.
“He is.” I do a quick sweep of the premises for Briel e.
“How’s the arm?”
“Good as new.” I wiggle my fingers in the air.
“And operation Chloe?”
“Underway. I donated my first unit.”
“To be stored?”
I can’t tel whether or not he’s trying to pump me for information.
“In an undisclosed location. Besides, don’t you know everything?” I ask, irritated.
“I’m not God. And the fact you don’t want to brief me lets me know you don’t trust me. What else can I possibly do to prove myself to you?”
“I need an arm, possibly an eyebal .”
“She’s that bad, is she?” His eyes widen then retract. “At least you’re not looking for a heart, but then Chloe doesn’t need one because she
never had one.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I didn’t realize he knew Chloe at al .
“She’s a piece of work, that one.” He says looking directly at Michel e, and now I have no clue who he’s talking about. “I’l give you both the
arm and the eye if you kiss me.”
“No.”
“Then no deal.”
“OK, maybe.”
“Say yes and I’l make her eyes match.”
“Hazel, and OK, but it’s going to be over before you know it.”
“Count, hard left.” He picks up my hand and laces our fingers, natural as breathing.
Hard left. It’s difficult to concentrate with this heavy rush of physical gratification
flowing through my body.
“I swear, if people new how good you could make them feel, you’d be worth mil ions,” I whisper.
“That should make me al the more desirable to you. Count, four-thirty” He tries to reorient me.
“Which way is four-thirty?” I don’t real y care. I’m too immersed in the gentle buzz rippling through my body, indulging in the way it echoes
through my bones, fil s me with a gentle rushing heat.
El is walks up glowing an ethereal shade of blue.
“That one I already know.” Although it stil makes me sick.
“Behind him,” Marshal whispers.
Nat and Kate high five over a strike. Their faces look murky to begin with, both an odd shade of purple until they split and go their separate
ways. Kate remains a dingy grey and Nat glows blue, crisp as El is.
It’s Nat.
El is plucks my hand away from Marshal ’s and walks me over to a nearby table at a decent clip. I’m so shocked. I can’t drag my eyes off her.
“What’s with Mr. Dick?” He asks setting up the queue. “Wanna play a game?” He smiles up at me, a slow stoned smile that is so signature
El is I want to cry.
I nod, but I wonder, what kind of game are we real y playing?
***
Logan manages to avoid me the better part of the night. Gage ends up helping out until the very end, so I hang out with El is, Briel e, and a
very-much-in-the-dog-house Drake.
“What’d I do?” Drake hisses while it’s Briel e’s turn to bowl.
“Why don’t you go over and ask your girlfriend?” I nod over in Lexy’s direction.
“I can’t even say two words to someone with functioning ovaries without her freaking out—other than you.” He adds that last bit,
disappointed.
“Yeah wel , look at the bright side, she’s real y into you. People don’t get jealous like that unless they’ve completely lost their minds.”
Logan breezes in and sets down a pitcher of soda and cups.
“You need help?” I offer. “I can help.”
There’s a hard edge about him. He doesn’t bother giving me the polite placid smile I’ve grown accustomed to when we’re in public. Instead
an underlying expression of hurt comes through. One he can’t seem to disguise. He doesn’t say a word and heads back to the kitchen.
“Take my turn,” I say to Drake.
I speed over to Logan, catching up with him just before he gets to the makeshift kitchen set up near the register.
“Did you just walk away from me?” My voice spikes.
His eyes narrow in before cutting away to Gage. He grabs Gage by the shirt and pul s him over.
“Your girlfriend’s got something she wants to say.”
I can’t tel whether this is part of the show or if he real y means it—probably both.
“You wanna go home?” Gage looks confused.
“No.” I don’t bother taking my eyes off Logan. My heart’s pounding erratical y. The music’s so loud, that coupled with the eerie neon colors
il uminated against the black backdrop, makes this al feels like a suspended reality. “I wanna talk.” What I real y want to do is shake him.
“Talk to your boyfriend.” Logan bolts over to an empty table and starts clearing off stray cups.
I thought I was.
Chapter Thirty-Seven
I See You
Gage decides to stay late and help Logan lock up, so El is offers me a ride. Under normal circumstances, I would stay and wait for Gage, but
I know that wil only stoke the fire of Logan’s insane jealousy—and a part of me wanted to.
The rain quiets down to a sprinkle, dotting the windshield just enough to annoy us.
“So tel me something about yourself I don’t know,” I say, wondering why the hel I got into the car with someone known for being perpetual y
high and ful y infected with a serious Count bloodline.
“I like al that vampire crap girls are into.” His hand flexes over the wheel.
I can’t tel whether he’s kidding or trying to hit on me, so I don’t say anything.
“So how you like Paragon?” He takes a lazy turn and pul s into the overlook at Devil’s Peak.
“Love it.” I’m not too thril ed at the moment, but…
“Is Chloe Bishop’s house haunted?”
“Yes,” I say matter-of-fact. I’m not sure, but at this point who cares? Truth is, I’m feeling a little haunted myself.
“Cool. I hear you have her room. You see the butterflies?”
“You know about that?” A surge of adrenaline rushes through me.
“I know al about Chloe.” His eyebrows twitch in the dark. “We were like that.” He crosses his fingers.
I want to say, take me home, but it comes out as, “I know who you are.”
“Who am I?” His demeanor shifts. His whole person loosens as a demented grin spreads across his face. I can smel the stench of pot
clinging to his upholstery. El is Harrison is wasting away his youth by getting wasted. My lips twist at the irony.
“Is that what baby Counts in training do to whittle away the hours? Get stoned?”
A loud clap of a laugh belts from him. He smacks his hand against the steering wheel before attempting to compose himself.
“How’d you figure it out?” He looks jovial as though it were al a part of some game of hide, and seek and I tagged him.
“I just did.” I shrug, trying to play it off. “I’d reveal my source, but then I’d have to kil you—literal y.”
“I surrender.” He holds up his hands. “Besides, I like you—a lot.”
“Like me enough to help me?” I don’t know if I can trust El is, or anybody else for that matter. “Hey, Briel e’s one too, right?”
“I don’t know. It’s like some secret society with their own version of don’t ask, don’t tel . We have to wait until we hit the age of enlightenment
or some bul crap.”
“Oh, us too.”
“So is that why you blew me off? You know, when you first got here?” He asks.
When did I blow El is off?
“You ditched me for the twisted Oliver’s. You wouldn’t hang out with me ‘cause I was a Count.” The way he says it you’d think it has racial
undertones.
“Do you know what I am?” I put it out there to see what he comes up with. I’m pretty good at detecting lies.
“I hear you’re the purest, most dangerous bad ass Celestra on the whole effing planet.” He lets out a loose string of laughter as his eyes
reduce to slits.
“I need to know who al the Counts are. They’re trying to kil me, El is.” I feel like shaking that smile off his face. “I need your help.”
He pushes into the headrest, considering it. His mouth opens and he starts in on a word then closes it. He fires up the car up and takes me
home, parking just shy of the mailbox at the base of the property.
“I’l help you under one condition.” He wags a finger in the air breaking the silence. “We take a little light drive.”
***
El is is shocked at how wil ing I am to submit. I take him by the hand, and we fal through time and dimensions until our lids flutter open, and
we look around. It’s night. We’re stil sitting in his truck with our seatbelts fastened.
“Coo-oo-oo-ool! He slaps the steering wheel each time he draws out the word, for emphasis.
“Where are we? Usual y I end up in Chloe’s bed.”
“Sweet, next time I’l let you navigate.”
“Wait, you know how to do this?”
“I’ve gone a time or two.” He plucks the keys from the ignition. “Come on. It’s my favorite night—homecoming.”
It’s dark. The air is damp, the cheer of the crowd almost deafening. We haven’t had a great showing these past few weeks with al the rain
we’ve been having, but on this night, the stands are brimming with spectators.
A parade of floats circles the inside of the field, and I pul El is to go faster until we’re out on the green. Instinctual y, I take us over to the
cheerleaders, Michel e, Lexy, Emily, Nat, Kate, and Briel e. It takes everything in me not to go over and say hi.
“Where’s Logan?” I ask. I’m so excited to see him; I can hardly contain myself.
A body col ides with mine. I step back and stare wild eyed at the tal guy with thick dark hair.
“Excuse me.” He pushes through the crowd with his hands ful of soda and a fast food bag.
“Brody, Chloe’s brother,” El is whispers.
“She’s got a brother? He must be Celestra.”
“Too diluted. Their lineage has some backwash. Chloe was close to clean, but nothing like you.”
“Oh, right, so you’re up on the who’s who of Celestrial bodies?”
“I know what they tel me, and yes, I know about Logan.”
“Oh. Wel , he’s an ass. I don’t real y care about him.” Crap! I’d hate to think I blew it al over some stupid comment I made to El is.
“The ass is right there.” He points over to a crowd amassing around a huge platform erected on the side of the field.
“And where’s my boyfriend?” I can never forget again that it’s Gage and not Logan.
El is leads me by the hand and takes me around the outskirts of the crowd. I see them! Gage and Logan both in uniform.
Four girls step up to the podium. Chloe glows in her sky colored dress. Her long hair flows in the wind, and she’s laughing, waving to the
bitch squad front and center.
“Doesn’t the homecoming honor usual y go to a senior?” I ask.
“No clue.”
There’s a bunch of pomp and circumstance before they initiate a dramatic drum rol and announce the king, Brett Foresman. He steps
forward and accepts his crown. The drums start up again, a much longer and far more dramatic purr than the last. I watch Logan’s face.
“Chloe Bishop!” The announcer screams into the microphone.
Logan doesn’t flinch. Maybe Gage told him, too.
Ms. Richards places the tiara on an ecstatic Chloe. She beams bright as a star. The entire crowd cheers as she gets on the float and heads
off on her victory lap.
We spend the rest of the night circulating within the mob of people. After the game, we head over to El is’ house.
***
“Right about now, I’m hooking up with some chick from East.” He seems rather bored by the fact.
“Nice,” I muse. We start heading up the driveway. “So you gonna go spy on yourself?” I’m not sure why El is thinks coming back here is so
important.
“Great idea, but no. I thought hooking up with two girls on the same night would set some kind of metaphysical record. You know, a menage
a trios, but there’s two of me.” He takes my hand. “And different locations.” He adds, waving to a group of guys as we move through the crowd. “I ran
into myself once, and it messed with my head.”
“You and Chloe did this al the time, huh?”
“Yeah, but I don’t miss her. She put my bal s in a blender.” We step into the house. “I’l be back.” He darts into a dark swarming sea of
bodies.
What am I supposed to do?
Logan and Gage.
I find Logan out back by the pool, sitting with Carly-leave-you-in-the-forest-to-get-your-arm hacked-off-Foster. I think I should have a little fun
with Miss Foster myself tonight.
“Hey.” A deep voice comes from behind.
I turn around with a jump.
It’s Gage.
“Hi.” Does he know me?
“So you go to, East?”
“Total y.” I’m relived he gave me the out. “And you go to, West.” Now that I’ve shown off my bril iant deductive logic skil s, I need to get out of
this and quick.
Gage stares, wide-eyed and mesmerized. My heart picks up pace, and my ears fil with a rush of adrenaline drowning out the rest of the
noise from the party. I’m shocked at how quickly he’s taken with me. There’s a delirium swirling around us, and for the better part, it seems to be
contagious. I place my hand gently on his chest. The strong urge to kiss Gage bubbles up to the surface, so I do.
Kissing Gage is magic—it saturates me. Emotions funnel through him like an electrical current of throbbing anguish.
I pul back. Gage swal ows hard and gives a slightly embarrassed stare before offering a nervous smile.
“Let’s get out of here.” El is snatches me by the arm and pul s me through a sea of bodies before I have a chance to say anything.
Outside the air is cool as we race down the driveway.
“Chloe’s car is gone.” He points out.
“Crap. I forgot al about helping Chloe.”
“That’s not why we’re here.” He hops over the short, slatted fence and helps as I try to navigate the splintered wood.
