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  Skyla


  


  


  The rose—forever trapped in a bed of thorns—tires endlessly to unfurl its beauty. It strains its fragile neck to the sky, twisting, yearning for the warmth of the sun’s love. It is my husband’s affection that I long to bathe in—his unending love, infinite and eternal. The mighty flame of love we share burns brighter than the sun. It is only my lover that can set me free from this cage of thorns. But our bond of trust, the golden thread that weaves our souls together, has broken. His deception, his horrible truths have become a grievous, incurable wound. This cunning life he chooses is the poison at the bottom of the well.


  The enemy—in the end—would prove to be death. The shadow of its long, sharpened sickle has hung over us from the beginning. It taunts us still. We are its favorite toys. It offers only two alternatives, lose your life now, or lose your life later. Death has an impeccable record of taking down its prey. How do you win a game that’s been rigged from the beginning? Destiny has already outlined our fate. It’s not ours to win or lose, it’s ours to choose to play. But my beloved and I will win. After all, the chosen come from blessed assurance. The chosen come from victory.


  The dragon—he comes in stealth like a thief, ready to take down kingdoms, dismantle monarchies, and topple governments. The veil between the spiritual world and that of this has faded. No longer is the spiritual battle hidden behind a vellum sheath. Instead, it is here, fought before our naked eyes. It is a battle of angels and demons, of principalities and dominions. Some battles are granite against granite, and others a dragon devouring a rose. But the dragon, in all his splendor, should never forget that the thistle of a rose is always poised to sting.


  The wicked world—it aches for a touch of the majestic. A new king rises—his kingdom all too eager to serve. He revels in the glory as the crown slips slowly from his head. And as the thorns of truth press in around him, he’ll discover what destiny has known all along—perhaps, sometimes, some people are simply better off dead.


  


  


  1


  


  Sleeping with the Enemy
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  Skyla


  


  In theory, and shockingly in practice, you could dissolve a body in acid—eventually washing it down the drain, ridding yourself of the grisly evidence. The thought hums through my mind stiff like a cold motor as I wait for Gage to come back from the hell he’s thrust himself in. No, it’s not Gage I’d like to dissolve—not yet anyway. I currently have a running list of Counts and Fems alike that I’d like to drown in acid. Although, in all fairness, that little scientific maneuver is best reserved for purebred humans whose mothers don’t hold a prominent seat in an angelic court of law. I’m afraid, for now, the dissolving of entrails will have to be crossed off the list.


  About a dozen insane thoughts, all of them coincidentally involving murder, revolve through my mind as I lie in the tiny, dank room, the slight hint of mold lingering in the air. Rain claws at the window like sharpened fingernails attempting to penetrate both the glass and my sanity. The morning sun breaks through the clouds briefly before a downpour hits from nowhere, sort of the pattern my marriage is following—just a glimmer of sunshine then buckets of agony wailing from out of nowhere. Gage and I were on the road to a unified front, a new us, in the name of all that is holy, in the name of this sacred union we’ve immersed ourselves in—and then he ran off and did the unthinkable.


  My thumb smooths over my wedding ring as a wave of anger burns through me. It courses through my veins, sears over my heart like a river of magma. That scene from last night plays in my mind on an unstoppable loop. My thoughts have become a slave to the theater of fright Gage has provided.


  The tiny room illuminates with a quiver of lightning, silver like my mother’s eyes. A second after that thunder roars over the island, barbarically loud, perfectly satanic, as if a celestial beast had unleashed. I hug the sheet like it’s a body. Silent tears snake down my cheeks, burrowing through the ridiculous layers of makeup Brielle caked on me last night in an attempt to turn me into a pixie fairy. Halloween at Dudley’s blazes through my mind—Gage and I making up, making love on Marshall’s immaculate king size bed with the fresh scented sheets. I flick a finger at the rat’s nest beneath me. Ellis helped me haul this diseased-riddled mattress up to the apartment. I’m sure it’s laden with parasites and STDs, exotic plagues one can only find in the petri dish of a college town alleyway. Our hands and feet are probably going to turn necrotic and have to be amputated. On the bright side, it’s probably just infested with lice. Nevertheless, it’s my first bed with Gage, and I know deep down I should appreciate it, but I don’t. Right now I don’t appreciate a damn thing because Gage—my husband—is off surrendering his soul to darkness.


  Last night, Gage and I came home with a fire in our hearts and lust in our bellies. Passion leashed our tongues together. Any bedtime routine I may have been accustomed to was promptly thrown out the dirty little window of this filthy apartment Ellis furnished us with. I bury my face in the bed. My head pounds from the feat of achieving zero sleep last night. Mascara melts into my eyes, burning like acid as my lashes flutter, demanding I stay awake. It’s been hours since I’ve come back from my light drive with Logan, and, yet the bed is still void one warm body, that of my husband.


  I swallow hard as that horrible scene from last night replays in my mind.


  Once upon a time, Gage declared he would be ordinary. The idea is laughable. Especially now after wickedness revealed who he is, what he’s capable of. Especially now that I know what he’s done. Logan and I witnessed the entire nightmare unfold with our own eyes as Gage declared his loyalty to the Steel Barricade—to the Fems—and sealed it by touching Celestra blood to his lips from a chalice. Hell, he guzzled it. Then Demetri pierced Gage’s hand over Wesley’s until they were skewered together in a blood bonding ceremony reminiscent of a junior high sleepover. It happened. Gage Oliver expanded his black-feathered wings and flew willingly to the dark side.


  I groan into the mattress. This can’t be happening. Gage and I had just hurdled the reality of his unthinkable DNA—we were solid as gold, and now the trust between us is once again fragile as a spider web.


  The door creaks open, and instinctively I clutch the sheets around my chest.


  A jag of lightning illuminates the room, pale as alabaster. Gage blinks his signature grin at me—all teeth and eyes like the Cheshire cat. He’s wet from the shower with nothing but a butter yellow towel wrapped around his waist. Gage Oliver is a God. And now I’m faced with the fact he might just be a heretic, too.


  A heated breath hitches in my throat. I’m caught off guard at what little effort he needs to put in to arouse me. Just the idea thunderously pisses me off. I don’t want to be aroused by Gage, at least not right this second. I want to wrap my hands around his neck and throttle him for joining forces with his wicked newfound family. God forbid he lie to my face because I don’t know what would stop me from reaching into his chest and squeezing some sense into his beating heart.


  “Where were you?” I lean on my elbow as shadows fill in the room again. I could have asked a million questions, hell I could have told him to get out, but I figure an accounting of the last few hours is a good place to start.


  “Here and there.” He tosses a duffle bag in the corner before reaching behind him and grabbing two pillows.


  Here and there—the Tenebrous woods being the ominous “there.”


  “I went to Paragon and picked up a few things. Your pillow, mine.” He gently lays them at the head of the bed before slipping in beside me. “Everything okay?” He gently rubs his thumb over my cheek.


  “Yeah, everything’s fine.” I can hardly whisper the words. It’s all I can do to keep the fire from blazing in my eyes. I hope he knows what kind of hell he’s messing with. I hope I do.


  Gage holds the fragrance of soap and mouthwash, his signature scent, which happens to be my favorite on him. There’s nothing better than a fresh scrubbed Gage lying naked in my bed. Expect maybe now.


  “I’m sorry I was gone so long.” He reaches over and strokes my cheek tenderly. Gage is a god as far as looks are concerned. Whenever we’re at school, the coeds twist their bodies just to get a look at him. It’s hard to believe he’s all mine. Gage has achieved celebrity status at Host University simply with those sharp cobalt eyes.


  The day brightens the window, and the rain starts to soften just like my heart.


  He breathes heavy over my neck. “I wanted to get breakfast for us and got sidetracked.”


  Sidetracked. Honestly, I don’t know where to begin.


  “Did you get breakfast?” I’m amused that he thinks bacon, of all things, is enough to get him off the hook for his celestial offenses—or in the least buy him some time.


  “Breakfast?” He looks puzzled by the concept entirely. My eyes drift to his sculpted abs, the hard V of muscle that lead to a dark bed of curls my fingers ache to comb through. His eyes are clear and bright, sirens the color of the hottest flame. He has dimples that girls dream about, lust over quite literally. They speak their own earnest language that I live to decode. His hair is black as raven’s wings. The stubble on his face gives him that heady wicked appeal—only now I’m thinking it’s a bit more genuine than I once believed. Gage Oliver is a walking, dripping sex God that I once counted myself blessed to find my body pinned beneath nightly, and now I’m not so sure if he’s a blessing or a curse.


  “You left a note in the kitchen. Something about milk.”


  “Yes.” His head cinches back, disbelieving. He’s either amazed we’re still having the conversation, or amazed he’s been caught. The room brightens with the dull hope of sunlight, and I catch him wince. “I forgot all about the milk.”


  “That’s okay.” I figured he would, what with all the interdimensional jaunts he’s had to endure in one evening. Keeping us in dairy would have been quite unexpected. And, ironically, Gage has proven himself to be the master of the unexpected. I strum my fingers over his bare chest. His muscles are serrated, sharp as kitchen knives, and I take in a ragged breath that gives away the fact I’ve just had a good cry.


  “Hey.” He pulls me on top of him, and my hair rains a golden curtain to one side. “What’s going on?”


  “I had a nightmare. It was stupid.” Severely stupid, as in below my level of comprehension. It takes everything in me to scramble my thoughts. I might let Gage into my body, but there’s no way I’m letting him into my mind. The thought of Gage willfully bonding with Demetri and Wes has my blood curdling.


  “I promise you, Skyla.” He pulls me closer until the heat from his chest sears me. “I will never do that to you again.” His eyes bear into mine with an eerie glow in this dim light, and for a moment I wonder if it’s natural or if by surrendering to the dark side he’s physiologically morphing into something I soon won’t recognize—inside or out.


  “Do what again?” Here it is, his window of opportunity to come clean, to tell me this was all for my benefit in some twisted Logan-logic type way. Years ago, Logan joined rank with the Countenance in an attempt to give me the upper hand. Surely that’s what this is. It can’t be anything else. I won’t let myself believe it. “You can tell me, whatever it is.” A moment thumps by. You can slice the tension, thick as butter.


  “I will never leave you all alone in our bed to island hop for clean underwear.” A crooked grin breaks out over his face. “Now, come here.” He takes a careful bite from my cheek. “It’s time I gave you a proper good morning.”


  My heart sinks, my adrenalin soars—all this up and down makes my stomach boil with nausea. Gage had his window and chose to slam it shut with a veil of truth so far from the real story it borders on ridiculous.


  A slow brewing rage percolates in me. It starts deep in my bones and snakes through my veins until it’s pulsating through my ears. Gage is playing a dangerous game—one which lists me, his wife, as the enemy.


  He rolls me onto my back, his mouth finding a home over mine.


  If he wants to keep his big, bad secret to himself, I’ll let him for now. I’m not in the mood to unleash Demetri and his demons around the room anytime soon like a coven of rabid bats. No, this war would gain traction, build to a roiling boil and take place on the battlefield of my choosing. This morning, this apartment, this bed would remain sacred for now.


  Gage reaches over and holds up a condom with a devious look of triumph. The dark stubble peppering his cheeks gives him a villainous appeal, and I won’t deny finding it alarmingly hot.


  There’s something different about him, his playfulness, his eagerness to take me, his eagerness to keep me in the dark.


  I thought we would never let another secret wedge its way between us.


  I was wrong.


  He pulls back examining me for a moment in the light. “Do you realize how much I love you?”


  “Tell me.” It comes out sad, foreboding.


  “You and I are meant to be, Skyla. This is no mistake.”


  Gage thinks we’re meant, that we’re not a mistake.


  “I don’t care whose son you are.” I comb my fingers through his damp hair. “You were meant for me.” Dear God. According to destiny we were meant for one another in the most nefarious way. I glance down at the condom in his hand. That alone is our saving grace. I’d rather die than give Demetri’s lineage a celestial boost. But, then again, the thought of never having Gage’s beautiful children guts me on a primal level. “Do you think we’ll survive what lies ahead?” My voice shakes as I say the words because if Demetri is involved, nothing good can lie ahead. He’s already stripped me of my father, and now he has Gage.


  “What?” His brows furrow giving him that demonic sexy look that melts me. “Where did that come from? We’ve got this.” His arms swivel around my waist as he draws my chest to his. “It’s you and me.”


  “No secrets?”


  His cheeks cinch until his dimples invert, but his smile melts to nothing. Gage doesn’t bother answering the question, and that alone is answer enough. His mouth crashes over mine, and I’m done. Gage sinks his arms down my body, until his hands find a home over my hips. His fingers squeeze in as he parts my legs with his knee. His heated kisses run down my neck, down my chest until his hot mouth covers my nipple. Gage takes his time pulling me in, sucking me down until I’m almost there without much more than the magic his mouth has to offer. His fingers slip between my thighs, and he enters me softly at first then thrusts in with a roughness, a preview of what’s to come. I grip his hair, weaving my fingers in his slick locks, giving a stronger tug than intended. A part of me wants to hurt him, put a little pain in his heart like he has mine. A part of me wants to push his mouth off my body and ask him to vomit up the blood he ingested earlier. Whose blood were they drinking anyway? Doesn’t he realize that dark, sanguine liquid he downed at the nefarious toast was from another human being? A Celestra?


  My lids slit open, and I watch as his dark hair bobs silently over my chest.


  Knowing what I do about what went down tonight should make this feel like an abomination—and yet it doesn’t. Instead it feels remarkably normal, beautifully sacred as if nothing has changed between us, as if last night were simply a nightmare. Maybe Logan’s nighttime romp led to all the wrong places. Perhaps it was all a misplaced vision? A nightmare of our own making—but that’s just wishful thinking. It happened, and, now, Gage and I will both have to face the consequences of what he’s done. In a single bound he’s become the enemy whether he intended to or not.


  Gage drifts down, burying a wet kiss in my belly, and I catch my breath.