“Maybe not you, but maybe some of us have better intentions than hooking up with two girls at once.”
“The girls were a nice bonus—girl,” he corrects. “This is why I real y came.” He plucks a bloated bag of crumpled herbs out from under his
jacket.
“You’re kidding.”
“I stole my stash.” He grins, proud of his endeavor.
“Yeah, you’re freaking bril iant. Hey,” I ask looking around at the cars parked at every angle, “do you know if Carly has a car?”
“Foster? She’s got some red sedan with a sticker of kitten on the back. That’s it.” He points to a shiny new car parked on the down slope
near Logan’s house.
I cross the street and pick up a softbal sized rock off the side road.
“What the…” Before El is can sound off, I hurl the thing at the windshield. It bounces and tumbles off the front with the impact of a feather.
“That was useless,” I marvel.
El is’ laugh cuts through the stil of the night.
I search the ground for a sharp rock and luck out with a piece of broken glass.
“I’l be right back.” El is takes off across the street again.
In long smooth strokes, I carve a steady line around the circumference of her vehicle—a giant X on the hood.
El is comes back panting with a long handled hammer.
“That’s better.”
He hands it over, and I’m surprised by the heft of it. It takes three tries before the windshield shatters—tiny, pebbled sized pieces scatter
around the street and catch the light like diamonds. I walk around to the driver’s side and open the door. Nobody believes in locking anything
around here because Paragon is oh-so-freaking safe. I carve a line down the back of the driver’s seat, the soft tan leather, gives, easy as skin.
El is and I walk back to his truck and hop in.
“Remind me to never piss you off,” he says turning the engine.
I look up the driveway and linger for any sign of Logan or Gage, but nothing.
We drive down the road into the narrow void of darkness, the forest comes up around us like a wal thieves in trench coats. Chloe is
somewhere right now. She left, and nobody knows why she would take off alone in the middle of the biggest party of the year, herself the guest of
honor.
Then I see the most curious thing—Michel e. She emerges from the woods al alone fumbling and staggering her way back to the party.
And I wonder.
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Haunted
After sixth, and a long hard hour of cheer torture, I’m more than thril ed to see Logan, of al people, trotting in my direction. The rest of the
guys streamline hard left and head into the gym, not Logan, and he’s looking right at me.
“Hi.” I practical y hop over to meet him.
“Why would you kiss Gage?”
My mouth fal s open, my heart lets out a single thump, and I shrink into my shoes a little.
“You were with Carly.” It comes out defensive.
He averts his eyes as though trying to jog his memory.
“I wasn’t with her. She was nothing and stil is. I sure didn’t stick my tongue down her throat. Or wait—let me guess—you wanted everyone to
know you were together.”
The sarcasm isn’t lost on me as he turns to go.
“That’s not what happened,” I shout after him.
His neck jerks in my direction. Sweat beads down his temples and his helmet hangs low on his fingertips. He looks exhausted and
heartbroken al at once. I don’t want to fight with Logan.
“I’m sorry about Gage,” I offer.
Logan struts off towards the gym—doesn’t look back.
“What was that about?” Briel e comes over securing her sweater around her waist.
“Noth—” Before I can get the word out, something sways in the wind from the low branch of the evergreen just beyond the field.
I suck in a deep breath and push my hands up over my mouth. A body in a tree—a man dressed in white wearing large black boots.
“What’s wrong?” Briel e panics turning around. “What?” Her forehead wrinkles with concern.
“Don’t you see it?” I point right at it. “In the tree!”
“See what?” She squints into it.
Kate walks up, her blonde hair disheveled from the breeze.
“Do you see something in the tree over there?” I ask her.
She glances at it before shielding her hand over her eyes.
“Nope.”
I spot Marshal briskly making his way over to the teacher’s parking lot.
“I gotta go,” I say, bolting in his direction. “Mr. Dudley!” I shout. It takes everything in me not to cal him Marshal .
“Miss Messenger.” He twirls his briefcase in my direction. “What can I do you for?” He waits until I’m right next to him before adding, “I have
your arm.”
“My arm?” It feels like a long lost child has been recovered.
“Yes, your arm.”
“That’s great!”
“Now what do you want? I’m running late.”
“That tree,” I look behind me. Thankful y, Briel e and Kate are already in the gym. “Do you see that?” It’s stil there, dangling in the breeze, and
nobody seems to notice.
Marshal rol s his head methodical y to the side. He looks bored, needling it with a penetrative stare. “It’s October.” He says simply as though
that were enough of an explanation. “Fems are on overdrive. If that bothers you, you won’t like this month very much.”
“That does bother me. I hate freaky things. I don’t even watch horror movies. Is it going to hurt me?”
“Maybe.” He motions for me to fol ow him into the storage unit that houses the schools giant trash bins. Unidentifiable waste litters the floor,
and it smel s like sour milk or vomit—both.
“I’m cashing in, Skyla” He gives a sly smile.
“The deal was an arm and an eye. Technical y, I don’t have either.”
“I’ve already delivered the arm to the morgue. Dr. Oliver was more than thankful. Told him I stumbled upon it jogging in the woods.
Personal y, I wouldn’t go through the trouble of reattaching it. Give it to Chloe when the time comes.”
“So I’m going to bring her back? It’s going to work?”
“Something like that.” He steps forward. I can feel the heat from off his body. “And she’l have an eye. I’m on my way now. Are you
impressed?”
“Not real y.”
He clasps me by the hand, and a jolt surges through me. I can’t see or smel the world, just feel his amazing rush. I lean in to give him the
world’s quickest peck, and he devours me. He clasps onto me with both hands and engages in the longest, deepest kiss. It feels supernatural—
nuclear, a supernova times one mil ion. It’s staggering how good one human body can feel, but emotional y for him—stil nothing.
I force myself to pul away. I could easily spend hours touching—kissing Marshal and this disturbs me.
The chirp of a car from the lot behind us catches my attention. It’s Michel e. She’s alone. I can feel her glowering over at me. Her pure beams
of hatred assure me I’ve secured the number one spot on her shit list.
“Thanks,” I say, watching her get in the car and take off in a markedly pissed fashion.
“I might be in a little bit of trouble myself.” He laughs at the thought. “Oh Skyla,” he says, walking over to his car. “In the end none of this wil
matter. I promise.”
A hard thump lands on the lid of the metal dumpster behind me. It’s a body, bloodied and bruised, vacant eyes staring up at the sky.
I run like hel .
***
It’s family not-so-fun night at Landon castle. Tad’s got a pencil tucked behind his ear and keeps a running score of some stupid board game
we’re forced to play. It’s Drake and I, against Mia and Melissa, against Tad and Mom, who are desperately trying to mime out a scene from a
popular movie. This sucks.
A slight rumble erupts and shakes the house enough to make the windows rattle.
“Whoa,” I say, sliding to the edge of the couch. Back in L.A. we had earthquakes al the time, but my adrenaline’s got me al riled up like it
was my first. “You guys feel that?” My hands tremble.
“Feel what?” Drake places his soda on the bare wood of the coffee table, a felony in my mother’s eyes.
“I thought I just felt an earthquake.”
Mia and Melissa both huddle in horror.
“Oh honey,” Mom breaks pace from the game. “Its just Tad acting like a warthog.”
“Lizbeth!” He shakes his head annoyed at the fact she gave away a major clue.
It happens again, this time jolting the entire house. I give a little squeal and brace myself against the back cushion.
“Skyla!” My mother watches me wild eyed. “Are you OK?”
“You didn’t feel that?” There is no way Tad was capable of rattling the entire freaking house.
“No.” She looks over at me apprehensively. “It’s raining. You probably heard thunder.”
I try to inventory how much caffeine I’ve managed to ingest this afternoon.
“Right.” I look out the window expecting nothing but a dark velvet night, a window moistened with raindrops, but….red?
I bolt from the couch and head over to the window behind the sofa my sisters are sitting on and touch the glass. Blood.
I run over to the back sliding door and face a crimson-stained world. Sliding it open an inch, the stench of rust comes in—clogs up my
nostrils with a wild rancid odor. It’s everywhere.
“Why don’t you head upstairs and take a nap. I’l cal you for dinner.” My mother’s voice is swol en with concern.
I don’t argue. I take the stairs two by two, hit my bed fast, and text Logan.
Red rain? Bodies? He texts back. You know what’s stranger than that?
Does he think I’m joking?
What? ~S
Michelle swore to me she saw you with Marshall. Want to guess what she said you were doing?
Shit! Shit, shit, shit. I hate Marshal .
He found an arm for Chloe. MY arm. ~S
I can’t admit to him I agreed to do it, even if it was going to be less than a peck.
Logan doesn’t text me back.
He attacked me after school. He’s demented. He called me over and trapped me behind the dumpsters. I’m totally thinking
about calling child services. ~S
Less than five seconds later. I heard you call his name. I saw you running over to him with my own eyes.
That’s because I saw a BODY! He’s a Sector. Remember? He saw it 2. BTW, I LOVE YOU!!! Please come over. ~S
The house starts in on a violent rattle. I drop the phone and hear it thump across the hardwood floor. The lights flicker on and off, then the
whole room goes black with a palpable darkness. A strange buzzing fil s my ears, and it feels like I’m fal ing.
A violent clap of light so bril iant ignites around me, and I’m momentarily blinded.
Then, in perfect clarity, I see.
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Eye for an Eye
A viscous fog surrounds me. I inhale it, taste it, feel it coat my lungs like honey. A man with long black hair stares back at me. He’s seated
on a rather ornate throne that looks like it’s made entirely of blue rock candy, and there’s a wild fire burning on either side of him. It’s not until I get
over the shock of the grandeur of this strange room made of light that I notice his right eye socket is empty and gaping.
I have the distinct feeling Marshal has something to do with this.
“You’re almost more trouble than you’re worth.” His voice booms much deeper and stronger than expected, causing the room to vibrate in
rhythm. “Almost.” His eye blazes like fire and I can’t tel whether or not it’s a reflection I’m seeing. A rotating wheel lifts from under his chair and
levitates him off the ground. “I could kil you now. Would you like to die?” He says it so cool, so casual, like offering lemonade.
The fire jumps and ignites on either side of me—it’s so hot my skin stings, then in a puff, it disappears as quick as it came.
The intensity was hotter than an oven. It blistered my flesh in a split second, and I want to cry out at the thought of what my father endured.
“The Countenance has decreed your blood paramount to their existence. Everything else these days means precious little to them. Your loss
or victory against them wil change the tide of Nephilim supremacy.” He picks up a glowing hammer with a giant flat bottom and strikes it against a
royal blue glass plate built into his armrest. “I ordain a civil war in thy name, Skyla Messenger, to commence in one fortnight. May you choose your
al ies wisely and find the fortitude to continue in battle when they turn against you in number. Godspeed.” He lifts the glowing hammer again before
connecting it violently against the glass.
Everything evaporates under the intensity of an ever-growing white light.
***
Flat on my back on the softest sofa in the world, I stare up at the high-beamed ceiling thankful to be anywhere but wherever the hel I just was.
“Skyla.” Marshal ’s voice booms from behind.
I sit up and find myself square in his living room.
“So what was that? Some stupid hal ucination?”
“You just missed Michel e.” He ignores my question, offering me a sip of something thick and orange from his glass. “She’s not that miffed at
me anymore. She’s a piece of work—firework.” He flops down on the sofa across from me and widens his grin. The fireplace is crackling. There’s a
bunch of pil ows lying around on the floor and suddenly I want to vomit.
“I went someplace. I saw this guy, and he had this hammer and now it’s ordained.” I stammer, stil shaking. I relay the entire event in
sequence and wait for explanation.
“The hammer was a gavel,” he nods. “The blue thingy made of glass was a sapphire plate. The fact he ordained a civil war in your name is
not something I would brag about, and his newly missing eye is in the competent hands of your boyfriend’s father—uncle.” He throws his hand in the
air. “Whatever.”
“You took his eye?” I ask horrified.
“The kiss was that good, Skyla. I had to rectify my end of the deal. Besides, it’s a good eye—sees through wal s.”
“Crap.”
He holds a finger in the air.
“No language.”
“What happened?”
“Our kiss drew a little celestial attention. The Counts have upped the ante. They smel a powerful Celestra in the making, and now there’s a
Sector by her side. It looks bad—leaves them shaking in their partial y human boots.”
“Is that why I’m seeing Fems? The guy with one eye sicked them after me?”
He winces.
“Rothel o—he has another name, but you wouldn’t understand it. Please, don’t refer to him as the guy with one eye.” He taps his fingertips
together. “Skyla, choose me. Al this wil go away. No more nightmares, no wicked beings hovering, waiting to harm you. No more Ezrina.”
“I’m with…Gage,” I say, depleted.
“You’re not with Gage anymore than I’m with Michel e. The Counts are closing in. Ezrina was made to look like a fool brandishing your arm
like a trophy, and here you’ve already got another one. Be my wife, and I’l protect you forever.”
“Wife?”
“We could be so much more. We could start a race al our own. Sector and Celestra. We could live in both dimensional planes at once, and
our children would have dominion.”
I shake my head in disbelief.
“What are you going to do?” He continues. “Remove the Countenance from power? You and that bumbling band of Olivers you hope to
procreate with someday?”
“El is…he’s one of them. He’l help.” It comes out flat, almost hopeless.
“You’re going to kil El is.”
“I’m not going to kil El is. I can’t.” The concept shocks me.
“I’ve seen this, Skyla. You can, and you do.”
I’m shaking. I need to get out of here and find Logan immediately.
“Logan and Gage are going to die. I can save one. Who would you like me to spare?” He asks with a pleasant smile on his face like we’re
playing a game.
A breath gets caught in my throat. It’s another one of his stupid love tests. He’s trying to trip me up and make me say Logan.
“Neither.”
“One wil die, and I’l pardon the other. Your choice.” His demeanor changes, he looks deathly serious.
“I choose both Logan and Gage, and you can take their place.” I head to the door.
Marshal swoops over to meet me—catches me by the waist, and I relax into him.
“You can marry one. Who do you prefer?”
Love like a tuning fork. I close my eyes. Why does Marshal bother with words when his actions are so damn powerful?
“And if I choose you?” The words come out a shal ow whisper.
“I spare them both and bring back your father.”
Chapter Forty
Forget You
I beg Dr. Oliver to take my blood twice a month. The human body can replenish its supply in twenty-four hours. His rationale to only take one
pint a month doesn’t hold water.
“Skyla,” he takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes with frustration. “It takes months for your marrow to produce hemoglobin. Drinking fluids
doesn’t magical y create quality blood. You’l be exhausted. We run the risk of a cardiac episode.”
“Absolutely not.” Gage interjects. “Forget it. Chloe wil be here by summer. Trust me, that’s soon enough.”
“We need her. I need her. Didn’t you hear anything I said? A civil war in my name—in fourteen days. What if I’m gone by next summer? I’ve
got Fems crawling around my house, at school, outside my window. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”
“We’l try two pints.” Dr. Oliver gives a mock smile. “If you excuse me, I’ve got a corpse that needs tending.” He disappears behind the metal
doors.
“Why do you need Chloe so bad?” His dimples wink when he says it.
“I need Chloe and Marshal to fal in love.”
“You want to feed Chloe to Mr. Dudley?”
“Exactly.”
I don’t tel Gage, Marshal is easy to love, that after one touch it’s rather hard not to.
***
Marshal al uded to the fact there’s a way to bring back my father. It only makes sense. He’s alive right now in another time and space that I
can easily visit. Gage agrees to go back with me, and we appear in my bedroom on the floor next to an old pile of socks.
“I want to help you.” Gage tugs at my hand.
“You can’t come downstairs. If my dad finds out I have a boy up here, he’l kil us both, then die.”
He shakes his head. Gage looks are around the room as though he needs something.
“What?” If he has even the slightest plan, I want in on it.
“There’s a way to bring others back with you.”
“Like bring him with us? That’s perfect!” Why didn’t I think of that? Or Chloe for that matter? “Maybe we can bring Chloe back, and we don’t
have to reanimate her?”
“From what I understand it’s easier to rebuild. But not your father, he needs another option.”
“I’l explain everything to him.” My mind races with the possibilities. “Once he knows what’s waiting for him, he’l gladly come with us.”
“It doesn’t work like that. If two come in, only two are al owed to go back.”
“So one of us wil have to stay?”
“I think so.” He rubs my back. “I don’t exactly know the rules. Go back and ask Chloe. She might understand the ins and outs.”
“Did she tel you about these rules?” I ask.
“No, it wasn’t her. Anyway, I don’t think we should try anything today. Just go down and hangout with your dad.” He rubs my shoulders up and
down in an effort to encourage me. “I’l try and get some more details for you when we get back.”
“Who has the details?” My brows narrow in suspicion.
Gage doesn’t say anything, instead his lips press into a white solid line.
“Logan?”
He gives a hard exhale.
“He’s known how to bring my dad back al along and he wouldn’t tel me?” I can’t believe this.
“It’s not like that.”
“Easy for you to say. Your dad doesn’t die in a fire over and over each time you visit.”
“I know, I know.” His eyes oscil ate beneath his lids. “Skyla, we need to be careful. We could al burn and it’l be over. We have to do this
right.”
***
I storm downstairs.
“Skyla?” My father cal s.
I head into the dining room and fal into a tight embrace with my dad. I take in his scent, feel his stubble riddled face against my cheek. I hate
this. More than anything, I hate it.
“You remember when I was little and you would pick me up and spin me real y fast? I used to say it was like a carousel.” Maybe he’l tel me. It
can evolve natural y and we could al go back to Paragon today.
“Yup. I can stil do it if you want to. Of course I’l need a wheelchair after— permanently.” He pul s his cheek to the side. “What’s going on?”
“I miss that. I miss you. It feels like I’m growing up so fast, like my life here just blinked by.” I pick at a stain on my jeans.
“Wel that’s sort of the way it is. And when you get to be my age, life starts going downhil at an amazing velocity.” He dive-bombs his hand
through the air. “It’s al bil s al the time, no room for fun.”
“Don’t you think our life together was fun?”
“What do you mean was? Of course it is.”
Two black figures move across the lawn in the backyard, tal as ladders. Long black whips trail after them, and I’m afraid they’re tails.
I take in a breath and forget to let go.
“You OK?”
I want to say, no. I want to say, I think I see giant scary Fems creeping around in the backyard, but don’t. Instead I say something that even
surprises me. “I think I’m going to get some air.”
***
My first inclination is to run upstairs to Gage, get the heck out of this Fem riddled Dodge, and return to Paragon ASAP, but I don’t. If
something happens to Gage because of my incessant need to visit my father, I’l never forgive myself.
It’s warm outside. My flesh doesn’t know what to make of this luscious humid air. It feels like spring—like the summer that never was on
Paragon. My heart melts when I see my mother’s lush, pink rose garden. There’s so much I’ve forgotten about, so much that I took for granted.
My old swing-set sits lank like a rusted out cadaver. Mia can hardly use it without the metal splitting or a piece fal ing apart.
Something thumps down hard on the lawn behind me. I turn my neck just enough, frozen at the thought of what it might be.
Two large humanoid panthers the color of a moonless sky squat with their arms spread out in front of them—claws like razors. Their tails cut
through the air with ferocity.
Shit.
I can’t breathe, can’t move, and suddenly I badly regret not having Gage by my side.
I close my eyes and say his name. My eyes dart around searching the sky—the fence, hoping for his overgrown bird. I know in less than one
minute I’m going to scream. I’m going to unleash al unholy hel , my father wil see me, and we’l both combust out of fear.
The beast on the left hisses and contorts his face into a heart-stopping grimace.
A flat nose shovel with a long yel ow handle leans against the outside wal of the garage. I make a run for it. It’s funny the things that go
through your mind when you’re convinced you’re going to die. I think of El is and how he went to get the hammer for me, so I could bash in Carly’s
windshield.
I strangle the wooden stick, just as something with the heft of smal vehicle thrashes me against the wal .
A series of primal groans emote from my chest. My skul feels fractured in multiple places.
It’s touching me!
I scream a gurgled cry. The putrid smel bites right through my open mouth and I taste it. Then I remember what the shovel was for. I tighten
my grip on the shovel and squirm around and dig my foot into its stomach. I think of Carly and her Logan-loving ways, and push. The beast shoots
back a good four feet, and I marvel. It’s just like that day at the pool when I sent her sailing.
Out from the left, the other one squats into position. I lunge forward and spear the shovel at its chest, but it moves and ditches my efforts. The
shovel slips from out of my hands.
I can’t lose it. I can’t let my dad burn. I’l never see Logan. I’l never see anyone if I’m taken captive, or worse, eaten by Fems and regurgitated
in pieces out on the lawn.
I don’t fight the Fem for the shovel. The flat steel tip nose comes at me and I duck just in time to miss my own decapitation. In my mind’s eye,
I see Carly. Her fake innocent face, her legs wrapped around Logan by the pool, and I snap.
The Fem’s tail wraps around my arm like a lariat, and I clasp onto it, curl it into me like a dancer. I don’t mix words or ideas or any other crap.
I dig my hands in its throat until my fingernails break through its rubberlike flesh, and it writhes in a series of quick jerking motions, scratching at the
top of my head, opening my scalp like tearing through paper.
Green thick liquid runs down my hand, already partial y congealed. I think of Carly and the way she flips her long blonde hair into Logan as I
let the Fem fal to the ground, place my foot on his chest, and let out al of my jealousy inspired frustration by twisting its head around.
Staggering towards the center of the yard, I spin in a careful circle looking for the next one.
“I’m ready,” I hiss, ful out of breath.
There’s a slight breeze, initiating the sound of rustling leaves from up in the oak tree with its hundred-year wingspan. Before I can look, he
pounces on me—flat on my back with a thousand crushing pounds. I can’t breathe. No air. I squeeze my eyes shut and make myself feel like I’m
fal ing, until I do.
Then I’m gone.
Chapter Forty-One
Gone
I jump out of bed and text Gage.
Where are you? ~S
A warm gush of liquid slides down the side of my face and my fingers press into it. Blood. I’ve brought my injuries back with me.
I wait with morbid patience for ten straight minutes before I decide to go back, but first I need to get Chloe.
I close my eyes and pray nothing happens to Gage in the meantime, after al it’s been two freaking years.
Chloe is busy dancing around her room with the dresses she’s going to be kidnapped and buried in.
“I real y hate to break up the party, but you have to come with me, back to L.A.” I grip her by the shoulders. “I left Gage.”
***
Chloe and I head back immediately. My bedroom looks disrupted. The closet has vomited out its belongings al over the floor and my desk is
turned upside down.
“Chloe?” My voice is strangely even keeled. “It wasn’t like this before. Gage wouldn’t do this.” I’m shaking now.
I burst into the hal with Chloe by my side.
“Dad?” I shout his name as I speed down the stairs. “Daddy?” It comes out a frightened cry. The dining room table is overturned, and his
laptop is sprawled out on the floor.
My entire body seizes.
“It’s the Fem,” I say, looking up at the broken window in the living room. I make a mad dash out to the backyard and find the Fem I kil ed has
disappeared, save for a patch of dead grass where I left him. It’s brittle and dry, but not one drop of green fluid, nothing.
“You think they’ve taken my dad and Gage?” I think back to the underground layer at Paragon where Ezrina took me al those weeks ago.
“We’l never find them,” I say just beneath a whisper.
“We’l find them.”
“You think this changes things?” I ask.
“I think this changes everything.”
Chloe and I spend the entire morning and afternoon searching the neighborhood for clues, but al traces of Dad and Gage end inside the
house.
In less than two minutes, the old me is going to come home from school pissed off about a boy who slipped his jockstrap in my backpack.
It’s the last lucid memory I have before I learn about my father.
“Sit on the porch and explain the situation to me before I come inside,” I tel Chloe. “I’l do the rest.”
“Are you insane? You’l be in a mental institution before midnight. They’l hop you up on so many meds you won’t remember your name, let
alone the idea there were two of you.”