  “Does that feel good?” His eyes shine like the sun piercing through crystal as that devilish grin I love so much blooms on his lips.


  “It feels like someone knows what he’s doing.” I sink his head down over my belly again and groan into the warm pool of his mouth. Gage rumbles a dull laugh over my stomach, rattling his elation straight to my bones as his heated kisses track to my hip then steadily lower. I could try to resolve to the fact I have noble intentions of making love to Gage in the name of Celestra—infiltrating the enemy and all that bullshit, but the truth is he’s my husband, and I like being with him. Brielle would say I like fucking him, and Brielle in her infinite although slightly skewed wisdom would be right. It just sounds a little too crude for the explosive beauty that takes place when our very naked bodies collide.


  Gage hoists my legs over his shoulders and bows his head to that delicate part of me.


  A hard breath growls from my throat. His heated mouth writhes over me, and I’m gasping, fisting the sheets. The room spins. The walls quake as his name reverberates through the tiny apartment—only, it’s not coming from me. I glance down and watch as his dark head burrows between my thighs.


  “Gage?” A familiar female voice calls out, and my palms flatten over his shoulders in horror. My eyes spring wide. Gage looks up, and I can see the whites of his eyes from the horizon of my belly.


  “Honey?” A brisk knock erupts over the door sending both Gage and me rolling off the tiny bed.


  Gage throws me the sheet before covering his obtrusive hard-on with a pillow.


  “Knock, knock!” Another female voice climbs higher than the last as the door cracks open, and both our mother’s faces stack over one another.


  God. If last night felt like a nightmare, this morning feels like a horror story.


  “What the hell?” I say it so low it sounds more like a gasp.


  They start speaking at once.


  “The door was open.” Mom covers her mouth in that sorry not sorry way. She’s unnaturally giddy, and I’m guessing it’s because she’s caught me doing the wild thing with her favorite Oliver. Little does she know he’s also her favorite Fem’s offspring.


  “We thought you’d be in class.” Emma’s face recoils once she spots her son’s bare leg draped over mine. “We brought supplies…” Her voice trails off. I’m guessing they’re not of the sexual variety—a box full of condoms, a can of whipped cream.


  “We’ll get dressed and be right out.” Gage nods as they close the door.


  “Kill me.” I crawl into his lap. Leave it to Emma to rob me of an orgasm.


  “Their hearts are in the right place.” He sinks a kiss over my lips. “How about an I-owe-you?” He gives my bare bottom a gentle tap.


  “ASAP.” I graze my teeth over his cheek. “And, you nailed it, their hearts are in the right place. I guess that counts for something.” It takes everything in me not to sob. I offer a circular nod instead that says I get it, Gage. You would do anything to protect me. Please tell me you just went too far.


  But he doesn’t say a word. We simply get dressed and go out to face our mothers.
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  We throw on the first things we find and stumble into the living room where both Emma and Mom stand frozen with their hands clapped over their mouths. Their eyes expand like platters while inspecting every last inch of this hovel. They look equally sickened as if we were incubating the next plague ready to take down mankind, and knowing the nature of Morley Harrison’s slum, we just might be.


  “We come bearing gifts!” Mom holds out a loaf of bread and glass bottle filled to the brim with an opaque liquid I can only pray is milk from any species other than a human. My mother has been known to perseverate on the goodness that flows from her bosom. She glances around in staccato jags as if the layout of the tiny apartment were much too complicated to comprehend. “This is…lovely.” Mom stutters the words out with lackluster confidence. “It has…” She twirls an auburn lock through her fingers, the way she does when she’s at a loss for words. She fans the air a moment. “God, I’m just glad I left the baby at home.”


  “Tell us how you really feel.” I pull Gage in by the waist as we wait for Emma’s analysis of our flea-infested love shack. I’m sure the OCD in her is ready to crawl up the fire escape and swan dive off the rooftop.


  “It’s a start.” Emma pulls her shoulders back resolved to say something positive. Her hair is slicked in a severe bun that lets us know she means business. “I’ve brought a coffee maker, a few sundries—several cans of disinfectant and bug spray. I knew Morley was a slumlord but this? I should have the city condemn this place as a health hazard. You can’t be serious staying here.”


  I glance to Gage. Is she serious? It’s our home. Well, at least for the next couple weeks until the actual rent kicks in. I would live under a bridge with Gage if I had to, at least the old Gage. This new version might be more comfortable in the Tenebrous woods, or God forbid the Transfer snuggling up with his brother and Chloe, the cretin from the great beyond. I try to swat Chloe out of my brain. Sometimes there isn’t enough bug spray in the universe, Emma.


  “Emma?” Mom looks aghast at her redecorating partner in crime. “Really—it’s their first place. It could always be worse.”


  Not in this case, but forget this fleabag, when did Mom grow a pair? I shoot her a victorious smile because, for once, I feel as if she has my back.


  “I mean”—she waves her hand around as she walks in a small circle—“sure it screams home to a future homicide, but it’s their little love nest.” She gives Gage a wrinkled-nose smile that makes me want to push her out the window. Just the thought of how much she adores him sets my teeth on edge. It’s as if deep down she’s always known he’s been a card carrying member of the ultra-exclusive Fem club, and God knows my mother has an affinity toward Fems. “Of course, once they start having children, they’ll want something bigger—and perhaps a little more hygienically sound.”


  A gagging noise emits from my new mother-in-law. It’s nice to know the thought of Gage and I procreating makes Emma want to vomit.


  She squeezes out a quick smile. “Gage has years of schooling to complete if he wants to take over the morgue one day.” The Olivers own the Paragon cemetery and morgue. Emma also owns the largest daycare on the island.


  “If I decide to go in that direction.” Gage cuts her off and sends her into a silent tirade.


  Ha! All it takes to shut Emma up is a little defiance by way of her son. I should pay Gage in sexual favors to openly defy his mother. I give a little twisted grin at the thought.


  “That direction is a perfectly sound one. Your father does quite nicely for himself, and look where he lives?” She holds a finger in the air, inadvertently pointing at a fresh leak in the ceiling. She’s got us there. The Paragon Estates are a far cry from the Harrison ghetto. Why couldn’t Ellis’s father care more about his tenants? It’s his greed and overall lack of desire to tend to this place that’s going to make these next few weeks feel like we’re mole people living in a sewer. It could be worse. We could be living with Emma.


  As if on cue, the sound of deep rumbling bass trembles from the apartment next door. A couple begins to shout from the street. They may as well be shouting welcome to the hood! Although they sound far more hostile than they ever do welcoming. Why do I suddenly feel the need for a bulletproof vest? Gage and I can get the his hers edition.


  Mom opens the refrigerator and groans before entombing the smell of death back inside.


  “We still haven’t turned on the lights,” I offer. Or sanitized the place with a blowtorch.


  “Well, you’ll need electricity to keep warm.” Emma balls her demanding little fists into her hips. Not when I have her son wrapped around me like a vine, but I don’t offer that little tidbit. I’m sure after the scene she just witnessed she can surmise. “Gage, you can’t afford to get sick after what you’ve been through with your health. And you need to mind your grades if you plan to keep on track for graduation.”


  “Skyla can’t afford to get sick either.” Mom folds her arms as if she’s about to have a standoff with Emma. I give her an appreciative nod. Emma couldn’t care less if I had double pneumonia. “And she too needs to stay on track to graduate. I’m not sure what you’re implying, but I’m sure the kids have no intention of endangering their health or their educations.” She turns to us, and her features soften. “Just look at them.” Her hands bounce with joy. “They’re in love. I’m sure they keep quite warm in one another’s arms at night.”


  “That’s right.” Gage pulls me in even tighter as Emma’s lips part with disgust. “In fact, I’m headed downtown to pay a few utilities this afternoon, so no worries there.” His phone goes off. “It’s Logan.” He puts it on speaker, and I cringe. God—what if Logan tears into him for crossing enemy lines right here in front of both our mothers? As much as I’d love for Gage to be exposed, I hardly think this is the time or place, with his mother armed with defiance and mine cradling bread in one hand and potential breast milk in the other.


  “Good morning!” I sing in an effort to let him know this conversation is being vetted. “Our mothers were just checking out the apartment.”


  “Ah, good times.” His deep voice floats into the room like a strong, warm hug. “I won’t keep you. I just wanted to run something past the two of you. I’m thinking of taking the arcade out at the bowling alley and putting in a tea room. I thought maybe I could get some thoughts on designs. Emma suggested chevron prints and polka dots this morning at breakfast.”


  My mouth falls open as I look to Emma who gives a guilty shrug.


  “A tea room?” Either this is Logan’s idea of seeing if both Gage and I survived the night, or the universe is entirely off balance. “Look, don’t hire the wrecking ball just yet,” I say, snatching up my jacket and purse off the couch. “I’ve got a few errands I need to run in that direction. I’ll be there in an hour or so.” I give a private smile. Logan is a genius to have called Gage instead of me. I know he’s just as anxious to verbally process what the hell happened last night, and, this way, Gage won’t suspect a thing.


  “Sounds great.” Logan hangs up, and Gage shakes his head at the absurdity of the call.


  “Sounds like someone just sailed off the deep end.” His dimples dig in as he tweaks his brows.


  I want to say that someone is you but instead I jump on my tiptoes and whisper in his ear, “I’m going home to take a long, hot shower. I fully expect us to pick up where we left off. Sorry to leave you with the mommy circus, but there’s only so much I can take.” I steal a quick kiss off his lips.


  “Hey.” He steadies me on my feet before I can make a proper getaway—“I love you.”


  “Aww!” Mom’s audible howl echoes throughout the room. “Aren’t they adorable? Young love. It’s so nice that things are off to such a great start for the two of you.”


  I glance over in time to see Emma’s face pucker as if she were sucking on a lemon.


  “We are adorable.” I lean up and press my lips hard to my husband’s once again. And, up until last night, we were off to a spectacular start.


  I pull back and give a bleak smile. Now I just wonder if I’m sleeping with the enemy.


  “This isn’t over.” I wink at him.


  His eyes bear into mine like two cobalt flames, melting my devices, until I’m reduced to a puddle of yearning.


  “We will never be over, Skyla. We’re forever.” There’s a sadness in his eyes that says we’re not.
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  On my way out, I overhear Mom welcoming Gage into the family. It’ll be a cold day in hell if Emma ever does the same for me. Not that I’m expecting a warm, fuzzy hug and access to her great grandmother’s coveted recipe book. Sadly, I’ve grown accustomed to the barbed looks and annoying quips she likes to dart my way. Emma and I once got along but now that Gage and his penis are in the way, she’d rather slit her own throat than accept me as his permanent plus one.


  I take a shortcut through the woods on my way to the harbor. I don’t have classes today, but there are a million essays and quizzes to study for, so I can’t hang out on Paragon for too long. Hey, maybe I can get together with Laken later, and we can study for that history exam Marshall keeps threatening? Who am I kidding, the conversation would quickly veer to last night’s wicked antics, and I’m not really looking forward to verbalizing that to anyone just yet.


  The rain has ceased, and the fresh scent of earth mingles with the spice from the evergreens. The faint sound of an echoing voice stills me as it increases in volume.


  “Bullet!” The cry becomes louder, far more passionate than before. I continue my trek through the thicket until I spot Rev in the distance, the fog curling around his legs like surly white snakes. He’s all leather and studs, wearing tall, worn out boots. He has a black baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. “Bullet!” He screams from the top of his lungs.


  “What is this? Performance art? Instead of hunting the traditional way you just shout in the wind until the birds fall from the sky?” I’m only half teasing. Rev is the big, scary dude that lives somewhere in the same brick shit house as Gage and me.


  “It’s my dog.” He starts in on a groan and ends with a roar. “I have to find him. He’s like a brother to me.” He takes off jogging into the fog. How very sad and lonely. I bet that dog is the only family he has. Maybe later I can help put together some flyers for him. But for now I try to put Rev out of my mind as I hit the waterline.


  The ferry is ready to load, so I hop on and take a seat on the upper deck. I pull my coat tight over me as the boat begins to slog through the soupy fog.


  Emma’s sour face blinks through my mind. I can’t wrap my head around the fact that she hates that I’m with Gage—married to Gage no less. I can practically hear her declaring me a stone in his path. As if my very presence is nothing but a distraction to him becoming the greatest mortician the world over. I huff a quiet laugh as I watch the waves silently bleed back from the side of the boat. If she thinks Gage is interested in running the death-depot, both she and Barron have another thing coming. Barron. My heart sags at how he must have taken the news that Gage isn’t his biological child after all. I know he raised Gage, and that’s all that matters—at the end of the day that’s what makes him Gage’s father, but still. Just the idea of Emma hooking up with Demetri for a fling sends my body convulsing into a mean shiver. Better his mother than mine. Speaking of my mother, she’s going to die at the thought of Demetri putting his mattress moves on anyone other than her. But, God, if she loves Gage now, she’s going to take it to a whole new level when she finds out whose son he really is. I can just feel my mother’s blooming elation. She’s going to be nonstop, Well, Demetri we’re practically family! You’ll have to stop over more often. You’ll have to spend the holidays with us! I openly groan at the thought.


  A black bruise glides through the sky and lands just shy of the railing beside me. It’s Nevermore, or at least it used to be. Now it’s just useless Holden Kragger taking the form of my favorite raven. I pet Nev for old times sake. He’s my Chloe repellant—him and the Eye of Refuge that I wear on a chain around my neck along with the mirrored heart Logan gifted me for my birthday last year. It was right before we married—three beautiful days and nights I spent in the arms of that gorgeous man. My heart weeps at the memory, and my mood plummets.


  The raven lets out a heart-stopping caw.


  “Go away, Holden.”