“True.” A flash from my brief stint at the psych ward races through my mind. “Then…just tel her your boyfriend is running around trying to get
the people who ransacked my house. Tel her…me, that he’s nice, and to help him because he’s homeless.” Shit.
I watch through the window as the old me comes plodding down the street. I look so much younger, even my gait is lanky and awkward. Old
me spots Chloe and approaches her with a hesitant interest. I can hear Chloe’s voice murmur through the window. There’s silence on my part as
she tries to explain, then I see my hand cup over my mouth in horror.
A hard line creases my forehead as my eyes squint into half moons. That must have been what I looked like when they told me about my
father. I see more of Mia in myself than I do in the me I know now. I look so frightened—desolate.
Chloe gets up and gives her a hug. I wish I could do the same.
So maybe I didn’t think through how I was going to get out of the house or Chloe was going to get back in. So I probably shouldn’t be too
surprised when the old me hears a noise in the kitchen and snatches the basebal bat from out of the entry closet.
Shit. I’m going to get my brains bashed in, by me.
“I hear you,” she shouts. I can see my blonde hair crowning the corner before anything else.
The whack of the bat lands hard on the kitchen counter and bits of peach tile explode into shards.
“I’m not afraid to use this,” I hear me shout, thrashing the bat against cabinetry. I hear glass shatter—wild echoing thumps—water splashing
al over the floor.
I make a mad dash out the broken window in the living room scraping the flesh on my new Chloe arm in the process. I land cockeyed on my
foot and manage to twist my ankle hard on the concrete below, but I keep running.
“I see you!” I can hear myself scream from the back of the house. I run and dive onto the grass and watch as the bat goes flying through the
air—tumbling over itself with gravity-defying fury. I watch in horror as it comes towards my head, dead on like a Tomahawk missile.
Chloe lands on top of me. I can feel the laughter bubbling out of her chest.
We wake up in her bed, and she’s stil laughing.
Chapter Forty-Two
I Can Explain
I real y can’t explain why Gage has gone missing. So I don’t bother. Instead, I hitch a ride to school with Briel e and Drake, ignore the wild
texting spree from Logan, and try to brush off Marshal ’s incessant barrage of possibilities during math class. Sometimes ignorance is bliss—it’s
difficult to imagine when that might be. But for today I have to pretend I’m someone else, not Skyla Messenger—most idiotic angel on earth who
misplaced her boyfriend and inadvertently kil s her father each times she visits.
I try to distract myself as I drag from class to class. I let El is act like a kook and gush over how much money I’m going to save his dope habit
just by the sheer fact he can repeatedly steal his own stash.
“How are you able to steal it again and again?” I’m puzzled by this. “If it’s gone last year, that means you never smoked it, right? So if you
smoke it now how is it stil there a year ago?”
“You make less sense than I do, and I’m high.” He adjusts his backpack against the bench. Briel e and Drake have gone off campus for lunch
because it’s final y not raining, and you can actual y make out the road. Or they probably just wanted to make out, either or.
“I lost Gage,” I confess.
“He hooking up with Carly again?”
“What?” It comes out a shril cry.
“Relax. It was like months before you got here. And I know how much you hate her.”
“Hate her more now.” I fold my arms across my chest.
“So where’s Gage?”
“In L.A. being eaten by overgrown panther’s with horrible human-like faces.”
“Remind me never to light drive with you again.”
“What about the stash?”
“Except then.”
Michel e walks by. Her entire face is pasty and swol en.
“Looks like she’s rotting.” El is says as she passes.
“She’s being bitch slapped by Fems.” I let out a hard sigh. It’s my fault everyone I know is suffering. “I hear that kind of activity picks up this
time of year.”
“I’m counting on it. They liven up my Hal oween party. It’s cheap, violent, wicked fun.” He gives a greasy smile.
A shadow fal s over us. For a second I’m afraid to look up, afraid at what monstrous nightmare has decided to embel ish the landscape, but I
take a smal peek.
“Logan.” I jump to my feet and give him a quick hug.
“Where is he?” His eyes round out to boyish circles, and for a moment I think he’s going to kiss me.
I’m afraid to say, so I bite down on my lip in an effort to stave the truth from vomiting out.
“Where is he?” He asks with a little more agitation. His amber eyes swirl like a kaleidoscope. There’s just enough real anger to fuel the
conversation. I don’t think we’l need to rely on any fake intensity here.
There are two ways I can do this—the truth and a lie.
“Maybe you pissed him off,” I say. I think the lie has more fortitude right now. “Maybe he couldn’t handle al the crap you give him and he
swam off the island.” I don’t want to clue El is in on how desperate I am to have Logan help me, either.
It might work to my benefit to have El is think I’m over both Logan and Gage and into him. That way I could get him to deliver a list of Counts,
in exchange for his stash.
Do I even hear myself?
I ponder the irony of how I’ve become a glorified drug dealer—the angelic vessel of al things il egal. If I’m going to do that, maybe I should
have a fake relationship with Marshal and have him bring my father back.
The bel rings, and El is takes off.
“He’s stuck in L.A. We have to go back and get him,” I plead.
Logan’s eyes close, and he takes in a quick breath.
“I can’t.” He shakes away the thought.
“Yes, you can. If I can do it, anybody can,” I plead. “Are you afraid? Is this like some kind of phobia you have? Gage is afraid of Mastodons
and you’re afraid of time travel?” A tiny part of me is thril ed that I might be braver at something than Logan.
“It’s not that.” He shifts uncomfortably and puts his hand over mine. If I time travel, there’s a good chance I won’t come back.
Yes you will. I swear I won’t lose you. I’m taken by the fact he’s holding my hand right here in the quad.
He shakes his head. A sad slow look spreads across his face.
A thin layer of clouds drag over the sun like a dirty veil and darkens the landscape.
Skyla, there’s something I have to tell you. He gives an uncertain smile. I’m not from this time. He closes his eyes briefly. I’m from the past.
Chapter Forty-Three
Loaded
I waited al day for school to get out, then for his shift to finish at the bowling al ey before he could meet me in the butterfly room.
So when my parents died... He pauses.
I rub the back of his hand with my thumb encouraging him to go on. My Uncle Barron… his older brother, Liam, he came back to the day of
the fire and rescued me. I was a baby in my mother’s arms, and he saved me. He ends his near hour-long narrative.
So your dad is Uncle Barron’s older brother by twenty-one years, and technically you’re the same age as your uncle. Creepy.
I know. I’m sorry. I meant to tell you, but it never felt right. And when you think about it, I was brought here around the same time he had
Gage, so I’ve been raised here. He pul s me closer and leans his head on my shoulder. I remember my time locked in that body, heavily
disfigured. It was a prison, but here with you in this place, on Paragon, this is life.
So he saved you because your burns left you disabled. You lived that life for thirty-six years? I crawl over into his lap. I’m so glad he’s OK.
Liam and my Uncle Barron thought it’d be best to initiate the rescue before the burns incurred. That’s when they took me, but the rest of
my life over there still left an impression.
What happened to your Uncle Liam? I ask.
He stayed behind, died a few years back. There are rules involved with time travel to prevent people from going back or forward and
plucking people out at will. It’s a soul for a soul.
A soul for a soul. I repeat. Then Gage should have no problem coming back. I just need to find him. I hold my breath at horror of the Fems
finding him first, if they haven’t already.
What’s your memory tell you? What happened that day your dad died?
I remember Chloe, and the intense panic I felt when I stepped inside the house—of course trying to kill future me with a baseball bat…but
I never saw the boy she spoke of, and my father died in a car accident. It’s that last part that makes me cringe. It’s because of me he’s lived out his
fate way more than anyone should. I perk up. Marshall says he could bring back my father, so it’s possible.
Logan lifts his head. He doesn’t think much of Marshal , so the thought of something good coming from him is doubtful.
If Marshall said it, then it must be true, he says.
So Sectors can’t lie?
He can if he wants, although it’s never referred to as lying. They’d refer to him as a deceiving spirit. What does this thing want from you
anyway?
I’m startled to hear him refer to Marshal as a thing. A part of me doesn’t want to tel him about the whole super race hypothesis.
Super race. Logan sighs into the idea.
Crap.
Sorry, he folds our hands together. I keep surprising you like that.
I don’t mind that you know, although Marshall might have to kill you. I wish I were joking. There’s something else I’ve been meaning to tell
you. He’s shown me two more Counts.
His eyes widen. I can’t tel whether he’s anxious or pissed.
“Who?” He says out loud.
“Nat and El is.” I take in a deep breath.
He mouths their names staggering in thought. His hand rakes through his hair a few times, perplexed by the news.
“I can’t believe El is,” he says. “I have to admit I wasn’t al that shocked when you told me about Briel e. I’m likely to believe just about anything
about Briel e. But El is…” His thoughts wander. “We played little league, built dirt forts until the sun went down in the summer. Our families went on
trips together a few times.” His head picks up a notch. “I bet the Harrison’s have known al along.”
“El is knew about me. But Briel e and Nat don’t seem to have a clue. Could it be possible they’re not aware of it?”
“El is Harrison is a Count.” Logan’s stil trying to digest this. “Anything’s possible.”
***
Days drift by. The sad rhythm of the rain beats upon my bedroom window. I let my tears flow in silent concert. My heart breaks for Gage and
the Oliver’s who I haven’t had the guts to face.
I go back each night with Chloe, but the results are the same.
Everybody at school asks how Gage is doing. I have to lie and say he’s getting better. The story is he’s got the flu.
If we can’t get him back, Logan says they’re going to have to file a missing persons report with the police and tel them he ran away.
Could he have lasted two years in L.A.? That is, if the Fems didn’t eat him? Chloe and I are going to try again tomorrow night after the game.
I hope it works, and if it doesn’t I think it’s time to cal in my last resort, Marshal . Although, I’m not above stealing money and hopping a plane to L.A.
—shouting his name for miles before I sel my body to build a super race with anybody.
I lean over and grab a spiral bound notebook and a pen. I’m going to write him a poem and when he comes back I’l read it to him.
I labor for hours, scratching out words, rewriting, adding and subtracting until I come up with something that remotely expresses the way I
feel.
I let the spirit of the sad, sad, rain move me.
Long powerful strokes of anguish cut through me when I think of you.
Harrowing hurt, a mile wide, springs from deep inside.
I never knew I could feel this way about anybody—ever.
I hope you know the place you hold in my heart is real.
Come back to me and I’ll show you.
I’ll lead you right into that special place where we can be alone.
I can’t wait to speak these words to him, to see the look on his face when I say them. I try to imagine me tripping al over my apologies when
I find him. Of course, knowing Gage, he would want me to forget al about it because he’s just that nice.
Then a very strange thought pops in my mind from out of nowhere.
I think El is Harrison and his light driving pot run may have just saved Gage.
Chapter Forty-Four
Man Down, Man Up
It’s a crystal clear night, and the game is droning on forever. It’s painstaking, like watching erosion happen in real time. The moon shines
down over us like a high beam. It rained yesterday, but not one drop today, so the playing conditions seem perfect.
It’s hard to cheer, not knowing whether or not Gage is safe—or alive. It’s the last quarter of the game, and we’re up by ten. Logan says the
team’s playing for Gage tonight. I hope it’s the last night they’l ever do that.
Five minutes left in the game. It feels as though my muscles are going to fail. I can’t live off of three hours of sleep a night. The human body
isn’t built for this kind of speed, and neither is a Celestra’s.
I pan the bleachers for signs of El is. I see him intermittently, but he keeps disappearing, and I can’t keep track of him.
“I think that’s Logan.” Briel e leans into me.
“What’s Logan?” I give a puzzled look into the stands.
She clasps me by the shoulders and physical y spins me around.
“Weren’t you paying attention? The whistle went off, he’s down.”
Whistles are constantly going off during the games. I’ve completely trained myself to ignore them for the most part.
A smal army of EMTs rol a stretcher out onto the field.
“What happened?” I don’t bother waiting for a response. I grab Briel e by the arm and make her run down the field with me.
The ice-cold wind cuts through my lungs, makes them feel like they’re bleeding from the inside.
“What’s going on?” I fal on my knees next to Logan as close as I can get.
The coach is talking to him, slapping him gently before he gets up to brief the medics.
“What happened?” I lean over his face. His breathing is labored. He’s dripping with sweat and can’t keep his eyes opened.
“Hit my head.” His eyelids twitch. “Back hurts, can’t breathe.”
“Can I do something?”
He gives a wry smile and shakes his head just enough.
I clasp onto his forearm and close my eyes like I’m praying. I’m going to find Gage tonight with Chloe.
My Uncle has a connection that can help us. Don’t do it. Don’t go messing with the Fems. They can change things. Please, there are still
things you don’t know.
The coach barks at Briel e and me to take off. I get up and brush the grass off my knees.
Why exactly are there stil things I don’t know? Who does Logan think he is keeping these things from me? Of course I’m going to get Gage. I
put him there, and I’m going to get him out.
I wait until they wheel him down the field before running over to him with the other cheerleaders. I rub his bare shin while Michel e whispers
something right in his ear.
Feel better, and I love you, I say.
He raises his thumb as they wheel him away.
***
“El is!” I shout after him.
The crowd swirls in every direction and I hold up my hand until he sees me.
“What’s going on?” He clasps my hand in an awkward handshake.
“How’s your stash?” I ask, jumping on my toes.
“Down to the dregs.” He gives a nasty smile.
“Wel let’s go. I’m up for an adventure. I’ve got enough adrenaline in me to knock a few more of Carly’s windows out.” I wrap my arm around
his shoulder playful y.
“Cool. Let me go take care of something real quick, and I’l be right back.” He jogs over to a group of girls howling with laughter.
“Where’s the party?” Marshal ’s breath tickles my cheek.
“Don’t do that.” I jump back and pan the area for Michel e. If Marshal ’s stil here she can’t be far behind. “I don’t know where the party is. Ask
your girlfriend.”
“Snippy.” He leans in. “I hope that’s jealousy. How is young Gage?” He twitches his nose with amusement.
“Very lost. Would you mind tel ing me how to bring him back?”
“Where is he?”
“Two years ago, L.A. And have I mentioned with Fems?” I’m so frustrated with him I want to push him clear across the field.
“Fems and Logan and Gage oh my.” He wiggles his fingers.
“I’m not laughing. Are you going to help?”
“Are you going to let me woo you?”
“No.”
“Then my answer’s the same.”
“I can’t believe you.” I shove him hard in the chest. The thread of a pleasurable current rustles up my arms and fil s me momentarily with the
urge to latch on. “You have the ability to save Gage and my dad, and you won’t do it!” I feel the heavy weight of tears building behind my lids. I’m so
pissed I want to hit him over and over—beat him.
“I’l have you arrested for assault if you do that again Miss Messenger.” He says in his most professional voice. “Should you change your
mind, my services wil be on standby this evening.”
Michel e appears by his side. The dark circles under her eyes are caked over with foundation making her look more than ten years older.
She threads her arm inside his and scowls at me. They saunter off in the crowd like a bona fide couple.
Un-freaking-believable.
“Let’s do it,” El is says, catching up with me.
“I need to make a pit stop at Chloe’s first. You in?”
His eyes close with discontent.
“Here we go,” he mutters under his breath.
Chapter Forty-Five
Blind
Chloe stops sweeping the floor with her dresses and lasers a storm of intense hostility in El is’ direction.
“Why him?” She growls.
“I thought it’d be fun. Besides, Logan hurt his back.” I don’t let on that he’s pretty sure he won’t get back to the right year and why. “So El is,
explain to Chloe about your never ending stash trick.”
“Is that why you brought me here?”
“Yes. It might lead to my never-ending Gage trick. Just, help me,” I say exasperated. “I’d go alone if I could figure out how to land five minutes
ahead of myself.”
“You can’t.” Chloe rakes a brush through her hair so violently that I hear some major breakage occur. I almost warn her she’s asking for split
ends, but then a year in a coffin’s probably not too good for her glossy mane, either.
“We’re stil going to the party, right?” El is asks.
I shoot him a vicious look of discontent. He knows what happens to Chloe at that party. How can he be so moronic to bring it up right in front
of her? Are al Counts this stupid? The opposition’s suddenly not looking so bad.
“If you’re good, just you and I,” I whisper while Chloe snatches a pair of jeans off the floor and heads into the closet.
“Awesome. I’d do anything to keep this stash going. You know how much money I’m saving?”
Freaking frugal El is is what I’m going to cal him from now on. I hate to break it to him, but I don’t real y care about his financial situation, and
plus it’d probably be real y good for him if he got off the stuff anyway. He’s going to end up some loser Count and I’l be partial y responsible. Then a
major light bulb goes off.
“I’l do as many runs as you want in exchange for a favor.”
“You wanna upgrade to a sledge hammer?” His face smoothes out in anticipation.
“No, the hammer’s working out pretty good.” One of these days Carly is going to find out it was me, and El is is going to be behind it—most
likely inadvertently. “Get me a list—something on paper of al the major Count players.”
He shakes his head gazing out the window.
“Or no stash?” He asks.
“No stash.”
***
The three of us arrive back in L.A. and my old room is stil destroyed beyond recognition. I have no intention of hanging out with a plate of
milk and cookies for my old self this time either. Who knew I was so kick-ass, even if it was me I was trying to kil ?
“So let me get this straight, you’re using the same bag over and over?” Chloe looks doubtful.
“Yup.” El is seems curt with her.
“There’s no way. It’s got to be a treble.”
Chloe exudes confidence, so natural y I believe her.
“A treble…” I say. Like when I thought I had managed to escape from Ezrina only to end up back there again, treble? “That means we’re
going to get sucked back into that situation?”
“Bingo.” She says without emotion, picking up my book of poems and making herself at home on the bed.
“So, how do we create a treble?” I’d do anything to get Gage.
“You can’t fix anything like this with a treble. It has to play out—the sooner the better.” Chloe picks up a pen off the nightstand and starts
rearranging my poetry.
“So El is and his stash mean nothing?” I can’t believe this.
“Per usual,” she quips.
I want to take El is by the neck and bang his head into the wal . And why is Chloe so calm?
“Don’t just sit there, do something.” I feel like picking up a bra off the floor and flinging it at her.
“You have El is.” She glowers at him. “Besides, this whole time continuum thing is far too smal a space to contain the two of us.”
The covers rumple, and she’s gone.
“Crap,” I hiss. “What did you do to piss her off so freaking bad?”
“Technical y, I haven’t done anything yet.” He sits down at the computer and starts scrol ing around.
“El is, there are Fems out there after Gage—eating Gage. Don’t you have a sense of urgency to get up and do something?”
“No.” He doesn’t bother looking up.
“What did Gage ever do to you?”
“With him out of the picture it ups my odds of hooking up with you.” He gives a lazy smile before pecking at the keyboard.
The room shakes. A loud bang comes from downstairs, and El is pops out of the seat.
“We gotta find Gage,” he says.
“Oh, now you wanna help.”
“No, actual y I want him to protect me.”
The sound of shattering glass rattles the house.
“We need to go downstairs,” I say, pul ing him towards the door.
“Anyone ever teach you to run away from danger?”
“Don’t be stupid, El is.” I open the door. “That’s where al the fun is.”
The room goes dark. The house starts in on a series of violent blows, and I lose a hold of him.
Loud thumping footsteps methodical y climb the stairs.
The bedroom window explodes letting in the muted light from outside. A wild jolt picks up the house and drops it. El is tumbles backwards
right out the new gaping hole.
“El is!” I try to move towards the window to see if he’s al right, but can’t.
I feel something secure itself to my right arm. It’s a long black tail connected to something coming from the hal .
Oh, fuck.
Chapter Forty-Six
Repeat
I didn’t mean to leave El is. Once I saw that smooth as velvet fur on the leather whip of a tail, I began to black out and somehow ended back
up in my bed safe on Paragon.
A slow drizzle forms little beads of rainbow pearls on the foggy glass of my bedroom window. I perch myself in the built-in seat beneath it and
lay my hand on the cool of the glass.
Chloe went back enthused last night, only to meet her fate. El is wasn’t even that hot on going to save Gage, and I dragged him anyway, just
like I dragged Gage, and now it’s al turned into a big pile of crap. I’ve got no choice but to figure this out on my own. I don’t think Logan wil be too
impressed when he finds out I went back and lost El is too. Technical y I didn’t lose El is. Most likely he broke his back when he fel out the window
and lay helpless as a wild herd of Fems plucked off his limbs.
I take in a ragged breath. What am I suppose to do? I feel stupid just sitting here. My gaze fal s on the poem I wrote for Gage, the one I
thought for sure I’d be reading to him by now. Maybe I should write El is a poem too? I could write one for each person whose life I smashed to
pieces—poetry noir.
My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Briel e.
You hear about what happened last night?
Oh shit. I have no clue what she’s talking about and to tel the truth I’m too chicken to ask.
Is it Logan? ~S
Nope. Michelle jumped off Devils’ Peak.
I shake my head and mumble the word no over and over. I can’t handle this anymore. I need to put a stop to this madness. It’s like I’m
spraying bad luck al over the place.
Is she dead? Of course she’s dead. Who survives a drop like that? It’s got to be hundreds of feet.
She’s in ICU.
I take in a deep breath. OK, she made it. Al I have to do is give her some blood or something—I can fix this.
Who am I kidding? I can’t fix anything. In fact, I tend to make things worse.
I text Logan. How R U? ~S
Stiff, but OK. Where’s Ellis?
He knows. Someway, somehow he found out.
Home? ~S
Sheriff’s out searching. He left his truck at school. He’s not home. You know something.
Why would I know something? ~S
Because you tend to lose people.
Is this real y the time and place for humor? Then it hits me—it’s a plain fact. There’s not one thing funny about it.
He’s with Gage. ~S I hate it when he’s right.
I hop off the bed, not waiting for a response. I’m going back to fix this right now—al by myself.
***
It occurs to me when the ground beneath me trembles and the Fem is wrapped around my arm, that Marshal might be someone good to
have by my side at times like these. I mean, so what if it costs me my life, soul, being, whatever? How bad would it real y be creating a super race
with Marshal ? Any time I feel like having a nervous breakdown over Logan or Gage, I’l simply reflect on moments like this, and understand that I’d
rather not turn into Fem vomit and...
I let out a bloodcurdling cry and don’t stop until my lungs beg to explode.
The beast comes in with its eerie grimace, strange humanlike features masked under a panther’s jet-black fur, creepy glowing eyes, and
long catlike limbs.
“Skyla!” A male voice booms racing up the stairs.
The door opens in haste and refracts off the wal .
“Daddy!” I scream. Daddy was usual y something I reserved for the tender moments of yesteryear, not the monster’s-going-to-twist-my-headoff-and-toss-it-out-the-window moments of today.
He’s armed with a basebal bat, same one I wielded at myself not too long ago. He gets in a violent series of blows to the back and side of
the Fem’s head until a mess of green slime starts to gunk up the bat, and the Fem fal s flat to the ground.
“Let’s go.” He helps me leap over its listless body. It reaches up and snatches my ankle before I can traverse it.
I scream, maneuvering towards the door as my father beats the living shit out of the writhing creature.
The grip around my ankle loosens, and we manage to reach the stairs. He leads me outside to the front of the house, opens the passenger
door to his car, and instructs me to get inside.
“How’d you find the keys?” I ask as he lands in the driver’s seat and locks the doors.
“I don’t know where they are.” A bewildered look crosses his face. “It was unlocked.”
Right.
I’m in a car on this very day with my dad. I tick my head nervously.
“I guess you want some sort of explanation of what’s going on.” He looks straight ahead at the garage as though he were disappointed in
himself for not doing it sooner.
“That we belong to a faction of angels cal ed Celestra?” I ask. “That we have the amazing capability of pissing off a crooked group of angels
cal ed the Counts? That the Fem upstairs is nothing but a bal of air, which by the way I do not believe,” I say ful of frustration. “Yeah, please tel me
because I’m dying to know.”