  The ferry stops, and I’m the first to zip off. Despite my best efforts I can’t seem to shoo the feathered Kragger away. Instead, I struggle my way through a smattering of human traffic at the base of the pier. A blonde with a baby stroller nearly runs me off the edge and straight into the water by way of her canopied buggy. The tiny moppet nestled in the stroller is dressed like a princess. She tosses her miniature fist at me before contorting her fingers and laughing. I bet she just told me off in sign language. Mom swears that signing babies are all the rage.


  “Very funny,” I mumble as I make my way to the intersection. An entire flurry of insane thoughts sail through my mind. There’s something about Paragon I find strangely intoxicating. Just setting my feet on this overgrown rock fills me with an inexplicable enthusiasm.


  Back at Host, Gage and I are still trying to figure out what to major in. Of course, he wants to write, so he’s leaning toward English. But what I haven’t shared with him is that I sort of want to write, too. I miss the days, back in junior high, where I would snuggle up with a good book and let the hours pass as I lost myself in another world. There’s something about the junior high era of my life that feels golden, most likely because my father was still alive. I think I’d love to write middle grade fiction. Maybe even something set right here on Paragon?


  The wind picks up and slices through my flimsy jacket. I’ll freeze if I have to walk home. I fumble for my phone to call Logan. I should have texted from the ferry, but I was still too caught up in all that Emma drama.


  The wind picks up again, wild and alive, grazing my cheeks, picking my chin up with its icy fingers until I glance at the forest as if that were its intention all along. The evergreens warble in and out of focus as if someone smeared petroleum jelly over the landscape, blurring the scene.


  “Strange.” I hurry to make my way across the street to the coffee shop just as the crosswalk blinks red. I pick up my pace and make it halfway before noting the door to the shop slamming open and shut with a demonic vigor. The windows to the establishment vibrate so intensely the sign is no longer legible. Are we having an earthquake? I pause a moment as the pregnant clouds pulsate unnaturally in the sky. “Funny.” Usually when things are askew on Paragon I can attribute them right back to that bitch I sent to the Transfer.


  I laugh at Chloe’s expense as I take my next step.


  A woman screams from across the street. The sound of brakes wailing to a halt enlivens my left ear. I snap my neck over in time to see the grill of a car coming at me faster than I could ever outrun, and I’m sailing through the air before I can even try.


  “My God!” The woman wails. “She’s been hit!”


  The back of my head slams to the concrete as my eyes struggle to focus in on the spinning sky above. A raven screams into the virginal morning air.


  The taste of blood trickles to the back of my throat as the world fades to black.


  


  


  


  Gage


  


  “We’re going to have so much fun during the holidays. Just think!” Lizbeth’s eyes glaze over. She’s been speaking nonstop for the last fifteen minutes about the benefits of having me as a son-in-law—of which there are apparently many. “We’ll have a stocking for you up on the mantel right next to Skyla’s!” She dips her knees in excitement while my mother stacks the shelves with throwaway Tupperware, whatever that might be.


  “You know…” Mom ceases from the task at hand, looking annoyed as hell with Lizbeth. I’m half afraid Mom is about to pounce on the poor woman, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. “On second thought, why don’t you and Skyla swing by the house for dinner tonight?” Her lips contort in all kinds of unflattering directions. She’s never been good at hiding her true feelings. “I think it’s high time I put together a dinner for the two of you.”


  “Oh, that’s a great idea!” Lizbeth claps like she’s at the circus. “We should do it together.” She touches her chest. “I mean, I’m not trying to invite myself over or anything, but we should seriously consider throwing the kids a reception of some kind.”


  “Really, that’s not necessary.” I can tell by the gleam in her eye this could quickly spiral out of control. Lizbeth is known for throwing huge bloated parties with far too many people for me to ever want to stay, let alone be the guest of honor at. “It’s a nice thought, and I know Skyla would appreciate it but—”


  “But nothing!” Lizbeth zooms over. “Skyla and you both deserve this.” She pulls Mom toward the door. “Why don’t you and I go to lunch, and we can plan the whole thing! The party doesn’t have to be tonight. We can do a really big to-do and invite everyone we know! We can do it on their birthday weekend!”


  And here we go.


  “That sounds just fine.” Mom’s voice is tight, a good indication that it’s just the opposite. They step out the door. “Why don’t you wait downstairs? I’d like to have a quick word with Gage.”


  “Oh, okay.” Lizbeth pokes her head back in with an uneasy look. “I’ll see you later, son!” She smiles wide and proud. “I’ve always wanted to say that to you. I knew the minute I met you that you were the one for my Skyla.” She shakes her head with a dreamy look before disappearing.


  She knew from the moment she met me that I was the one? That’s ironic considering Skyla was dating Logan at the time. My mother spins me around by the elbow before I get too deep in thought.


  “There’s still time to reconsider things. You know—if you feel trapped.” She motions around the room. “If you’re afraid you’ll hurt her feelings or something ridiculous, there are legal ways of getting you out of this mess.”


  “This mess? God, I hope you’re referring to the apartment because Skyla is my wife not some legal pit I’ve fallen into.” I pluck my arm free.


  “Of course, I meant the apartment.” Mom straightens. Her jaw clenches like it does when she finds herself on the losing end of an argument. “I’ll have a nice hot meal for the two of you at six. Try not to be late. It’s disrespectful.” She glowers at me a second. “Just as disrespectful as running off and getting married without bothering to inform your parents.” She spins on her heels and stalks out the door.


  Okay, I get it. She’s pissed that Skyla and I eloped. I know she loves Skyla. I’m sure tonight she’ll gush all over her and let Skyla know just how happy she is to have her in the family. Heck, I bet she’ll even throw another stocking on the mantle come Christmas.


  I snatch my wallet and phone off the table.


  On second thought, knowing my mother, the stocking might be asking a bit much. At this point I’d settle for a place setting at the dinner table come Christmas.


  Something tells me my mother is going to be a little forgetful this year.


  


  [image: img4.png]


  


  The clouds lay over Host University thick with dark intent. It’s almost noon, and yet it looks like evening. Crowds have gathered by the café where the student senate is doling out free condoms by the fistful. The banner overhead reads, Fall preparedness! Don’t be a fool—cover your tool!


  My tool. I groan in lieu of a laugh, scanning the campus for God knows what.


  It took an hour in line at the water and power company trying to get the utilities turned on in our name before I was informed they would be paid for by the landlord as soon as our six-month lease was approved. Like that’s ever going to happen.


  I texted Skyla a few minutes ago and let her know that we were invited to my parents for dinner and as of yet no response. I can’t blame her lack of enthusiasm. She’s made a point to tell me regularly that she doesn’t think my mom approves of her. Tonight will be a great opportunity for my mother to prove her wrong. This is probably the one and only time I’m rooting for Skyla to be wrong about anything.


  A crisp breeze picks up, causing the maples to clatter their orange leaves like a bag of bones. I spot Wesley by the Music Building and head over. Every time I look at Wes my stomach turns just a little. He’s the spitting image of me in just about every way. It’s unnerving, as if my image escaped the mirror and is now running around the planet with its growing rage. His eyes are locked straight ahead, and I follow his gaze to where a group of girls sit under a bare oak, one of the girls being Laken.


  “What’s up?” I nod as I block his view of Cooper’s girlfriend. I happen to like Coop, and I know he wouldn’t want anybody salivating over his girl just like I wouldn’t want anyone salivating over Skyla—not that it’s ever stopped Dudley, or Logan for that matter. “Last night was pretty intense.”


  “What’s that?” He turns toward me, slowly pulling his eyes from the field. “Oh right, last night.” He mock socks me in the arm. “You’re the new it boy in the celestial sphere. Demetri popped into the Transfer a few hours ago and let me know the Videns are interested in meeting with us as soon as possible.”


  “The Videns?”


  “It’s some band of vagabond angels spawned by Roth. You probably know him better as Rothello of the Soullennium. He abandoned the Videns—technically he sold them to our father because he had better things to do than herd a bunch of half breeds through time. So, yeah.” He slaps my arm and gives it a squeeze. “It looks like you walked away with more cash and prizes last night than you bargained for.”


  Shit. The very last thing I wanted to get out of this deal was more cash and prizes—at least prizes. I can definitely use the cash.


  “What if I don’t want any extras? I didn’t sign up for the bells and whistles.”


  “You’ll want it. You’re getting new gifts, too—new powers.”


  “No thanks to both.”


  “You’re going to find all of the gifts—all of the power intoxicating.”


  “You think so, huh?” I glance over my shoulder to make sure there’s no sign of Skyla.


  “I know so.” He grips me by the arm and pulls me in. “You will want more. It’s addicting, Gage. And nothing or no one can ever fill that need.”


  “Don’t touch me.” I pull my arm back. “If you even think of turning on me—of pissing me off—I’ll make sure to test out just how powerful I can be.” I’m already pretty ticked at him. “And what about you? What does my presence in the Barricade mean for you?”


  “I”— he leans to the right to get a better look at Laken—“am nothing more than your right hand man. Nothing but a shadow of who you are.”


  I turn with him and watch as Laken’s group disbands, and she heads in the opposite direction.


  “Dude, you gotta get over her and fast.” I smack him over the stomach to bring him to. “You’ve got a lot going for you. There are tons of girls who are plenty interested.” I leave out Chloe for now.


  “If that were Skyla would you be interested in other girls?” He drills into me with an intensity just this side of hatred.


  “No, I guess not. Look, I get your point, but Laken and Skyla, they’re different.”


  “In what way?” He folds his arms across his chest. He’s not buying it.


  “Skyla is interested in me, and Laken doesn’t want anything to do with you or your shadow, so get it through your thick skull—she’s not the one for you.”


  “Is that it? Your first shit piece of brotherly advice?” His jaw tightens, and he doesn’t need to say another word for me to know he’s pissed.


  “Yeah, that’s it.”


  “Good, because I’ve got one for you, little bro.” Wes leans in, and it’s like looking in a mirror. “Don’t think that last night’s little covetous crossover is fooling anyone. You can suck my dick if you think I’m ever bowing down to you. I’m the one in control. I’m the only one interested in securing a post for our lineage and the Countenance people. Procuring dominion for our father isn’t a task that’s specific to you. Don’t forget these next few words, it’s going to be me who changes the world, Gage.” His shoulder butts into mine as he takes off into the fog. “There’s an induction ceremony tonight. I expect you to be there.”


  “Can’t do it. I’m having dinner with the folks. I’ve got plans afterwards with Skyla.” Like continuing where we left off this morning. I can still taste her sweetness on my tongue. My mouth waters just thinking of her.


  “Your attendance is crucial. I’ve invited guests.” He turns and glares at me a moment. “Try not to insult them with your absence. After all—you are their new king.” That last part streams out with mocking intent.


  Crap. Who exactly are the Videns?


  I think I know a Sector who might have the answer to that.


  


  


  Logan


  


  Twenty. I count them again quickly in pairs of two—twenty empty beer bottles lying on the coffee table. It’s a wonder Dudley lets this pig-parade live to see another day. Between my brother, Liam, and Ellis this estate has been turned into a palace of indiscretion. Although in Ellis’s defense, he hasn’t spent that much time here as of late. Ever since I caught him and Giselle making out in one of the upstairs bedrooms, I made it clear he wasn’t to bring her around anymore. For one, there’s too much beer and weed floating through this place on any given day. And, two, I don’t want to feel like I’m on babysitting duty, trying to pry those two apart. That’s Barron’s job. Speaking of which, Emma texted and invited both Liam and me for dinner. She said she was in a mood, not to expect much. Sounds ominous.


  “What’s up?” Ellis strolls in from the kitchen with a beer in hand and turns up the volume on the television. It’s a college game I recorded because I never did get to see Host beat Washington State. It sucks now that Gage is off the team because I have zero desire to go to the games.


  “You need to clean up, that’s what.” I kick one of the cans off the coffee table with my foot, and they all fall down like Dominoes in a continuous clatter.


  “Dude, keep it the fuck down.” Ellis leans over as if he expects to see Dudley run into the room ready to blowtorch us out of here.


  “Relax, he’s out back humping one of his horses.”


  He lets out a riotous laugh. “So who you humping these days? Keeping Rosie Palm busy?”


  Before I can answer, shouting emanates from the other side of the room as Michelle Miller and Liam trip their way down the stairs.


  “I said get your stuff, and don’t come back.” Liam opens the door and tosses out her sparkly overnight bag.


  “Whoa, let’s everyone relax.” I stand in the event he’s about toss Michelle out next like a sack of potatoes.


  “Don’t tell me shit, Logan.” He stretches the words out with a mean edge before looking to Michelle. “Or would you rather say his name?” He points hard at the driveway. “Don’t come back.”


  Michelle turns to looks at both Ellis and me with our matching shocked expressions. We’ve known Michelle since we were kids. She’s grown into quite the beauty with her dark hair and olive skin. I’d say Liam is a fool for treating her this way, but I can only assume he’s got a reason to send her packing.


  “I’ll see you two later.” She glares at Liam. “Call me when you come to your senses. It was an accident!” She screams into his face before bolting out the door.


  “Psycho!” he shouts, kicking the air after her.


  Gage walks in on her heels with his hands raised high.


  “What the hell?” He asks as he makes his way over.


  “That’s what I want to know.” I pull Liam in and shut the door quietly before he has a chance to slam it. Judging by the pissed look on his face, slamming things, throwing shit, they’re both possibilities at the moment.


  “She said your name.” Liam clasps the back of his neck as he staggers his way to the kitchen.


  “What?” My back stiffens at the absurdity. “That’s why you threw her out? What am I a no-fly zone?”


  “Yes. In bed you very much are a no-fucking-fly zone.”


  “Oh.” A goofy grin percolates on my lips. “She said my name in bed.” I shake my head. In truth, Liam and I look a hell of a lot alike, and for as long as I can remember Michelle has had a thing for me, so I’m not entirely caught off guard. “Sorry man. That sucks.” I head back to the living room and plant myself opposite Gage, my former nephew, at least biologically speaking. “What brings you here? Skyla say my name?” I’m not sure why I went there. Hell, I am sure why I went there. After we got off the phone this morning it felt like I got my balls handed to me on a platter. I thought Skyla would have given him his walking papers by now, and instead she chirped out a cheery hello that gutted me far more than I could have ever imagined. I guess it’s true, Gage can do no wrong—not even the fact he downed a pint of Celestra reserve could send her heading for the door. Little does Michelle know she got booted for far less of an offense than Gage here got away with.