I can’t believe I’m yel ing at my dad, who, by the way, I’ve never even slightly freaked out on with the exception of today of al days, his death
date.
“You know al this.” He folds his hands into his lap and turns over to me thoughtful y. “I didn’t think it was right to tel you. I wanted you to have
normal childhood for as long as possible.”
“I did.” I pick up his hand. “And it was a happy one.”
“Was?” He presses into the headrest. “It’s stil happening.”
“No it’s not.” It comes out feeble. “It’s not. You’re gone, Daddy, and I’m not doing so wel without you.”
“I’m not fol owing you.” His forehead creases. “I’l work less. Sweetie, everything I do, I do for you and your sister. Believe me, I’d much rather
spend time with the two of you.” His eyes fil with moisture.
The world slides from beneath us, feels like it sways on its heels, and, for a second, I want to say yes, spend more time with us, but I know
that’s not going to happen.
“I’m not the Skyla you know.” I start in careful y. His skin looks thicker in this harsh light of day, and I can see the slight pocking of his flesh
around his cheeks. He looks hardened by the world, not like the softer version I keep tucked away in my memory. “I’m Skyla from the future.”
A loud popping noise explodes from somewhere deep in the car. Flames shoot out from under the hood and lick dagger like spears high up
over the windshield.
In less than three seconds, the entire car is engulfed in flames.
Chapter Forty-Seven
Wake
My eyes flutter open. The room slightly spins as I struggle to get up on my elbows. A wave of nausea washes over me, then the details of
what happened flood back like a storm.
Two years ago my father died in a fiery crash in the driveway of our home. A young woman was reported to have fled the scene. That young
woman was me.
I head downstairs, bumping into wal s, stumbling over the carpet until I land on a barstool next to Drake.
“Skyla?” My mother zooms in on me so close she looks disfigured.
I give a series of hard blinks.
“I think maybe you should stay home from school today.” She slides over a glass of orange juice.
“School?” What the heck happened to Sunday?
“You need to rest. You had a pretty high fever when I checked last night.”
“You were delirious,” Drake says with a mouthful of cereal. Milk spurts out when he laughs.
“I’m fine.” The clock behind mom reads, seven-thirty. That’s less than five minutes before I need to shoot out the door. “Can I catch a ride with
you guys?” I ask Drake.
He looks at me up and down with the spoon stuck in his mouth.
“I’m leaving in two minutes,” he mumbles.
“That’s al I need.”
Much to my mother’s protest I dress and pul my hair back in a ponytail. I snatch my makeup bag off the counter and toss it in my backpack.
“You’re going to relapse,” she insists.
That’s impossible, I want to tel her.
“I’m going to be fine. If I feel bad I’l go to the nurse. I’ve got this huge test coming up in Algebra Two—if I miss one class I’m completely
behind. It’s like missing a month of regular math.”
“I get it.” She gives a slow blink in frustration, before snapping her fingers. “Oh, is that Mr. Dudley’s class?”
“Yes.”
“Let him know I should have the ad complete this afternoon. He can come over later if he wants to see the proofs.”
“OK.”
“You know what?” She tucks a stray hair behind her ear. “Invite him for dinner.” She smiles shaking her head. “Don’t you just love living here?
It’s like everybody’s family. We actual y know our neighbors. And I can’t even imagine inviting one of your teachers back in L.A. over to the house,
let alone for dinner. It’s just a different world here.”
“It’s different,” I muse. “I’l let him know about dinner.”
“You think he’l come?”
“I’m more than positive.” There’s no way he’l let this opportunity slide by.
I walk down the driveway towards Briel e’s Jeep with Drake motioning for me to hurry.
I hop in the back and stare out in a vacant manner as the scenery starts to whiz by. I can’t focus on anything right now other than Gage and
El is.
“Can you believe al this weird stuff that’s been happening?” Briel e switches off the radio. “First Michel e, now El is missing?”
“Yeah, I know. How’s Michel e?” I ask.
“No clue.” She clasps her hands on the wheel and focuses in on the road.
Things are getting weird al right. And it’s al my fault.
***
I see Logan on my way to second.
“You look great.” The words sail from my lips without my permission. I pul him into the dark underbel y of the stairwel .
He pushes a quick kiss on my lips. I’m so shocked I hold my breath for three solid seconds. This is serious. Maybe he’s got a brain injury.
“I miss you.” His lips twitch. There’s an inherent sadness in his eyes, like he means it, but it’s layered a little deeper than I understand.
“I’m so sorry about Gage.” I can barely get the words out.
“Nobody blames you. I don’t want you to stay away from the house because you think my aunt and uncle are mad. If anything they blame
Gage.”
“Gage?” Obviously they’re too nice to put the blame where it real y belongs.
Logan traces the outline of my lips with his finger. His eyes magnetize to mine and we let our gaze linger while the warning bel goes off.
“I’ve ruined everything.” Even my words aren’t powerful enough to break the spel of attraction. My breathing becomes erratic.
“You didn’t ruin anything.” He gives a bleak smile when he says it.
“Michel e’s in the hospital, Gage and El is are missing. Fems are spreading like a fungus, and we have to hide our relationship. I can’t think
of one thing that’s working out right now.”
He kisses the back of my hand and pul s his cheek into a half smile.
“We are.”
***
“Ten minutes late, Miss Messenger,” Marshal says as I walk by on the way to my desk. “I was beginning to think your entire row was going to
disappear.”
A series of gasps erupt.
“I apologize. That was in poor taste considering the dubious nature of Mr. Harrison’s disappearance.” Not that I’m crying myself to sleep at
night, he adds for my benefit.
I don’t bother focusing on the lesson at hand. I gape at the open book in front of me and stare at the numbers in a daze. It’s hard to target my
attention on equations with Gage and El is lost in some other time dimension. If they end up dying back there, what happens with the last two years?
Did they ever real y happen?
I total y get why Logan warned me not to time travel in the first place. I swear if I can somehow reverse this, I’l never time travel again, wel ,
probably never. I can’t promise myself anything. I’m so out of control, I can’t even control myself. How’s that for irony?
“Skyla,” Marshal sings over to me. Even his voice has the magical ability to soothe.
Most of the class is already gone. I col ect my things and walk over to his desk.
“My mom wants to know if you can come to dinner. Ad’s ready.” I don’t come at it with quite as much enthusiasm as my mother.
“Yes.” His eyes widen instantly as though he’s been hoping—praying for this.
“Don’t seem so eager. It’s not becoming,” I say as I head towards the door.
He walks over swiftly and leans over my shoulder.
“Remember those words when you beg me to have you.”
“I’l never do that.”
“I have the gift of knowing,” he reminds me. “You wil .”
Chapter Forty-Eight
Behave
Emily and Lexy are lost children. They huddle together as tears stream down their faces. They don’t get up and practice during cheer;
instead, they speak in hushed tones when they bother to speak at al .
At the end of the hour, Ms. Richards announces that Michel e has been downgraded from critical condition. Miraculously, her pencil dive off
Devil’s Peak has managed to result in a mere broken leg. A wild scrub oak broke her fal .
“Can you believe it?” Briel e whispers.
“Yeah,” Nat shakes out her kinky hair. “She’s ruined the line, ‘Go jump off Devil’s Peak’. Sort of lost its punch.”
“Either that or she’s an immortal.” Kate laughs when she says it, and I wonder if she knows that Nat and Briel e are both Counts or if she’s
the only one not in on this celestial joke.
Ms. Richards claps her hands one more time.
“I think, in the spirit of unity, we should al visit Michel e tonight at seven. Please wear your uniforms, and if you so wish, bring flowers.”
“Seven? Mr. Dudley’s coming over tonight for dinner.”
“Ooh…” Nat shakes her shoulders. “He so damn hot.”
“He’s interesting,” I say, lackluster.
“Are you blind?” Kate’s a little miffed at my non-responsiveness.
“No, I just like my boyfriend better.” I sort of mean both of them. A hot bal of fire cycles through my stomach.
What’s happening to Gage? There’s no doubt in my mind once this horribly drawn out day is over, I’l have to go back. I have to get him. A
smal voice in the back of my mind repeats what Logan once said. Anything’s possible if I believed—and I do believe I’l get Gage. I’m pretty sure
El is wil get back either way. He’s sort of a cockroach that way. Plus, he doesn’t have a stash, and I’m pretty sure you can’t smoke a Fem.
There is one thing that seems impossible—saving my father. After I undo al the damage I’ve done, I won’t bother trying ever again.
***
Marshal shows a little too early—a little too eager. I can smel the desperation oozing off of him. He’s like an older version of Gage on lovestruck acid. Although right about now, I’d do anything to have Gage pour his love al over me. I’m pretty sure I’d shock the hel out of him and pour it
al right back a thousand times over.
“Isn’t she beautiful? She’s like a real live angel.” He holds up the proofs up to the light. “Amazing,” he says under his breath.
“Trust me Skyla’s no angel, but even I’m fooled by this picture.” She coos, lost in some zombie-like trance at the black and white print.
My mother has her recipe books strewn out al over the counter. Stray opened cans lying around with crumpled napkins and soggy
dishtowels fil up the volume of the kitchen island. If it were anyone else I’d actual y be embarrassed at the state of unrest the house is in, but I’m
glad we look like pigs. I hope we scare Marshal off with our unsanitary condition.
Tad walks in, and everyone plays nice while Mia and Melissa help me set the table.
“It’s so refreshing to see your domestic side.” Marshal ’s lips curl into a barely-there smile.
Creepy.
“Skyla? Domestic? Ha!” My mother balks. “You should see her room.”
“Could I?” Marshal gives a sly grin in my direction.
No you cannot, you dunce, I feel like saying.
“I’ve always believed you can tel so much about a person by the natural state of their private space,” he continues.
“Sure, go on.” My mother sticks her head in the oven to check on the chicken. Obviously, she’s insane from the fumes or something.
He’s a teacher—a grown man no less. What the heck has gotten into her? It’s like he’s zapped her with his charm and now she’s
defenseless to his every whim.
I sigh and lead him towards the hal . Tad looks at me as though I’ve just sprouted two heads. Even Tad thinks this is a bizarre turn of events.
If Tad and I are on the same page then for sure this whole thing reeks of rotting corpses.
I take the steps two by two, but Marshal beats me to the top anyway and hisses, I win.
I open the door to the united kingdom of colorful underwear and let him take a gander. He steps deep inside before spinning in a long slow
circle. Then he walks over to the bed and lies down, prompting me to slam my door shut and lock it.
“Would you get up? What’s this ‘see your room’ business?”
“I was bored.” He sniffs at the sheets. “Just taking in your scent. It’s not like I haven’t been here before, but it’s kind of nice to be invited.”
“You invited yourself.”
“Details.” He lies back and folds his hands across his chest. “Have you given us much thought?”
“No. No, us.”
“How about Gage? You found the poor boy yet?” His hand latches on to the post near the headboard, and he offers his best seductive stare.
“No.”
“Have you checked the excrement around the property? I understand Fems have a powerful y quick digestive system.”
“You’re sick.”
“I can make everything right for you, Skyla. Shal I?” He sits up in anticipation of my answer.
I have to admit, it’s getting more tempting by the minute. Although, however much I feel like sacrificing myself for Gage, I don’t feel as
desperate to lose everything for El is.
“Your father would love Paragon.” He gets up and leaves the room.
He’s right.
***
We pretend to enjoy chicken cordon bleu, or black, as it is in its present state. My mother makes a mockery of herself, apologizing profusely
for the charred disaster. You’d think she set his mother on fire the way she goes on.
“I’d don’t mind.” Marshal winks over at her. “What’s a little carcinogen every now and again?”
Tad looks appal ed by his comment.
It’s true, though. I’ve always considered my mother’s cooking a slow form of suicide.
Mia and Melissa both seem equal y taken by Marshal , giggling in concert at his brazen exposition.
“Mr. D?” Mia offers up her own nickname for him. “You think you’l stil be teaching when I get to West?”