  “Did Skyla say your name?” Gage spits the words out with a hardened edge. “As in did she say it in bed?” He shakes his head before leaning his elbows over his knees like he’s going to be sick. Gage is good looking—built like a brick house. Maybe that’s why she stays. She likes what she sees. Either that or he’s like a habit she can’t break. According to Emma, Fems are a highly addictive breed. Not that she’s ever verbalized it but stemming from the fact she slept with one, I think it goes without saying.


  “No, that’s not what I meant.” I grind my palm into my eye hoping to see a new reality when I open it. This for sure is not what I want. Gage is anything but Skyla’s protector. “What’s going on? What brings you here?” Hopefully a confession.


  His chest expands, his jaw clenches tight, and I can tell it’s too late. I’ve already crossed the line, and, now, I’m going to have to pay.


  “Who’s pissed now?” Liam cracks a beer open and plops on the ottoman ready for the show. He nods to Gage before knocking back half the can.


  “Dude”—Ellis leans in towards Liam—“you need a serious refresher on how to treat a lady.”


  Both Gage and I peak a brow at Ellis. He isn’t exactly known for his etiquette with the girls.


  “You can’t just go shoving them out the door like that. Who the hell cares what name she’s calling out in bed? You were the one in it, right?” Ellis has a point, although minuscule in nature, and morally reprehensible. “She had her legs wrapped around you all night—giving it up to you for free. She probably sucked you off for a good hour. Her brain is tired as shit. I say you give Miller a pass. She’s earned a misstep or two. You gotta let it slide once in a while.” He shakes his head. “And are you using a condom?”


  Again I’m shocked that words grounded in wisdom continue to spout from Harrison’s mouth.


  Liam leans back into the sofa and shrugs. “When I got one.”


  “When you got one?” Ellis does his best impression of an irate father. “Fuck that shit. You always have one. You hear me?” He turns to Gage and me. “One of you douchebags better furnish this dude with a never ending supply. Unless, of course, you want to see him saddled with a kid or two in the near future.”


  “No way.” Liam protests the idea of children before Ellis can finish with his anti-procreation tirade. “I’m nowhere near ready to be a father. I’m still brushing up on my A-game if you know what I mean.” His face glazes over, and he gets that faraway look in his eyes. “That girl can bend like a pretzel. Man, I’m missing her already.”


  “That’s what I’m talking about.” Ellis bends like a pretzel himself just to high five my brother. “Now, I’m betting you’re not up on all the hygiene related to sex, either.”


  I shoot Gage a quick look. If anything, Ellis is a great way to neutralize Gage’s fury at the moment.


  “Hygiene? Do tell.” Gage leans back, still glowering at me a second, before devoting his full attention to Professor Harrison.


  “You gotta change condoms when you’re going back to front.”


  I close my eyes a moment.


  “No seriously, what I’m about to tell you is a pant’s shitting cautionary tale,” Ellis insists. “You can’t go double dipping. That’s gonna land your girl with an infection and ruin your goodtime for at least a week. And if you piggyback her period on top of that, you’re out two weeks solid of the boys getting any decent attention.” He holds a hand up to Gage. “I’m speaking from previous experience. Everything between your sister and me is totally chassis.”


  “You mean chaste.” Gage corrects.


  It would figure Ellis could preach a sermon on the value of hygienic anal sex and yet botch up the word for purity. Ellis has been around the block with at least half the girls on the island. He once even had a thing for Skyla, but, then, who didn’t. I spear Gage with a look. Lucky bastard. It would figure he’d be the one to land her for keeps, at least for now.


  “Chaste, chassis, same difference.” Ellis digs in his pocket for his never-ending supply of weed.


  “There’s a big difference to me.” Gage flat lines. “You keep your condom collection in check. I want my sister pure as the driven snow up until the day she’s married.”


  Ellis gives a quick wink before lighting up a blunt. “Anyway”—he nods to Liam—“as I was saying before we were so rudely interrupted, going backdoor can be fun and satisfying for all involved if done with the correct protective measures. Start in slow, dude, or there’s a good chance she’ll donkey kick you.”


  “Sounds painful,” I say. “For the girl.” I shrug, trying not to obviously discourage Gage from sodomizing Skyla that way. It’s bad enough he’s sodomizing her the traditional way. Just the thought sets my teeth on edge. “Extremely painful.” Exactly how it’s going to feel when I push Ellis’s head through a plate glass window for bringing it up.


  Gage smirks at the idea. “Not when you do it right.”


  The world stops for a brief moment as a flare of rage spears through me.


  Looks like I’ll be pushing two heads through the window this afternoon.


  “I’d better get going.” I hop to my feet and head toward the back. I’ve got a Sector I’d like to add to that window-smashing, head-bashing, list of mine.


  “I’m sorry, man.” Gage steps over and blocks my path. “You okay? I know it’s killing you to have her with me. How do you think I felt when the two of you were married?”


  Is he shitting me?


  “That was three days. Multiply that pain buddy—because this feels like an infinite hell.” I’m not so sure what prompted the honesty. Usually I try to play it off like it’s no big deal, but, after last night, I don’t mind telling Gage the truth. After all, one of us should be dabbling in it.


  I glance at Ellis, trying hard not to grab the nearest knife to disembowel him with for landing us in this anal hell.


  “I realize it was three days—but it hurt, Logan. It was enough to grind me up—so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t discount it.”


  Is that what the Barricade does? Turn people into whining idiots? Skyla is his. He wins.


  “Relax. She’s in your bed. All is right in the world. Isn’t that what you believe?” It comes out far more pissed than intended. “Look, Gage, I don’t give a flying fuck what you do with your wife so long as she approves and isn’t clawing her way out of the bedroom—and up until that moment, she’s yours.”


  His eyes narrow to slits as he tries to digest my words, appetizing as the bullshit he’s slinging these days.


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  It’s coming—an avalanche of words is trying to fist its way out of my throat, but I swallow them down.


  “It means be careful where you tread and with whom. You have a beautiful wife who is willing to let me linger in limbo for the rest of her days just to have you next to her. Don’t blow it.” I push past him and head into the fresh Paragon mist that’s taken over Dudley’s yard. Don’t blow it. I shake my head. I think I did just that.
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  I find Dudley behind the barn, pointing his bow at an unknown target.


  “I’ve been dreaming of things.” I stagger towards him drunk off all the bullshit that’s been going on in my life as of late. Last night wasn’t technically a dream, but I’m still hoping it might have been. I did have a dream, though, a few nights back, haunting as shit, and now I think I know why.


  Dudley gives an exasperated sigh and nods toward an extra bow lying on the ground as I help myself.


  “You were saying?” He flexes the bow back in his hands. “You had a dream?”


  “Don’t worry your pretty little head. You didn’t have a starring role.” I yank an arrow from my quiver and set it to shoot.


  My chest trembles with the idea of a laugh. Dudley has a hard time quantifying Skyla as anything but his significant other. I guess that’s the one thing we have in common.


  “Did my wife?”


  “No—but her husband did.” I close my eyes a moment with my bow drawn back, the tension threatening to snap my muscles in the same manner that dream threatened to sever my sanity.


  “Sounds like your nephew has you running scared both in and out of your nightmares.”


  “Is he my nephew?” I don’t know what the hell Gage is anymore. In that dream I saw a dragon—fierce as hell—licking blood off the ground as thousands of Nephilim lay dying. It was him without a shadow of a doubt.


  “Relax, Oliver. You’re not the prophet around here.” His crimson eyes narrow in on me as if he were reading my mind. “The dragon is.”


  My heart thumps wild as I let the arrow race through the wind before tossing the bow where I found it.


  We step toward the barn, and Dudley grabs a pitchfork and starts shoveling crap as if proving a point.


  “This is what life is designed to do with you right up until you take that final light drive into the sky, young Oliver. Be prepared.” He stabs the pitchfork in my direction. “It comes in droves. I can promise you that.”


  I growl at his ability to shovel both verbal and physical shit.


  “Bitter are we?” He’s clearly reading my mind. Dudley steps back into the corral with that conceited smirk I’ve grown to detest. “You shouldn’t be. We all have our fair share of problems.”


  “Don’t look at me that way. You don’t have any ‘problems’, Dudley. Your every whim is at your fingertips, and you’re running around the time continuum having sex with my wife.”


  “Testy today are we?”


  “You bring out the best in me, sweetheart.”


  “That’s funny.” He leans in—a smile tugging at his lips. “That’s what Skyla says when we’re through.”


  I clock him in the jaw, and he falls back on a pile of horseshit as wide as he is tall.


  “Well, look at that.” I soak in the sight. “Maybe you do have a problem.”


  And with Gage around, so do I.


  


  


  2


  


  Who’s Your Master
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  Skyla


  


  “Please, for the hundredth time, I’m fine.” Not that I haven’t contemplated opening the door to this moving vehicle and implementing the infamous tuck and roll technique that anyone has yet to pull off and survive. I scratch my arms incessantly like it’s some new nervous habit. What the hell was I thinking accepting a ride home from a stranger? On Paragon no less! Holy hell, this could be a serial killer—with a celestial ax to grind against my neck. Although, he seems nice enough. After I practically bit my tongue off and passed out from fright at the idea of being hit by a car, he was kind enough to dust me off and threaten to take me to the hospital. “Left at the light,” I say. I’ll never be so glad to lay eyes on Casa Landon. Clearly this ultra smooth stranger driving me home in the very car he knocked me over with is nothing but nice to the bone. I bet he’s one hundred percent human to boot. I gurgle with a laugh. Now that would be like finding a unicorn on this damn island. I can’t help shake the feeling we’ve met before. There’s something about those dark, brooding eyes, that matching inky hair. He’s handsome enough but not in the demanding, drop-your-panties Oliver kind of way.


  “You sure you didn’t go to West in the last two years?” I’m certain I know him from somewhere.


  “Nope. Graduated half a decade ago. Just finished up at Washington University.”


  “No Host for you, huh?”


  He huffs a quiet laugh without taking those familiar eyes off the road. “Not for this guy. My girlfriend wanted to get as far away from her crazy family as possible, and that’s about as far as destiny took us.”


  Destiny. Now it’s my turn to laugh. Instead, I give a brief wave out the passenger’s side window at my mother in the sky. I bet she’s hard at work right this minute wrecking some poor soul’s future with that destination station of hers. She’s in charge of the Decision Council—specializing in lousy decisions if you ask me.


  “That’s too bad,” I say. “Did she come back to Paragon?”


  “Yup, in fact she’s the reason I’m here. I have a nice life up in Seattle, and I wouldn’t mind getting back to it. No offense to my family, but they’re a little out there if you know what I mean.”


  “Oh, believe me, no one is more out there than the people I’m forced to cohabitate with.” Past tense in my case. I point to the second house on the street and its enormous mountain of a driveway that leads to the cabin-like structure I’ve called home for the last few years. “That’s it.”


  “No fucking way.” He draws each word out slow as January, and all the while he’s eyeballing Brielle’s house.


  “No, no, not that one. It’s the one next door. But if you want, you can let me out here. I can totally walk.”


  “Not on your life. I still think you tweaked your hip. I just finished up my masters in physical therapy. At least let me take a look at it.”


  My eyes snag on his sharp jaw, his handsome features that contort into that familiar feel I can’t quite put my finger on. I’m pretty sure Gage wouldn’t want Mr. Physical Therapy putting his masters degree on my hips.


  “My father-in-law is sort of a doctor.” Of the dead, but I leave that part out. “I’ll have him check it out tonight.” Unfortunately, I’ll be headed that way for dinner—the Oliver house not the morgue. Although considering Emma is at the Olivers, the morgue doesn’t sound half bad. Corpses in general have been less judgmental of me. I still haven’t had a chance to return Gage’s text, but telling your husband you’ve just been hit by a car is probably the kind of thing you should do in person. Besides, Gage will be twice as insistent that I go to the ER and get checked out. I hate hospitals almost as much as I do clowns and Fems. Something in me lurches. My fear of clowns has mostly come under control thanks to the Jedi mind trick Barron taught me regarding turning the table on my fears. And, well, I happen to find myself married to a Fem, so there’s that.


  “You’re not going to believe this.” He laughs as he pulls his car high up into the driveway precariously close to Ethan’s glow in the dark paint job shenanigans. I’d warn him that he might lose the first layer of his glossy red coat, but my curiosity is piqued as to what he might say next. “I actually used to live here.” He breaks out in a grin that shows off his gleaming white teeth, and then I see her—Chloe’s face has been hiding beneath his like a ghost the entire time.


  “Gah!” I scream so loud I nearly peel the paint off the exterior myself. I wail my way into the house and shut the door behind me as my heart jumps into my throat.


  “Hey?” He gives a few short knocks before letting himself in. “It’s just me. What the heck was that about?” His eyes widen as he takes the place in. “My God, some things never change.”


  It’s slightly horrifying to see this solid, male version of Chloe taking up space inside the house.


  “You’re him!” I pant. “The He Bishop.” I mean, I knew Chloe had a brother, but he was persona non grata for so long he was like a fractured fairytale or some horrific myth. Hell, Chloe could have made him up. She lied about so many damn things it was hard to keep it straight. The last thing Ma and Pa Bishop should have ever done was procreate.


  “The He Bishop?” A pleasantly amused grin takes over as he continues to gawk at the furniture and overall layout of Landon central. “So you know my sister. Word on the street is—”


  “She’s banished.”


  He ticks his head to the side. “I didn’t know she was going to Host.”


  I scowl at him a moment. “Don’t you play dumb with me. You’re a Count.” I suck in a breath. “Oh my, God! You’re not a Count…you’re a—”


  He eyes me suspiciously as if he’s not sure whether or not to trust me with this delicate information.


  “I belong to the Celestra faction.” He holds out a hand, and I shake my head at the sight of it.


  “No thanks. I don’t want any. No offense, but I’ve had enough Bishop to last a lifetime—two lifetimes. In fact, you’d better run along or I’ll have to call my husband to come kick your ass. Better yet, I might be forced to kick it myself. I can’t take any chances.”


  “Who’s your husband?” he asks, following me to the edge of the hall where a swell of men’s voices rumble from the dining room. I peer over to find Tad with two others standing around, shaking hands as though they’ve just concluded business. He’s smiling like an idiot—quite literally, actually—with a frozen grimace. Scary. He’s downright jovial. I don’t like happy Tad. Happy Tad makes me suspicious.


  “Oh my, shit.” I recognize the two men as Morley Harrison and Arson Kragger. Who knew Casa Landon was playing host to an asshole convention.


  God! What kind of mindfuck have I stepped into? It’s like Logan’s dream-romp was some kind of twisted rabbit hole, and now the entire universe is upside down. I duck back in the hall with the guy unfortunate enough to share Chloe’s DNA. “Gage Oliver. I married Gage.” A twinge of sadness spears me because, quite frankly, I miss the Gage I married.


  His brows peak, and I see her now in his face, legible as any cursed day. Chloe has been there hiding in plain sight all along.


  “You married Gage?” He jerks back as if I slapped him. That reaction must run in the family. “I take it you and my sister aren’t close.”


  I make a face. “I take it you and your sister aren’t close. What’s your name again?”


  “What’s the matter? ‘He Bishop’ not working for you anymore?”


  Arson and Morley bump into us in the hall, and Arson is quick to slap the He Bishop on the shoulder.


  “Brody Bishop? This can’t be true.”


  Brody, that’s it.


  He straightens with that smug ‘Chloe’ look on his face, and I think I’m going to be sick.


  “Home at last.” He laughs motioning around the place as if he owns it.


  He does seem nice. I’ll give him that. And he seems strangely real and downright jovial in comparison to his bitter weed of a sister. Maybe this Bishop isn’t so bad? After all, he didn’t kill me when presented with the opportunity, and, for sure, he’s not feeling any strong sibling bonds toward his sister. Weird since she was dead for so long. You’d think he would have at least sent a card. And he might have, but I’m not in the mood to probe. Right now, I simply want the entire Count coven out of my face.


  “What’s going on?” I hiss at Tad who’s still wearing that fake grin he plasters on whenever he’s in the mood to kiss some serious ass.


  “I’ll tell you as soon as they leave.” He lets the words stream out the side of his mouth like a bad ventriloquist. Both Morley and Arson shoot him an amused look.


  “We’ll let you catch up on old times.” Arson glances around the place with a sorry look before tapping Brody on the shoulder. “You know what’s excepted of you.”


  Ha! And there it is.


  “I knew you were up to no good,” I whisper as soon as Morley and Arson drift to the door.


  “Oh, and Mrs. Oliver is it?” Arson looks down at me with his looming seven-foot frame (well probably not seven, but he’s so unnaturally tall it might as well be a hundred). His white hair glows like a flame.


  “Yes, it is.” I say it staunch with false bravado because I’m not so sure anymore. My arms light up like flares, and I itch them raw with worry.


  “We’ll be seeing more of you in the very near future.” He tips his imaginary hat, and they take off like apparitions melting into the fog.


  “What was that about?” I sag against the cool wall yet to recover from the ping pong of traumas the last twenty-four hours doled out.


  “That was about me getting a promotion!” Tad jumps in the air, and his feet touch in that awkward way only cartoon characters can achieve when they leap for joy. Figures. Tad laughs all the way upstairs. “I’ve got to pack my bags! I leave on my first official business trip for Althorpe in just a few days.”


  Brody gives a shit-eating grin as if he knows far more than he’s letting on.


  “Well?” I push past him as I make my way to the refrigerator. “What’s expected of you? Spill. You owe me that much don’t you think?”


  “It’s stupid. Some binding agreement I may have gotten myself wrapped up in back in the day. I’m brushing it off.”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I slam the fridge in haste. “There’s not a binding agreement on this planet you’re ever going to get out of, so you might as well stand up and fight like a man—or in this case a twisted angel.”


  His cheek twitches as if he were debating it. “I promised the Counts blood if they ever needed it in exchange for something they did for me. Told you it was stupid.”


  I wonder if he knows the Counts reserves are running on empty? And judging by Arson’s face, Brody will be their new refill station. Better him than me.


  Brielle and Drake come in from the back, dirty with their hair in a bird’s nest, looking overall bedraggled and miserable. There’s a giant rectangular patch of weed-free yard in the distance, and, for whatever reason, the two of them decided to play landscaper for the afternoon.


  “Brody!” Brielle leaps onto the He Bishop, and he gives her a happy spin. “Where’s my sister? Brooke are you here?” Bree hops down and does a spastic search of the vicinity.


  “Nope.” He looks equally deflated as Bree. “I’m not exactly sure where she is. I’m hoping to track her down myself.”


  Not only did I forget all about Chloe’s brother, but the fact Brielle has a sister catches me off guard as well, until I remember she’s been away at college the entire time I’ve known Bree. Strange how she never came home for holidays or summer vacay, but then again Brody mentioned something about her trying to get away from her family and knowing how spectacularly insane Brielle’s mother, Darla, can be, I totally get it.


  “Well, that’s wonderful.” I can’t seem to sand the sarcastic edge from my voice. “It looks like more than one family reunion will be taking place on Paragon this afternoon.” I shoo Brody toward the door. “Go ahead. I’m sure your parents are just dying to give you a big ole’ hug.” Or a ticket to the Transfer, either or.


  Brody doesn’t budge. That smile he’s been wearing quickly fades.


  “You mentioned something about my sister being banished.”


  The room quiets down to nothing, and for the first time ever there’s an ounce of peace in the Landon house. Who knew it would take the mention of Chloe to achieve it? It looks like she’s good for something after all.


  Drake lets out a riotous belch and kills the silence. “Damn near broke my back raking all the crap from the yard. Trailer comes day after next, so we still have a couple days to get a vision of where we want it.”


  A tiny part of me is jealous that he and Bree are doing so well with their Made in Paragon clothing line. Well enough to purchase a trailer to plop in the backyard and essentially live rent free for the rest of their days. It’s freaking brilliant.


  I twist my lips at him. “Who knew you’d turn out to be the genius of the family?”


  “Oh, yeah?” Drake’s eyes bulge as if I’ve just slapped him with the vilest insult. “Well, after you moved in with us back in L.A., I farted into your pillow for a month straight. Who’s the genius now?”


  A hard groan pushes through me. Kill me.


  “That was a compliment.” I stop from adding you moron. It’s no wonder I swore up and down the place smelled like a toilet.


  “You didn’t answer my question.” Brody looks affronted by my refusal to carry out a conversation with him.


  “She’s stuck in the Transfer. But don’t worry, there’s another woman running around in her body, so if the mood strikes you can still give her all the spinning hugs you like.” I stretch my arms over my head and give an exaggerated yawn. “I didn’t catch a wink last night. I’m beat. If you don’t mind just let yourself out.” Sooner than later but I don’t bother adding it since he’s proven harder to get rid of than a housefly. Instead, I trot upstairs with Bree hot on my heels. Her I don’t mind. She’s been my best friend ever since I moved to this island my junior year of high school.


  “A penny for your thoughts!” she sings as we enter my bedroom, and I seal the door behind us.


  “I was just thinking how you’re my best friend in the entire world. And you’re worth way more than a lousy penny.”


  My phone vibrates in my jeans, and I pluck it out. “It’s probably Gage.” But it’s not. It’s a text from Laken.


  Do you know a man named Eugene?


  “Do we know anyone named Eugene? Laken wants to know.” I glance up and find Brielle snuggling with a giant stuffed bear the size of my bed. “What the hell is that?” It’s yellow, and intrusive, and have I mentioned insanely colossal?


  “It’s Melissa and Gabriel’s baby.” She rolls her eyes. “That douchebag won it for her at the Halloween festival West threw. Can you believe they’re doing all kinds of cool things at West now that we’re no longer there?”


  “Yes,” I say doubtful, still eyeing the overstuffed monstrosity. “But what’s that thing doing on my bed?”


  “Oh, she couldn’t fit it into her room, and, of course, it made Mia sick to gawk at their lovechild. You know that poor thing still has the hots for that stupid shit. Anyway, I think Melissa laid claim to your room. She said something about painting the walls red and moving in next week. Teddy, here, is just holding her place.”


  “Fat chance. There’s no way I’m letting Melissa or any stuffed bear take this room from me.” My phone vibrates again. “So no on the Eugene?”


  “Nope. And would you mind telling her that you’re trying to get some quality time in with your BFF, and she’s seriously interrupting? That girl gets on my every last nerve.” Bree is a bit territorial when it comes to our relationship. Especially since she feels as if Laken is trying to take her place.


  I text Laken back and let her know I’ve never heard of him. It takes less than a few seconds for her to reply.


  Are you sure? It’s Eugene Booth. He works with Coop’s dad. I thought you mentioned something about a Dr. Booth before. Anyway he’s dating my mom, and I wanted to see if he was a decent guy.


  “Scandal,” I say sitting at my desk and holding out my phone for Bree to read the text. “I know for a fact Dr. Booth is very married. He’s mentioned kids and stuff. I can’t believe this.”


  “He’s probably divorced.” Bree shrugs it off as if it were an everyday occurrence, but somehow hearing that someone as nice as Dr. Booth has called it quits on his marriage makes me insanely sad.


  I text back. I do know him. He’s the nicest guy on the planet. He’s a Levatio. Your mom is very lucky.


  “So why are you so exhausted?” Breielle’s face contorts with suspicion. “Are you and Gage too busy rocking the bed to get any sleep? It looks like someone is making up for lost time.”


  “No, it’s not that. Actually we tried to rock the bed this morning, but our mothers sort of ambushed us.”


  Her mouth widens with horror, as it should.


  “It’s a long story. Gage and I are sort of—” I try to figure out a way to say this delicately. I’m not sure Bree is the right person to spill any of Gage’s deep dark secrets to, not yet anyway. Besides, I can’t seem to verbalize them.


  “You’ve hit the skids already?” She shakes her head. “It’s just a dry spell. Trust me, I know all about the skids and dry spells.” She hugs the giant bear as if it were a body. “Sometimes, even that special man in your life can get on your bad side. One day it’s going to drive you crazy the way he eats a pickle every night before coming to bed, and you’re going to say I hate you, and I hate your stupid pickle breath!” Her gaze is cast off to some faraway place where Drake stuffs his face with gherkins. I’m afraid to startle her in fear she’ll go on a killing spree, and poor Teddy here will have to pay for all of Drake’s questionably kosher misgivings. “But, not to worry, I’ve got the cure—you and Gage will just have to spice up your sex life.”


  Before I can ask just what this spice might be, my phone vibrates again. It’s Laken.


  Ok, I feel better. You want to hit coffee? I have the rest of the afternoon off. Coop has practice. He won’t be back until late.


  “Let me guess, that’s her again.” Brielle mock vomits onto the floor.


  “This will just take a sec.” I text back. Can’t this afternoon. And God knows I’d much rather spend time with Laken than Emma tonight. A thought comes to me. Are you free for dinner?


  I’m all yours!


  Perfect! I give her the Oliver’s address and hit send. I’m sure Emma and Barron won’t mind. There’s always enough food to feed an army. And, in a strange way, I feel much more settled about tonight. Not only was I worried about fending off Emma’s insults, but Gage has me a bit rattled at the moment, too. My arms blister with heat just thinking about it, and I itch them into oblivion.


  “Now where were we?” I smile up at Bree. “The key to saving my marriage is spice?”


  “You bet, baby. You just need to let your inhibitions go. You’re all worked up all the time. It’s no wonder you and Gage haven’t already imploded.”


  “Oh, we’re about to.” I lean into my desk. One more Count roundtable and I’m going to implode, hell explode, all over his ass.


  “You try anything exciting in bed lately?”


  An image of Gage’s head buried at the base of my hips comes to mind. That’s exactly where we left off this morning. God, every time he does that now I’m going to be in fear of Emma’s face popping up in the darkened room. Leave it to her to ruin the best sex ever. God forbid I shout her name instead of my husband’s. That might ruin oral sex for the both of us.


  “Okay, no need to rack your brain.” Bree sits on the bear. “I can tell you’re both pretty vanilla.”


  “What? That happens to be one of my favorite flavors. But I’m onto you, Johnson. I know that was an insult.”


  “Landon, remember?” She wags her wedding ring at me. That’s right, she and Drake eloped right after Gage and I did.


  “Pay attention. I’m going to teach you some new techniques.” She slaps poor Teddy in the gut until he’s lying submissively beneath her. Brielle doesn’t hesitate to straddle the furry beast backwards. “This is called the reverse cowgirl. Boots aren’t needed for the occasion, but it’s a good prop your man might enjoy. First, you have to sit like this.” She wags her body from side to side. “Gage will get a rear view, so he should already feel like a lucky bastard.” Brielle slides low onto Teddy’s waist and wiggles her bottom into place before smacking herself on the ass as if to get the party started. “Okay, then you grind over him like this.” Her hips swivel slow and steady like a ball bearing. She throws her head back and breaks out into a series of fake passionate moans. Her eyes close, and now she’s riding that overstuffed bear, fast and hard—and, dear God, I don’t think she’s faking anymore. For a second I contemplate pulling out my phone and taking pictures, but if word gets back to Melissa that Bree defiled her “baby”, I’m sure the inside of that new trailer of theirs will meet its end with a box of matches.