“No, I’l be old and married by then. But you can visit the horse ranch. Better yet, sign up for lessons at the new school.”
“Yes!” She explodes, nodding to Melissa. Looks like he just scored two pupils without effort from the ad.
“I’m going to have Alpacas shipped in. Isn’t that exciting?” He looks to me when he says it.
“Oh!” My mother saves the chicken from fal ing out of her mouth with her fingers and swal ows hard. “I love Alpacas!” She chugs down a third
of her lemon water. “Cal me as soon as they get in.” It’s becoming painful y obvious my mother has joined in on the Marshal Dudley love-fest. She
swoons over at him like a star struck schoolgirl, gets so lost in her spaced-out daze while peppering her food she has to sneeze her way back to
reality.
She’s openly flirting with me, Skyla. Does that make you the slightest bit jealous? He asks.
“Yes,” I say out loud. Crap. It’s late and I’m tired. Speaking of which, I dart my eyes over to the clock, six-fifty.
“Yes, what?” Tad asks, stymied by my spontaneous affirmation.
“Um, I have to go visit Michel e. Ms. Richards wants the squad to show our solidarity.” Or was it unity?
“I heard al about that.” My mother takes in a deep worried breath.
At least something shot her down from her cloud.
“I’m headed there, too. I’l give you a lift,” Marshal says.
“I’m going with Briel e.”
“I’l extend the offer to her as wel . We’l be green.” He nods towards my mother. “It’s been lovely. I’l return the favor at the ranch. I’m planning
on having a community gathering to celebrate the opening. Of course, I can’t do it without my model in her wings.” He glides into a smile that reeks
of sexual gratification.
“I think it’l be a little chil y running around the ranch without any clothes on.” Tad huffs.
Thank you.
“She can wear a body suit.” My mom’s quick to save the moment, anything to please Mr. Studley.
“A body suit sounds disgusting,” I say getting up, and by the look on Marshal ’s face, he agrees. “I gotta get my uniform on.”
“That’s perfect. Who wouldn’t like angel wings on an al American cheerleader?” He asks, pleased with the epiphany.
I can hear my mother agreeing with him, offering to make up posters just for the event.
It’s obvious Tad wanted to badly disfigure Marshal al night—stab him through the eye with a fork or something. Maybe my mother wil end
up having an affair with Marshal and that wil end the monkey rein that’s taken over our lives?
That would be total y freaky.
Who knows, maybe some good wil come from Marshal after al .
Chapter Forty-Nine
Stay
Michel e glows under the white-hot spotlight of faux somber attention. She’s magnetized to Marshal in an almost stalkerish way. Her parents
and little sister head downstairs for dinner as soon as we arrive, so she could spend a little time with her friends, which is ironic since she only has
the two, and the rest of us are glorified room décor.
Ms. Richards makes smal talk before announcing it’s her bedtime. She winks over at Marshal before making a beeline for the door.
Michel e catches on and grows uneasy. Her dark wavy hair rises high above her head in a bountiful birds nest, and her face is sal ow as though
she’s been dead a year herself.
“Al I’l need is a walking cast.” She espouses as though it were no big deal.
“Why’d you do it?” Nat doesn’t seem to have her mouth filter on.
I, for one, am glad she had the bal s to ask because I’m dying to know.
“It’s cal ed nocturnal something,” she says it dead serious as though it were an official medical term. “I was sleepwalking, and I got in the car
and drove to the cliffs. I must have fal en off.” She fingers the rose around her neck in an effort to stabilize her shaking fingers. “I had a terrible
nightmare.” Her lips turn a purplish-blue. She shakes her head. “I miss your class. Am I far behind?” She directs it at Marshal .
I can’t tel whether or not this is something sexual, or if she’s dead serious. Either way, she looks as if she were dropped off at the morgue,
and death forgot to claim her.
“I’l excuse you,” he says before nodding in my direction. “In fact, I was going to bring your assignments, but I was having dinner at the
Messenger’s home.”
“Your house?” She pins me with her instant anger.
I’m not sure what Marshal ’s motives are, but clearly pissing off Michel e for his sheer enjoyment is one of them.
“My mom…” I glance over at him. “My mom’s doing some work for him. He invited himself.”
“I would never do that.” He straightens.
“Michel e, you’l get so much more rest with your jewelry off. Want me to help you with the necklace?” I offer. Despite the fact she’s a major
bitch, I don’t real y want her swan diving, or driving for that matter, in her sleep. Nor do I want to be forced to visit her in the hospital as an integral
part of my grade.
“You guys mind leaving me and Messenger alone for a minute?” She doesn’t waver her immovable stare.
The room clears as quick as a blink.
“Dinner?” Her eyes flare up. Her olive skin brightens just beneath the surface of her wrath. “And now you want to steal my necklace?”
“I don’t want your boy-toy, and for sure I don’t want your necklace. But I promise you’l feel better if you take it off.”
She slides the dirty rose along the chain, creating a sizzle of audible tension.
“No. I won’t take this off until the day I die.”
Might be quicker than she thinks. I purse my lips as I remember something.
“Hey,” I open my mouth in a fit of trepidation. “El is was tel ing me…” My stomach drops when I say his name. I keep forgetting he’s gone.
“Um, that night at his party—homecoming last year…he says he saw you walking out of the forest, alone. He thought maybe you might have been
the last one to see Chloe Bishop alive.”
“So now you’re accusing me of kil ing Chloe?” She asks as though it were ludicrous.
“No—not at al . It’s just that…I don’t know if you know, but El is is missing. They think it might be the same people that took her. You know,
they might be responsible.”
Her face bleeds out al color. Her chest ceases to rise and fal . She’s completely stopped breathing.
“Michel e?”
She looks wearily towards the door and pul s the sheets up to her chin.
“I can’t sleep alone. Promise me you’l stay with me.”
“What? What about Emily or Lexy? Or your mom?” Al far more logical choices.
“Em and Lex can’t know I’m afraid.” She shakes her head in a panic. “They’l never let me live it down, and my mom and dad won’t stay. They
said I was a big girl and laughed at me for asking.”
“I have school tomorrow.” Plus, I need to be in L.A. and back before first period.
“You’l stay, or I’l tel everyone you’re sleeping with Mr. Dudley.”
“Everyone is sleeping with Mr. Dudley.” Except me, but I choose to excise the truth because apparently that’s how I rol these days.
“I’l tel them you’re pregnant. I’l tel them you had an abortion—ate your baby. Doesn’t matter, they’l believe anything I want. Understand?”
“I’l stay under one condition.”
“What?” Her teeth chatter, her voice is marked with a clear tremor.
“Tel me what you saw that night.”
“I saw…” Her eyes widen as she loses focus, just before she turns a hideous shade of grey and passes out.
Chapter Fifty
L.A. Lady
The nurses decided Michel e is better off in ICU for the night where they can monitor her breathing, and not so unfortunately for me, that
meant no overnight visitors.
I get straight to bed and feel myself sailing off into the past. I’ve become a master of heading off into whatever timeframe I want—master of
disaster is a bit more accurate.
I give a hard blink and check out my surroundings. I’m in my cluttered up room back in L.A. Everything’s disheveled like before and the
window’s shattered.
I bolt up and check down on the grass for signs of El is.
He’s there! He’s lying in a pool of silver glass with his hand up over his head like he’s trying to figure out what the hel just happened.
A chipped lattice trel is adheres to the wal outside my window. I climb out and try crawling down. It splinters under my weight and I dive two
stories straight down, landing with my left leg below the knee splayed out unnatural y to the side.
A series of low gurgling moans escapes my throat as I try not to pass out from the sheer freaking horror of it al . Just the sight of my severely
disjointed leg weakens me to the point of wanting to zoom back to Paragon.
“Is that painful?” El is says from over my shoulder.
This can go two ways as far as I see it. I panic and scream or man up and pop it back into joint—so I do both. I scream so loud it hardly
sounds human. The tendons behind my knee feel severed, and the area swel s instantly like a bal oon. I pul back my jeans just enough.
This can be healed, I tel myself placing my hands over my knee with the utmost care. Maybe al I have to do is believe this is going to be
OK?
I wait, but the swel ing only seems to increase, and the adrenaline effect is wearing off, sending hot searing pain straight into my chest.
“Spit on it.” He commands.
“What?”
“See if that works. Spit on it.”
I spit in my hands and rub them over the hot spot on my leg. The swel ing decreases a bit. My leg softens, and I can extend it again.
“It sort of worked. How’d you know that?”
“I didn’t. I just wanted to see if you’d spit on yourself.” He gives a tiny smirk of satisfaction. “Let’s get Gage and get the hel out of here. It feels
like I’ve been down here for days.”
“More like years,” I say, attempting to get up on my feet and letting out a yelp. Stil injured.
A loud thump emerges from inside the house, and my dad cal s out my name.
“Come on.” El is takes me by the elbow, and we round out to the back of the house with me hobbling severely.
The side gate is wedged in dirt. We never used this gate, so it doesn’t surprise me. El is kicks it down, and helps me climb over the
wreckage. The whole house has been destroyed—decimated. Just as my thoughts turn to what my neighbors might be thinking, a siren pierces
through the thick humid air.
“Shit!” I mutter. “Gage!” I scream so loud it’s barely distinguishable. “Gage?”
The landscape darkens. Three moaning bodies with obvious knife wounds lie in the yard—al three of them male with long unkempt hair
sporting dreadlocked beards of varying lengths. Pools of crimson spread beneath them. It’s so gruesome I can’t bear to look anymore.
A choir of hissing erupts.
“Time to go.” El is clasps onto my hand.
“Not without Gage.”
“Yes, without Gage.” El is scoops me up in his arms and traverses the series of bodies, running straight through the house and towards the
front door.
“Skyla?” My dad cal s chasing after us.
“He’s going to kil you.” I squirm out of El is’ arms. He snatches my hand, and we race to the end of the front lawn.
A brigade of police cars and fire trucks fil the streets.
“They’re going to think we slaughtered those Fems!” I panic.
El is shakes his head and points over towards the front door.
A police officer is talking to my father. Dad places a long bloodied kitchen knife down and places his hands up against the wal .
“They’re arresting my dad.” An air of disbelief cripples me.
A thick fog fal s around us. It glows a subtle shade of blue.
“What’s happening?”
“We’re changing…”
“Changing what?”
“Dimensional planes.”
“What does that mean?” I’m not sure I want to know.
“It means, it’s on, and we need to get out of Dodge right the hel now.”
“What’s on?”
The ground trembles. A shadow fal s over us thick as night. A bear-like Fem, tal as the house stomps in our direction.
Everything in me pulsates. I breathe in the congealed vapors that glaze my lungs like paste.
Its black eyes glisten. The red hole of its mouth yawns out a howl and his claw swipes down and cuts through El is’ midsection in one easy
swipe.
“You’re bleeding,” I say stupidly.
I know that I should take El is and leave—never come back—beg the Oliver family to forgive me for losing Gage, but don’t. Instead I gather
my strength and scream out the one name I never wanted to use.
“Marshall!”
With spirited precision he appears, clean, resplendent, radiating a light al his own. He reaches down into the fog and plucks one of the
corpses from the yard.
“This is the best you can do?” He yel s at it as though it could hear him. He pushes violently into the bear-like Fem, “Skyla, are you afraid of
dead bodies? Over sized bears?”
“No.” Actual y that’s not true, but a stubborn part of me refuses to say otherwise. I feel blindly for El is and grab onto his fingers.
“Useless.” He slams the body back to the ground. “You play on fears. She’s looking into resurrections, and you think she’l cower from a little
rotting flesh?”
It takes a moment for me to figure out he’s schooling the Fems on how best to frighten me.
“Where are your take downs? Body counts? Have you forgotten you have the authority to damage human flesh?” He swipes his hand through
the air, and the giant bear-like Fem disappears.
“I thought you were on my side,” I yel .
“Until you choose me, I’m neither for you or against you.”
“I won’t make a good wife if I’m dead.” I pan the area. “Where’s Gage?”