  A knock erupts at the door, and Mom enters cradling my sweet baby sister. I take Mystery—Misty, from her and let her soft baby skin conform to me. She smells heavenly, like baby powder and vanilla. I openly glare at Brielle who’s now relegated to lying on her back and panting. She’s practically begging for a cigarette.


  “Am I interrupting?” Mom’s eyes round out as if she cared. Interrupting sexual relations is quickly becoming her specialty. Although, in Bree’s case, it was sort of warranted. “I just wanted to let you know, I ended up spending the whole afternoon with Emma.” Her lips crimp as if this weren’t a good thing. “We had lunch and discussed throwing a reception for you and Gage around the time of your birthdays.”


  Gage and I are only a day apart with me being older—and obviously wiser considering what I witnessed last night.


  “Oh no, please don’t! It’s really not necessary.” Like at all. I’m sure this is something both Emma and I can agree on.


  “Well, at first I thought it would be a great surprise, but then the more I thought about it, this is the only time in your life you’ll ever come close to planning a wedding.” Her eyes swell with tears.


  Brielle sits up. “Oh, she’ll have at least two other chances when she marries Logan and Dudley.”


  “Ignore her.” I’m quick to pull Mom into the hall. “She’s upset—something to do with Drake’s pickle breath. You were saying?” I pat Misty gently on the back and marvel how natural it feels to be doing this. Wedding planning isn’t the only thing I’ll be missing out on. Gage and I won’t be having children either, but I’m not letting my mother in on this conceptual secret. The last thing I want is for her to die on the spot of a broken heart. She’s all about pumping out the little people. “I’m staying married to Gage forever. There will be no other weddings.” I say it so cool I almost believe it. It’s true though. I’ve resolved to try and extend Gage’s days. It’s on my bucket list to keep air in his lungs for at least as long as I have it in mine.


  “Well, Emma didn’t exactly meet my enthusiasm.” She averts her gaze a moment as if she were holding back the worst of it. “But she eventually came around. She insists on hosting the event, and, of course, she demanded she cook everyone dinner.” Mom shakes a fist in the air. “Doesn’t she know these kinds of events are held in ballrooms at hotels or at the least an expensive restaurant? It’s like all she wants is some backyard barbeque.” She touches her hand to her mouth. “She offered to make haggis then moped with a sour look on her face the rest of the afternoon. What’s with the moping? Doesn’t she know that this is about you and Gage getting together at last? It’s as if she doesn’t know the significance of what this means.”


  I freeze from patting little Misty on the back and stare vacantly at my mother. The significance of what this means? My God, does she know the significance of what this means? Does she know that Gage is a Fem? Descending directly from the Fem—i.e. the ridiculous not-so-secret love of her life? That should our union procure offspring it would give the Fems a leg up in the dominion department?


  “What’s haggis?” I try to play it off as if my mother’s words didn’t just send ice flowing through my veins.


  “I didn’t know myself, so as soon as I got back on the road, I looked it up on my phone. It’s sheep stomach stuffed with spices.”


  God, I don’t know what’s worse, my mother texting and driving or Emma wanting to serve sheep guts at the event that celebrates my union with her son. And what the hell reason does she have for hating me so damn much? It’s not like she was all that discriminating when it came to partners. Look how Gage came to be for Pete’s sake. Had she not been such a bitch to Barron, Gage would be sporting true Oliver DNA. A horrible thought comes to me. Gage Oliver is technically Gage Edinger.


  “I wouldn’t worry too much about the party,” I whisper, dejected. “Hotels and restaurants are expensive. I’m sure haggis tastes great, but in the event it doesn’t, maybe you could whip up a lasagna.” I hand Misty back and head into my room again.


  Gage Oliver.


  Gage Edinger.


  Fem DNA.


  I can still feel little Misty warming my chest, and I hold back the ugly cry wanting to burst from my eyes. The Fems have already stolen so much from Gage and me. And, after witnessing that bloody meet and greet last night, I’m afraid they’ve officially stolen Gage from me, too.


  My arms and legs itch in tandem, and I sigh. I can’t take much more of this.


  


  


  Gage


  


  The sky lets loose in a deluge of rain, intense and penetrating, loving Paragon just the way I was loving Skyla’s body this morning. It’s ten after six and my mother has made it crystal clear she’s annoyed that Skyla isn’t here yet. I’m not as annoyed as I am worried. The front door swings opens, and I jump to my feet. It’s just Logan and Liam.


  I give my leg a quick scratch. Damn itch has been making me nuts ever since I left Host. I must have been bit.


  “’Sup.” I slap Logan five as he heads into the house. “Are we good?”


  “We’re good.” He pulls me in and whispers, “How are you doing man? Everything okay?”


  “Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be? Things are finally ironed out between Skyla and me. There’s not a lot I can do about where I came from. I sort of had no say in the matter if you know what I mean.”


  “I hear you.” He pumps out a quick grin. “It’s not like you’d go off behind her back and try to take down Celestra.” His eyes meet with mine, and he holds a mean stare. “Speaking of which, we need to keep that half-brother of yours on a short leash.”


  My phone buzzes. “Speak of the devil.” I hold the phone up for Logan to see. I don’t like the idea of keeping things from him, or Skyla for that matter.


  “You going to get that?”


  “Nope. Tonight’s all about family—the real thing, not the one fate is trying to shove down my throat.” My phone pings alerting me to a new voice mail. There’s no way I’m going to pick that up in front of Logan. I need him to understand that Wes means less than worm shit to me. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested to find out about the induction ceremony tonight. I need to prove to Demetri and Wes that I’m the real deal.


  Logan and Liam settle into a conversation with Mom and Dad, so I head out back and stand under the patio as the rain sizzles overhead like a steel drum band. Charlie comes over and threads through my legs while I play back the message, something about meeting me by Omen’s statue in a few minutes.


  Omen. I shake my head at the thought. That’s the warped dragon someone saw fit to christen as the school mascot over at Host.


  I offer Charlie a quick scratch behind the ears. Best dog I’ve ever had, only dog I’ve ever had. It’s nice that after all these years some things never change. I hope in twenty years I can say the same about Skyla and me. I hope Demetri doesn’t fuck that up for me, too.


  Sorry. I’ve got dinner with the folks. Maybe later? I hit send. As long as I don’t say anything incriminating in my messages, I don’t see the harm in contacting Wes this way.


  A light knock emits from the glass slider, and I find Skyla smiling and waving.


  “Hey, beautiful.” I head in and scoop her into my arms. “I’ve missed you.” I dot a kiss to her lips and look up to find another blonde standing behind her. “What is this, a line?” I tease looking back to see Laken Stewart with her face washed white as the moon. “Ooh, sorry. I thought you were Brielle.” I motion to my head. “She’s got this blonde thing going on with her hair now.”


  “It’s fine.” Laken shrugs as if she were slowly adjusting to the idea of Wesley and me looking like one another’s reflections.


  “She’s my guest.” Skyla plucks her in by the elbow.


  “That’s great. I’m sure my mom won’t mind.” We head to the kitchen and find everyone seated at the table. Just the fact that my mother didn’t bother to seat us in the dining room shows that tonight is a laid back event. “Is Giselle coming?” Usually my sister and Harrison-the-mooch show up for functions like this. Nobody has the power to neutralize my mother and her burgeoning opinions like my sister.


  Both of my legs start itching at the same time, and I try to give myself some relief as discretely as possibly. Once, when we were kids, Logan filled my bed with itching powder. Ironically, this feels ten times worse.


  “She has cheer practice.” Mom’s expression sours. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t like the overt sexualization of women at football games. I don’t really think cheerleaders are all that necessary.”


  A dark-haired girl pops up from behind my mother.


  “Coming through!” Kresley whistles. Her eyes narrow in on Skyla and Laken. “Messenger—Anderson.” She scowls. “So very nice to see you.”


  For whatever reason my mother has taken Kresley Fisher under her wing. Mom went to school with her father, and this somehow equaled an obligation to more or less adopt her now that she’s attending Host.


  “It’s Oliver and Stewart,” Skyla corrects, and I see my mother’s jaw tighten. “Both Laken and I were cheerleaders.”


  “Damn good ones.” Logan gives a quick wink, and my gut cinches. I’m not too into the idea of him flirting with my wife. Although, in his defense, he was probably trying to defuse my mother’s acrid comment.


  Liam helps himself to the feast laid out before us of roasted potatoes, sweet potato pie, grilled hen, and buttered asparagus.


  “I think cheerleaders are most necessary,” Liam declares, stabbing his fork across his plate at random. “So thank you, Skyla, and thank you to your beautiful friend for contributing so valuably to society.”


  Kresley gives an audible groan while averting her eyes. Wes left her for Laken, and she outright can’t stand Skyla, so she’s not too concerned about offending either one of them.


  “Here, here.” Logan lifts his glass. “To cheerleaders everywhere.”


  Mom gets that strained look on her face like she does just before she unleashes a verbal assault. “Rumor has it there’s an opening at the morgue.” She wiggles her shoulders at my father, proving to all at the table she’s capable of derailing the conversation when needed. I’m proud of her. She may have turned the pot to boil, but she jumped right out of the water before it got too hot.


  “The position has been filled.” Dad raises his own glass in a mock toast. “A young man by the name of Revelyn stopped by. He’s working on his degree in mortuary sciences, so I gave him the position on an apprentice basis. You might know him. He’s a junior at Host. I believe he goes by the nickname Rev.”


  “You’ve taken an intern! That will save an entire salary from going to waste.” Mom is thrilled to hear my father took on a volunteer to fill a paying position. Things have been a little tight around here for the last few months.


  “Rev?” Skyla looks over a moment. “Isn’t the guy that hangs out in front of our building named Rev?”


  I glance to Dad. “Does this guy look like a castoff from every biker show you’ve ever seen?”


  “Indeed he does.” Dad’s glasses slide down his nose. “Is he a friend of yours?”


  “Not really. Skyla and I had a run in with him.” I would have sworn on my life he was going to knife us that night.


  Skyla’s fingers slither over her arm, and only then do I notice she’s itching like mad.


  She cinches back. “His full name is Revelyn? That’s like one letter away from a girl’s name. No wonder he’s all whips and chains. I guess it hasn’t been easy.”


  “If anyone has major compensation issues, it’s that dude. Be careful,” I tell my father. “I’d lock the floor safe when he’s around.”


  “He’s an exceptional worker,” Dad continues. “He had Dr. Booth on his application as a recommendation.”


  Skyla and Laken exchange glances.


  “Did I say something wrong?” Dad is genuinely concerned.


  “No.” Laken grabs ahold of her drink like she needs it to steady herself. “My mother has recently started dating Dr. Booth. I had just asked Skyla about him this afternoon. I’ve met him, but I wanted another opinion. I’d hate to see my mother get hurt.”


  Mom’s mouth opens wide. “Your mother is the one? It’s been the talk of the island that Eugene is seeing some young, hot thing.” She fans her napkin in Laken’s direction. “His divorce became final last summer.”


  “You don’t say?” Dad is stunned by the news. “It seems they’d been married for at least as long as we have.”


  “Divorce happens,” Mom chimes with a little too much glee. “You know what they say, most marriages end within the first year.”


  And how does that relate to Dr. Booth? Crap. It’s clear whose marriage she’s referencing.


  “Affairs happen, too.” Kresely swills her ice water in my direction. “I’m the product of one. I should know.” She licks her lips with the promise of having her own.


  Skyla knocks her knee into mine, and my legs beg for attention again. I give several hard scratches and still no relief in sight.


  “This marriage is built to last.” I pick up Skyla’s hand and kiss it. If only some silly statistic were all Skyla and I had to worry about. Demetri and his demented smile blink through my brain.


  “You mind?” Liam is less than amused by our public show of affection. “Some of us are still nursing a wounded ego.”


  “Oh?” Mom’s attention is piqued. “You and your little girlfriend are over already?”


  “Afraid so.” Liam piles half the bird onto his plate. “Turns out Michelle and I were just a flash in the pan.”


  Logan scoffs.


  I feel for the guy. I’m not so sure I like him hanging out on the sidelines waiting for Skyla to fall into his arms. Maybe he’s the one who should be seeing Michelle? It’s clear she’s still into him.


  “What happened?” Skyla is on the edge of her seat, salivating for details.


  “Typical stuff.” Logan shakes his head over at Liam. “No big deal.”


  “You’re keeping something from us.” Skyla bubbles with laughter. “If it were no big deal then why don’t you spill it?”


  “It was something she said.” Liam mumbles through a mouthful of food.


  “Michelle has been known to be a bit mouthy.” Skyla nods into Laken. “She was one of the mean girls in high school.” She pins Kresley with a look, and Kres casually waves her middle finger at her under the radar.


  “You shouldn’t judge people, Skyla.” Mom snips between bites of her asparagus. “It’s unladylike and most unbecoming.”


  And why did I think dinner here was a good idea?


  A brisk knock erupts at the door, and I voluntarily rise to get it. The porch light is on, and I spot a familiar frame outside the window and freeze.


  “Who could that be?” Mom pulls back the curtain revealing Wes standing there like the jackass he is.


  Shit.


  “My God.” Mom’s hand flies to her mouth. “He looks just like you.”


  “It must be Wesley.” Dad motions for me to let him in. Wes is yet another loser Dad has enlisted to work in the morgue although that was a one-time deal and he happened to be hovering over Ezrina at the time.


  I open the door and glare at my half-brother. “What?”


  “I came to see for myself exactly how busy you are.” He leans into the house. “Is that Laken?” Wes wanders in without waiting for an invite.


  “By all means.”


  We head into the kitchen, and Laken’s face gives the walls a run for their whitewashed money.


  “I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by.” Wes doesn’t take his eyes off hers. He’s mesmerized. There’s a stark sadness written on his face that I’ve seen on mine. I wore grief like a mask that long weekend Logan was with Skyla. I realize my three day heartbreak is nothing in comparison to what Logan must feel, but, nevertheless, it was real, and it hurt like all hell.