He points just beyond the house. Right there in the ethereal plane, a meadow of fog and shadows, Gage is wrestling with a muscular lionlooking creature—he’s stretching its face with his hand, clasping at his throat.
“It’s a battle to the death. Entertaining as hel . We’re taking wagers. You want to guess who’l win?” Marshal asks.
I walk over stunned. My footsteps move through the fog creating a series of hol ow clicks.
“We shouldn’t real y be messing with al this crap,” El is groans.
“Get in there and help him,” I say.
“I don’t think I…I don’t feel like…”
I don’t wait for El is to stammer through his laundry list of excuses. I move forward until the ground quakes beneath my feet from their
tumbling. The air becomes alive with their fearful grunting.
It’s not a lion at al . It’s a half beast, just like the panthers from the backyard—something strangely human about it.
“Back up,” Gage growls.
I don’t see his mouth move when he says it. I hadn’t realized he knew I was watching.
Claws as long as butcher knives slice through his chest. Four glossy red ribbons bloom across his crisp white t-shirt. Gage cries out and
releases his grasp on the beast’s throat. Another gash appears on his thigh, slices through his jeans easy as butter.
“I’l do it.” It comes out feeble. “Marshal …” I can’t stand here and watch as Gage gets dissected.
I turn to see my father driving off in the back of a police car, just beyond the fog. I know they’l never make it to the station, or if they do, he’l
burn later, somehow. “I choose you.” I look up, but it’s not Marshal standing there behind me, or El is.
“Logan!” I wrap my arms around his waist at Mach five.
“Stay back.” He drops a kiss on the top of my head and gently pul s away.
Logan looks different, noble—older.
He strides over to the lion and whips it off Gage by the tail. He helps a bloodied and bruised Gage back up onto his feet.
The lion creature surges. It pounces on Logan’s back and lands him flat on the ground. In a fit of wrestling and snarling, and with Gage trying
to pluck the beast off of him, Logan manages to get a firm grip on its mane and gives a series of violent yanks until the neck of the lion snaps and
its mouth is ful y facing the wrong side of its body.
Gage gives Logan a hand upright.
It’s lifeless. The once ferocious creature, the size of a car, lays motionless with its broken body expel ing a steady trickle of blood.
Logan walks over to it. I’m afraid the beast wil animate and clamp its razor-like teeth into his leg, so I clutch onto El is as though that has the
power to stop anything.
Almost as an afterthought Logan reaches down and claws a line down the center of the lion’s chest. The skin parts in two, creating a bright
red seam down its chest. He stretches back the flesh and turns the beast over, shaking out its insides until they slosh out onto the velum-like floor.
Intestines—long, coiled grey tubing, an enlarged liver, a bloated pink bag, gal ons of blood, and yel ow glimmering fat al slink out with a lazy
swoosh.
Logan and Gage walk over to us, shoulders back, their gaze straight on. Logan clasps my left hand and Gage my right. Logan walks right
through El is, and I feel myself fal ing.
Chapter Fifty-One
Sublime
I’m not on my bed, but the sweet scent of cedars assures me I’m somewhere safely on Paragon. It’s cold and dark and the fog gently lifts
revealing Gage bent over nursing his wounds.
“You’re hurt.” I place my hand over his stomach. The moonlight reveals a thick coat of dark liquid, warm and sticky. I think I’m going to be
sick.
“I better get you home.” A voice booms over my shoulder. Logan steps in and places Gage’s arm around his shoulder. “You want to come?”
He looks at me with those perfect amber eyes. They glimmer in this light and give him an otherworldly glow. It’s hard to tel under the cover of night,
but he looks like his younger self again.
“I’l get a ride with El is. Just get him help,” I say rubbing the back of my hand soft against Gage’s cheek.
Gage gives the impression of a smile, and they disappear.
“Let’s get out of here.” El is hops into his truck. It takes a minute to register we’re standing in the student parking lot of West—strange, but
not half as strange as the last twenty-four hours, or two years combined have been.
I get in, stil nursing my badly wounded knee. We drive for a good long while without saying a word.
“So, what’s up with that treble thing?” I’m too tired to piece that mystery together myself.
“It’s a loop that repeats until I dismiss it.”
“It’s not your typical treble, is it?” I keep thinking of that treble with Ezrina. I was back in her underground mausoleum within the hour.
Something’s not right.
“I may have the knowledge to trip-set a certain scenario to my advantage, but I can’t do it without you.”
“Figures.” I’m not complaining. I think next time we’re there I’l spend less time disfiguring Carly’s ride and more time in the forest chasing
after Chloe and Michel e. I’m dying to know what has Michel e out of her mind with fear and what she was doing al alone.
He glides into the bottom of my driveway.
“Are you going to try to kil me?” I ask opening the door an inch. An icy breeze snakes its way inside inspiring a mean shiver to run through
me.
“Maybe.” He huffs a tired laugh and shakes his head. “No. Are you going to try to kil me?”
My stomach cinches as I remember Marshal ’s words. I don’t care if he does have the gift of knowing, I’m never going to kil El is.
“No.”
He holds up his fist and I bump into it with mine.
“See you tomorrow,” he says flinching as he grabs his abdomen.
“See you tomorrow.”
***
Gage picks me up in the morning.
“I can’t believe you’re driving,” I say, gingerly climbing into his truck.
He lifts his shirt just enough, exposing a thick band of gauze circling his abdomen.
“I survived.” He gives a sly grin.
“You wrestled a lion for like two years. You’ve official y achieved superhero status.”
“Right.” He pul s his cheek up on one side.
It hurts to see Gage doubtful of the things I say, always second guessing our relationship—holding Logan up like some sort of plumb line.
I lean in and kiss him. A sweet, joyful feeling laced with sorrow spears through me. He pul s back and pierces through me with those deep
soulful eyes.
“I have something for you.” Original y I was going to read it to him, but the giant mass forming in my throat won’t let me, so I hand it over.
He reads the poem, two or three times.
A genuine smile spreads across his face. Something inside him blooms.
“It’s nice to be back.” He leans over and presses his lips against mine.
***
That night I wait to see Logan.
“Skyla?” My mother cal s from the other side of my bedroom door.
It’s after nine, and I have to slide the dresser back to let her in. I want to make it quick because Logan’s on his way up to the butterfly room.
“Yeah?” I leave the lights off and manage to squint into the light for effect.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were sleeping. Some boy named El is dropped this off for you.” She hands over a purple gift-wrapped box. “He
says it’s a thank you. What did you do?”
I’m speechless. I gingerly take the rectangular shaped box from her. It’s surprisingly heavy.
“I’m helping him out….at school.”
“Aren’t you going to open it?”
“Later,” I say.
“I get it.” She bats her hands at me. “You’re not changing boyfriends again, are you?”
“No. I’m keeping Gage.” And Logan.
“Al right. Night,” she says, moving down the hal .
I close the door and careful y slide back the dresser.
I finger the lavender satin ribbon. I’m hoping it’s what I think it is.
***
Logan arrives and helps me up as I attempt to climb into the butterfly room with my not-so-great leg. In this good light I can see his face. His
flawless skin shimmers, his sandy hair glows like the sun. He’s back to the way he should be, youthful and flawless.
“El is dropped this off,” I say, sitting Indian style across from him.
We stare down at the package with wonder, not breathing as though it holds the secret to a future we could only hope to have.
I pul off the ribbon and peel back the paper until al that’s left is a sturdy silver box. I hedge my fingers around the lid. Just as I’m about to lift it
off, Logan presses his hand down softly against it.
He looks at me with a slightly confused expression on his face as though he were feeling both secure and vulnerable.
“I need you to know something,” he starts.
“Before you go on,” I press my hand in the air, “I want to say thank you for risking your life and for coming back. You saved Gage, and you
saved me.” I shrug. “El is too.”
“I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”
“So does this mean you can time travel?”
“Anyplace in particular you want to go?” He gives a seductive smile.
“I guess that’s a yes.” I bite down on my lip. I’d like to go back and change the fact I made my father look like a raging lunatic who murdered
three vagrants just hours before he dies in a fiery car crash on the way to the precinct, but I shake the thought away. I don’t think I’l ever be able to
rectify that.
He picks up both my hands without breaking his gaze. His cheek pul s to the side. I’m sorry about your dad.
I give a tiny nod.
I guess I can’t change things like I thought I could, I say.
What about Marshall? He can bring back your father if you choose him. Logan studies my face with a steady look of benevolence.
“I don’t want Marshal . Not now not ever. I don’t think my dad would want that for me either.”
“Skyla.” His ears peak back and turn pink at the tips. A lengthy pause ensues. “I’ve never had anybody in my life that I care so much about. I
have my aunt and uncle and Gage, yet I’ve never ful y felt a part of their family. But with you I feel whole, like we belong. Now that I have you, I’l do
anything for you. Most of al , I just want to keep you safe, and if it means you being with Gage for now, then so be it.” He clenches his jaw and gives
a hard blink. “Sorry I’m getting emotional, I never real y do. It’s not like me. You do good things to me, Skyla.” He gives a careful smile. “I love you.”
A breath gets caught in my throat. Logan Oliver loves me. I thought I could feel it, but now I know. He leans in and kisses me—deep
expressive kisses that match his powerful amazing words.
“I love you, too.” Gage’s face pops up uninvited in the back of my mind and my stomach turns. I try to shoo it away quick as it came, but I feel
more confused than ever.
He taps the box. I stare down at the silver lid one more time.
“This better not be something stupid like a hot pink hammer to wreck Carly’s car in style,” I say.
“It was you! I’m impressed with your determination.” Logan’s face explodes in a wicked grin.
“It’s al that love I have for you. I can’t contain it.” I pick my shoulders up before plucking the lid off the box. There’s a note on top.
Need this back in the morning.
Beneath it lays a leather bound book embossed with the effigy of an angel with a sword in his hand. I pluck it out and scoot in next to Logan.
The word Countenance is scrawled across the first page in flowery Victorian script. We thumb through it quickly—nothing but names—thousands
upon thousands of names.
“I’l take this home and go over it with my uncle.” He clutches at it with a death grip.
We stand, and I let him hold me with the book hard against my back. Our lives are going to change forever. We won’t have to hide anymore.
We won’t have to live with Fems or deal with Sectors—after that whole faction war thing finishes—if we survive.
I give Logan a long drawn out kiss goodbye. I try to memorize the way it feels to have his chest beating up against mine, the brush of his lips
against my skin, my hair.
“I’m going to be pouring over something tonight, too.” I open the tiny secret compartment that houses a smal stack of books. I run my hand
towards the back, and Chloe’s diary slides out. I brandish the smal blue book in the air a moment before circling my free hand around Logan’s
waist.
His lips twist as he gently takes it from me.
“What?” I ask tilting into him until our foreheads bump.
“I’m not thril ed with idea of you reading it.” He backs up and examines it with a heavy look of sadness.
“You didn’t seem to mind me reading it when you gave it to me.”
“Changed my mind.” A soft impression of a smile plays on his lips.
“Is it because of you and Chloe? I already know al that.” I stop shy of tel ing him I was practical y there.
“No.” He gives it a subtle shake. “Gage.”
“Gage?” My head backs up a notch.
“He’s not a fan of you reading it either.”
“Real y?” I say, plucking the book back out of his hand.
“But you’re going to read it.” He gives a soulful sigh acknowledging this. His eyes twitch with a hint of a smile.
“Of course I’m going to read it. What’s the big deal?” I lean forward and bounce a soft kiss off his lips.
His eyes close briefly as he caresses the back of my neck with his hand. His amber eyes glow in this light—glitter as they dance around my
face. “Because Skyla,” He gives a sad knowing smile and a tender kiss before opening the exit, and leaving the butterfly room.
My hand caresses the only page of the diary that opens wil ingly.
Chloe Jessica Bishop
I run my fingers over her name, the place she warmed with her own hand. The pages of the diary stil bound together with a thick milky film. I
start chipping away at the glue in layers.
It’s time.
A smal yel ow piece of paper slips out from the first page I manage to peel back. It’s a note from Chloe.
Dear Skyla,
This changes everything.
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