  “Mom this is Wesley—Demetri’s son.” I had to restrain myself from adding other son.


  “Dear God in heaven.” She rises, unsteady on her feet. “You’re the spitting image of one another.”


  “I can tell the difference.” Laken scoots back from the table.


  “So can I.” Kresley goes over and gives Wes a hard embrace.


  “I think I’d better be going.” Laken nearly trips as she rises from her chair.


  “No, please, stay.” Wes glances around the room full of concerned faces. “Laken and I dated once. It didn’t end well.” He gives a parting wave. “I’m sorry. I’ll leave you to your dinner.”


  “I insist you both stay.” Mom barrels right over Wesley’s apology. “Please, Wesley, I’m very curious to know more about you.”


  I look to Laken and shake my head with a silent apology.


  “If Emma insists.” Laken scoots her seat next to Skyla as we make room for one more.


  The meal goes on with Mom peppering Wes with an assault of questions and the rest of us listening in while filling the house with uncomfortable silence.


  Logan clears his throat. And here we go.


  “So, Wes—why don’t you tell us all about your plans to take down the Nephilim.”


  And he thinks that tactic is going to work because?


  Wes leans back in his seat, his fork still raised with a golden potato crowning the tip.


  “I’m not going to take anybody down.” He pumps out a dry smile. “Gage is.”


  Fuck.


  Skyla starts clawing at her arms, and I scoot my seat back to rake over my legs.


  “What’s going on?” Dad demands. “Why are the two of you itching like mad? Skyla, let me see that arm.”


  She extends herself to him, and he gives a knowing nod. “Gage.” He motions for my hand, and I give it. My skin is covered with spots all the way up my sleeve. “Scabies.”


  “What?” Skyla and I say in unison.


  Mom lets out a little cry. “I knew that rat hole was a den for disease.”


  “Where did you get your mattress?” Dad looks from Skyla to me for an answer.


  The story of how she and Ellis hauled it from some back alley pops to mind.


  Skyla and I remain quiet.


  Needless to say, dinner disbands quickly.


  In some respects, scabies was a Godsend.


  I shake my head at the thought. Only in my world.
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  Liam offers to drop Laken and Kresley off at the dock while Mom and Dad clean up in the kitchen. Mom insisted we spend the night and produced a bottle of quelling lotion for each of us to douse ourselves in.


  “Aren’t you two cute?” Logan grins at us from the bottom of the stairs as Skyla and I head down to say goodnight. We’re covered from head to toe with the chalky solution that’s dried to a clay-like consistency over our skin.


  “What are you up to?” I bump shoulders with him as we head back into the kitchen.


  “Just going over some paperwork in my room. I’ll stay out of your way.”


  “What’s up with the redecorating?” I offer Skyla a pumpkin cookie before tossing one to Logan.


  “Yes, I’m dying to know. A tea room, really?” She takes a disapproving bite.


  “Wait, I thought you went to see him this morning?” Actually I’m stunned to hear she didn’t. Skyla and Logan are still pretty close, and I get it, but it gets under my skin more than it should.


  “About that…” Skyla shrinks as if she’s afraid to tell us something. “I sort of got hit by a car on the way.”


  “What?” I take her in my arms and pull back enough to examine her for injuries.


  “Skyla?” Dad comes barreling over. “Is this true?”


  “Why didn’t you call me?” Logan is pissed.


  “Why didn’t you call me?” Logan may be pissed but I’m incensed. “This is a huge deal, Skyla. You could have been killed.”


  “But I wasn’t. I wasn’t even really hit. It was more like I saw him coming and passed out in fright. He may have tapped me. I don’t know—it all happened so fast, I was trying to dart around some woman with a stroller, and her baby was throwing gang signs up at me, and the next thing I knew Chloe occupied my mind then boom I was on my back.”


  “You said he?” My blood begins to boil. “If I find this guy, there’ll be another body in the morgue come morning. What’s his name?”


  “Well—” Her voice grows small. “You might have heard of him before— does the name Brody Bishop ring a bell?”


  “Chloe’s brother.” Logan shakes his head. “So he’s back in town, and the first thing he does is mow you down with his car?” He folds his arms flat across his chest.


  “It was an accident, I swear.” Skyla is quick to defend him. “He tried to take me to the hospital, but I refused.”


  “Why would you refuse?” My mother’s voice shrills to the ceiling, and I warm at her enthusiastic response. It confirms the fact she does care about my wife. Maybe now we can all move on.


  “Because I’m fine.” Skyla snatches another cookie off the tray. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m headed to bed.” She gives a brief wave and makes her way upstairs.


  “Gage, you can have Liam’s room since he’s not home.” Mom takes the cookies back and seals them with cellophane.


  “No thanks. I’ve got a bed.” And it looks as if we’re not moving on as quick as I had hoped.


  “You can’t sleep next to Skyla. You’ll reinfect one another.” She motions to my father to uphold her argument. I get it. I’m her only son, and she’s not crazy about the idea of me spending the night in my childhood bed with my wife. But it doesn’t mean I’ll cave to her demands.


  “We’ll risk it.”


  “They’ll be fine.” My father assures. “Interesting to see Wesley here tonight.” Dad steps in and examines me as if I’ve got something to confess. I swear he always knows when I’m keeping something to myself. I can’t get away with anything around him. I’m not sure I’d want to.


  “What should we do with the mattress?” I ask, changing the subject.


  “Burn it.” He bears into me with those determined eyes of his. How I wish I were from him and not some monster that’s hell-bent on hurting those I love. I know my reasons for joining the Barricade, and I know what waits for me if I try to leave. The threat goes off in my mind as clear as day. Then the heart of one you hold dear will turn against you—and everything you think you stand for. As much as I hold Skyla dear, I’m pretty sure she’s not subject to this curse. The threat feels a bit more external than Skyla. I wonder if that could be this sweet man standing before me, and my heart breaks at the idea. But, then again, I’m never leaving the Barricade. Tragedy averted.


  “And”—Dad goes on—“even if you don’t wish to talk about it. I rather enjoyed having your brother at the table with us.” His eyes close a moment as if he just expressed a deep sentiment, and I think he did. “He’s family Gage. We can no more deny that than refuse ourselves air to breathe.” He pats me on the shoulder. “Whatever you do, don’t let him pull you down toward the wicked. You, my son, are good. You are for the light. Don’t let power and money seduce you. The sacred scriptures say, what good is it to gain the whole world and lose your mortal soul?” A sad smile expands over his lips. “None, my son. Absolutely none.” He gives my face a gentle slap and heads on upstairs with my mother.


  “Words of wisdom.” Logan shoulders up next to me as we stare vacantly at the open mouth of the stairwell.


  “You know I’d never do that, right?”


  “Do I?” He mock shoots me as he walks backward toward the fridge.


  It looks like everyone is onto me. Maybe it’s time to prove them wrong.


  Or not.


  I head upstairs to make love to Skyla regardless of our chalky appeal.


  There’s no better way to end the day than buried deep inside her.


  My mother’s words about the first year of marriage come back to haunt me.


  Skyla and I will beat that statistic with our hands tied behind our backs—our legs coiled around each other.


  We have to.


  


  


  Logan


  


  It’s well after two in the morning, and the steady rhythm of rain tickling my window is usually enough to lull me to sleep, but knowing that Gage is down the hall with Skyla makes me want to stay awake in the event she screams for help. Not that I believe for a minute Gage would intentionally hurt her. Although, after watching him enter into a covenant with darkness, it does beg the question what the fuck is he thinking? This is different than me pledging for the Counts. He took human libations, Celestra no less, with the head devil himself—his father. Nope, this is far more intimate an error than the one I ever made. Gage is going to deal a mortal blow either to the Nephilim or himself—both most likely.


  Skyla. She’s all I think about—all I dream about. I’m not sure why but I’ve had an entire slew of erotic dreams starring my once upon a wife. A dull smile comes and goes. The dreams have been like a gift from above. It’s as if I get to live the life I’ve dreamed of for so long and ironically I get to live that life between the hours of midnight and six a.m. I feel guilty as hell when I look at Gage, but it’s not like I’m orchestrating these nocturnal fantasies—not consciously anyway. I close my eyes and beg sleep to come for me, beg Skyla to take me, have me any way she deems fit. During last night’s jaunt we were at the Falls of Virtue reliving that epic first outing we had there, only this time things took a turn for the pornographic.


  A light knock vibrates against the door before Skyla peers in.


  “Everything okay?” I turn my lamp to the lowest setting and invite her inside. I swallow hard trying to swat the residue of lust I have for her out of the room. Not working.


  Her hair is piled over her head in a messy bun. She’s wearing her West cheerleading uniform that shows off her perfect body. Her arms and legs are powdered white, and it makes it look like she’s covered with moon dust. Skyla is beautiful, breathtaking, and far too delicious looking to be in my room with those barely there clothes on. “You always wear that thing to bed? Never mind—not sure I want an answer.”


  “Just here. I don’t have anything else, and my jeans were just making this stupid rash worse.” She pulls the chair over from my desk and takes a seat next to me. “He’s gone.”


  “Who’s gone?” My eyes drift to her pale legs, coated with powder, and it makes this all that more surreal—Skyla in my bedroom, sitting next to me with her legs parting in a peek-a-boo manner.


  “Gage. He said he couldn’t sleep that he might take a shower later, and sure enough I woke up to the sound of running water, but when I finally broke in he wasn’t there.” She shrugs looking an awful lot like a little girl, and I try not to perseverate on the fact she indirectly implied that she and Gage shower together. Then again, at Harrison’s apartment, it’s probably more of a safety measure.


  “Where do you think he went?” I unscrew the cap on my water bottle and swig down the remainder. Fucking Gage. Here he’s got the world on a string—Skyla in his flea-infested bed—and yet he’s running the celestial sphere trying to play superhero by night, or at least that’s the best case scenario. He doesn’t know how good he has it. If the roles were reversed, I’d hole up in bed with Skyla day in and day out. I’d keep her pinned beneath me and run my lips over every inch of her honey sweet body. Gage has no clue what a gift he has—the privilege of having Skyla—my Skyla, in reality our Skyla, as his wife. The idea is tortuous to me in every way. He has her in the flesh, and all I have are a few dreams in my pocket.


  “Transfer, Tenebrous—who knows?” She gives a hard sniff. “God, it feels like I’m losing him.” She pulls her knees to her chest, and her body bucks as she begins to cry.


  “It’s okay.” My hand finds a home over her back as I try to soothe her with my empty words. I don’t know if it will ever really be okay. Skyla is hurting, and Gage is the one who’s causing the pain. Her fingers interlace with mine as she composes herself just enough. It would be so easy to draw her to me, to invite her into my bed and make her mine. Gage has left the door to his marriage unwittingly open, and here she is next to me. Their union is fracturing, and yet our bond remains unshakable.


  “I can hear you.” She smarts, pulling her arm gently from my grasp.


  “I know.” I offer her a tissue, and she blows her nose. Even that small insignificant act endears me to her. I can’t help it. I’m as smitten as the day I first laid eyes on her. Skyla was made for me. I shake my head because I can’t believe it’s not my ring she’s wearing. “Do you want me to try and track him down?”


  “Can you? We can do the dream thing again.”


  “No, it was a coincidence he was at Tenebrous. We were there to spy on Wesley. Gage is more careful than that. If he doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be.”


  “Then that’s how we’ll find him. We’ll track down Wesley. Or what about Chloe? You think she’d lead us to him?”


  “Not to alarm you, but she’s probably with him. She’s been connected at the hips, literally, to Wes. I wouldn’t mention that to Laken, either. She might be with Coop, but I could tell how raw the emotion was between them. They’re far from healed.”


  “I agree. I wouldn’t be too surprised if she never spoke to me again after what happened tonight. It’s a wonder she can stand to be around Gage.”


  “Speaking of him, have you confronted him yet?”


  “And give him the opportunity to feed me a bunch of BS on how he’s doing this for the good of our people? No, thank you. I want him to fester like a wound until he bursts open with the truth. I want to see how long it takes before he finally comes clean and confesses what he’s done.”


  “And if he doesn’t?”


  “Then that means he’s serious. That he doesn’t mind keeping things from me. That he might just be interested in what Demetri has to offer after all.”


  “That’s doubtful.”


  “So was the fact he was a Fem, and look how that ended.”


  “Hey.” A deep voice emits from the doorway, and we both turn to find Gage standing there in his sweats. His hair is slicked back and wet. “Everything okay?”


  Skyla looks to me, her face bleaching out more severely than before. “I was scared. You were in the shower so long, and I couldn’t stand to be alone.” She hops up and makes her way to the door. Her skirt is hiked a little higher than intended in the back, and I can’t help but notice her bare bottom. “It must have been the rain. It’s been keeping me up.”


  “I’m here. I’m sorry I took so long.” There’s a hint of pain layered over his features that I haven’t seen before. Gage buries his face in her hair before giving me a brief wave as they leave the room.


  Sorry he took so long.


  I switch off the light.


  Something tells me he’s not.
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  Days drag by with Skyla and Gage itching and twitching under the same roof, and as long as they’re taking up residence here, I’m not willing to budge from the Oliver house. Selfishly, I want to be near Skyla. I like the scent of her hair in the morning as we sit and chat over breakfast. I live for her smile as she walks through the door in the evening. It’s as if we’re playing house, only she ends up in the wrong bed at night.


  While they’re at school, I’m locked in my office over at the bowling alley trying to figure out how to remedy the slumping sales. I thought for sure when I presented Skyla with the ludicrous idea of a tea room that morning, she’d come straight over. And she would have if not for Brody Bishop and his rust mobile. I’ve done a little investigating, and it turns out it’s true, he’s finished up with school and followed Brooke Johnson all the way back home with his dick between his legs. According to Brielle, he’s pined after Brooke for as far back as grade school. They eventually got together, but apparently there was a blowout, and now they’re hardly on speaking terms. So who knows, maybe Chloe had nothing to do with the fact Skyla found herself eating concrete the other morning, but something in me isn’t settling into the idea of Chloe’s innocence so quickly. I’ve made the mistake of trusting her before. And look where that landed me—headless and dearly departed.


  A small mob comes in, and I find Michelle and Lexy skipping over. They’ve both held onto their summer positions at the bowling alley. I’ve got a small army of part time employees so that helps with not having to pay out medical. The only fulltime employee I have is Ellis. He’s sort of a drain on finances since I have to keep after him to actually do some work while he’s on the clock.


  “Good afternoon, ladies. How was school?” It seems everyone is at Host these days but me. I’m taking a full load online, but it’s not the same.


  “Lonely without you.” Lexy runs her finger over my jaw. “I wish you’d reconsider those adult classes. We need you there to sex up the campus. Those college boys are ridiculously boring, and have I mentioned not you?” Lexy has been after me for as long as I can remember. She almost caught me a time or two. She’s a bit bolder than she was in high school, and for sure she’s made it a daily point to invite me to her bed. Lex and I dated for a while, but it was Skyla who finally stole my heart.


  “You have, and, believe me, I appreciate the thought but this place needs my daily presence.” Besides, the last thing I want to do is thrust myself in Gage and Skyla’s face 24/7. As much as I might dislike it, this is their time. I’m simply gliding by on the Treble that Candace was kind enough to gift me. A strange thought flashes through my mind, leaving quick as it came. Candace isn’t exactly the giving type. There always seems to be a purpose, a direction, a plan of action that she sets into motion. Maybe I’m more than a visitor?


  “Earth to Logan.” Michelle waves her hand over my face. “So has he said anything?”


  “Who? Liam? Not that I know of, but I haven’t been to Dudley’s in a week. For all I know he’s crying his eyes out in his pillow every night. Why don’t you call him?”


  “I saw him yesterday at the Gas Lab cozying up to a blonde over coffee.” Lex smirks. “Face it Miller, he’s moved on without you.”


  Michelle sniffs at someone behind her. “Speaking of moving on without you.”


  “Well, looky here!” A familiar voice pipes up from behind. It’s Skyla with Gage. “It’s like a high school reunion every day around this place.”


  My heart sinks like a stone just seeing his arm around her waist—that goofy grin blooming on his Fem-loving face. Makes me want to smack it right off.


  “All right, everyone, find something to do before I fire the entire lot of you.” I grumble while searching for a rag to wipe down the counters with.


  “Oh, that’s him!” Skyla jumps a little as some dark-haired dude bowls a strike.


  “That’s Brody?” I gave him the shoes without realizing he was the douchebag I was trying to find who hit Skyla. I only vaguely remember him from back in the day. He ran with the older crowd and my eyes were glued to the female population at the time.


  “Let’s say hi.” Gage says it stern, not waiting for anyone’s approval as he stalks on over.


  I speed behind him ready but not willing to break up a fight.


  “You hit my wife?” Gage gives him a hard shove in the chest without so much as a hello.


  “Skyla.” Brody holds his hands up a second, and I see Chloe’s reflection in his countenance. Freaky.


  “Really, it’s okay—I’m okay.” She stresses placing one hand on Brody’s chest and the other on Gage. “He’s just a bad driver.”


  “The sun was in my eyes.”


  The room grows quiet save for a few balls speeding down the lanes because we all know the sun never shines on Paragon.


  “All right, I may have been a little distracted by the fact my heart was wrenched in two. I swear as soon as I saw her I hit the brakes.”


  “You’re lucky she’s okay”—Gage twists his fist into Brody’s shirt—“or I’d roll you in a ball and knock out a couple of strikes myself.”


  “Relax.” I break them up before Skyla ends up on the floor again. “He was wrong. She’s all right. Let’s move on.” I glare at Brody a moment. “I’m Logan Oliver. I knew your sister.”


  “You knew my sister?” He darts a quick look to each of us assessing us all in turn as he makes the rounds. “My parents said she’s not coming back. That if she does, it’s relatively temporary. They haven’t seen her in months.” Gone is his playful demeanor.


  “Chloe isn’t dead.” Michelle clutches at her scarf. “I just saw her at the Gas Lab. She’s been a real bitch lately, but that’s just her new standoffish self. Ever since she hooked up with Pierce, it’s like she turned into an entirely different person.”


  Brody gives a soft laugh at Michelle’s expense. Something tells me he’s already been apprised of Ezrina’s standing.


  “Is that so? I’m not familiar with the Gas Lab. Would you care to show me around?” He’s openly seducing her. I glance over my shoulder for Liam, but both he and Ellis are nowhere to be found.


  “I’d love to.”


  They take off like a pair of lovesick puppies while Lexy and Gage make themselves busy. But Skyla stays in the vicinity as if she has something she’d like to share.


  “I’m all yours.” I can’t help the innuendo if you’d call it that. I can’t help throwing myself wildly at Skyla because it feels like that’s what I was designed to do.


  “He’s disappearing nightly. He doesn’t think I notice.” She picks up the shoe polish and starts buffing Brody’s leftovers without looking my way. “But I notice, Logan. I feel like I’m losing him. Find a way to follow him. I want to know what he’s up to.”


  “I can’t do it on my own.”


  “Who do we need?”


  “Dudley.”


  “He’s your supervising spirit. This should be a piece of cake.” Her brilliant blue eyes light up the room. It’s something Skyla does on an everyday basis, but it gets my heart racing, or at least it would if I weren’t already dead.


  “I asked. He refused me.” I don’t tell her that he wanted to hear it from her.


  “Well, he won’t refuse me. Be ready for action, Logan. I’m not doing this without you.”


  Skyla walks away like a woman on a mission, and she is.


  I track my eyes over the bowling alley until they land on my nephew. The truth is, I was a little relieved when Dudley refused. I was afraid of what I might discover about the boy I grew up with. Gage has always been like a brother to me. We’ve been brothers, teammates, a unified front on just about everything including our love for Skyla. But what if this is it? The fork in the road where our paths part one final time. What if the man he’s become is nothing like the boy he used to be.


  What if Gage has truly become the enemy?


  


  


  3


  


  Paragon in Nocturne
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  Skyla


  


  A lashing gale whips over the island. You can feel its impotent rage as it tries to inflict its punishment upon the rocky crags, the hillsides laden with buffalo grass. On occasion, in my own anger, I lash out like the wind, inflicting my impotent punishment upon those unfortunate enough to cross my path. That person is usually my mother, the one in the heavenly sphere that I’m most angry with. And so it is on this occasion when I have no control over my husband’s midnight wanderings, which I can only guess is in the name of the Nephilim. If he thinks this is a means of salvation, he’s dead wrong. Siding with evil is never a sure path to victory, rather a deadly distraction that can only claim our own mortality, and, in this case, God forbid, that of others. But I’m not saying a word to Gage about it—mostly because he hasn’t said a single word to me.


  The Landon house glows serene on this early Saturday morning. Gage and I have taken to sleeping at the Oliver’s only to return to our lackluster apartment during the day, which is mostly after school until we’re starved enough to head back to Paragon. Thankfully we’ve managed to convince Logan to keep us on the same schedule at the bowling alley, so, on the odd days we do work, at least we’re together. You’d think we’d be sick of one another by now, but, the truth is, I can’t get enough of Gage. I’m addicted to his dimpled smile, those deep, ocean eyes, his calming spirit which keeps me grounded. But it just so happens that at some point today I’ll have to lose him if I ever plan on speaking to Marshall.


  “Good morning!” I chirp as Gage and I head into the family room. Mia and Melissa are already on the couch noshing on toaster pastries while soaking in some junk TV. I miss this. Everything at the Oliver’s is always so uptight with Emma serving up a gourmet breakfast under her penalizing scrutiny. I can’t take another minute of that did-you-bury-my-son’s-head-between-your-legs-under-my-roof look on her face. She’s forever sidelining me with little quips about my character, bringing up Kresley like she’s Gage’s dead wife whom, by the way, she much prefers. Emma is bringing out the bitch in me, and I don’t happen to like it. What doesn’t she get about the fact that Gage actually chooses to be with me?


  “Skyla!” Mom hops up and bypasses me for my better half. “And here’s my new son-in-law. It’s been days since I’ve seen you both. I’m not liking this one bit.” Mom strokes Gage’s arm as she coaxes us deeper into the kitchen.


  “We’ve missed you, too.” Gage is quick to assure her.


  “Don’t miss us too much.” Tad flattens his paper. “I don’t want you to get any ideas about taking residence upstairs. We heard all about your bedbugs. The last thing we need in this house is nits. You hear that kids?” Tad bellows over his paper toward Mia and Melissa. “They’ve got nits! You’d better delouse yourselves after this visit just to be safe.” He looks back at us. “Keep your paws off the rug rats.”


  “Will do.” I raise my brows at Mom. “For the record, we don’t have nits. We had scabies.”


  Mia and Melissa give a collective eww. Figures, it takes a parasite to unite those two.


  “Which, by the way, we no longer have.” I try to ignore their continual groaning as I pour both Gage and me a steaming cup of Joe.


  “Hey, Greg”—Tad calls out to the wall of steel by my side—“why don’t you make yourself useful and help the boys piece together the mobile unit out back.”


  “Let him enjoy breakfast,” Mom interjects. “Drake and Ethan are off to a great start.”


  “They’re off like a herd of turtles!” Tad gives a disapproving growl. “Grub up, Greg, and move ‘em out.”


  “It’s Gage,” I correct, drifting to the back porch where an enormous house has erected itself over the dark swatch of land that Drake and Brielle were tilling last week. “Wow, that is huge.”


  “It’s the Taj Mahal.” Tad appears by my side and sneers at the offense. “Only it’s hooked up to my plumbing.”


  “Look at it this way”—I muse—“you’ll have three fewer bodies in the house.”


  “Three?” Mom sniffs. “Oh, they’re not taking my little Beau Geste. He’ll catch a cold in that death trap. He’s staying put right here with his Mee-Maw.”


  “Mee-Maw?” Really? There are a million versions of grandma to go with, and she chooses the one that mimics the braying of a donkey?


  “Don’t you love it?” Her nose wrinkles in self-approval. “Emily’s mother is grandma, and, of course, Darla insists on G.G. (Gorgeous Grandma), so I thought why not Mee-Maw? Don’t you think I fit the bill?” She leans forward only to have her blouse fall open and expose two skin-colored water balloons, one of which has little Misty suckling away on. Mom’s toothy smile broadens awaiting our approval. There’s a piece of something dark and leafy covering her top canine, and yesterday’s mascara has smeared itself into dark half-moons under each eye.


  “Yes.” I carefully close her exposed bits and pieces. “Mee-Maw suits you just fine.”


  “Oh, I’m so glad you think so,” she gasps, clasping my wrist. “As soon as possible, I expect you two to produce an entire brood of adorable little ones so I can have a whole choir of miniature voices crying out Mee-Maw! Mee-Maw!”


  “They’re going to sound like donkeys.” Mia is quick to point out.


  Ha! My thoughts exactly.


  Melissa snorts. “And because they’re related to you, they’ll be jackasses.”


  “Girls!” Mom cries with a hard edge to her voice. Mia and Melissa haven’t gotten along since Melissa snaked Gabriel Armistead from underneath Mia. It’s been a hormonal World War Three ever since. I think it’s high time Mia finds something else, or someone else to occupy her time with. I’ll have to find some time alone with her soon and fill her in on the fact that we’re in charge of our own happiness. That we shouldn’t try to hold people in our lives who don’t want to be there—point in case, assholes like Gabriel Armistead.


  A crash emits from the back, and Ethan hops in a circle holding his knee.


  “I’d better get out there.” Gage doesn’t seem too enthused with the prospect.


  “You have a bad back.”


  “Don’t worry about me.” He gives a sly wink. “I’ve got a little extra power running through my veins these days. I’ll be fine.”


  I don’t say a word about that “extra power.” Instead, Mom and I watch as he takes off into the yard.


  “There he goes to save the day,” Mom whispers. “He’s just amazing isn’t he?” She sighs dreamily. And, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was swooning.


  Emily comes out from the side yard and waves Gage over. She’s holding Ember, the baby she had with Drake last summer, on her hip like a sack of potatoes. Ember is a beauty as is Misty, and they’re both so soft and sweet as cotton candy. I could just eat them right up. My stomach clenches because I’ll never have a sweet little girl to call my own. Being a mother is something that will never happen for me.


  Emily jumps up and hugs Gage. My face cinches back from the shock of it. First, Emily’s emotional thermostat is usually set to a chilly two degrees, thus garnering her the general appeal of a zombie. But from here it looks as though she’s actually fracturing her features and doing the unthinkable—smiling. She hugs Gage again and even offers him a congratulatory pat on the back as if he’s doing a great job even though he’s hardly set foot in the yard.


  A thought comes to me. Marshall said Emily’s family was part of Rothello’s offspring, the Videns. Rothello mixed his seed with a band of Roma gypsies creating these freaky artistic prophets, the Viden people. They’re vagabond seers who Marshall said were waiting for their fearless leader.


  Oh. My. God. Is this why he’s been slipping out at night? To lead Em’s people in some sort of demonic art revolution?


  “Skyla?” Mom relaxes her arm over my shoulder. “I think you need more coffee. I asked if Emma had welcomed you into the family yet.”


  “Oh, right. No—she didn’t.” I turn to refill my cup and note a large black beast rousing from under Mia’s feet. It’s a dog, or a dragon—on second thought, I’m the only one with a dragon around here. “Dear God, what is that thing?” It looks like a pit bull mixed with a German Shepherd, mixed with a dinosaur. He’s sprawled out as long and wide as an ottoman, so, in a sense, he’s already making himself useful.


  “That”—Tad barks while pointing an accusatory finger—“is not the latest addition to this family. We are done with dogs! We’ve got Cinckles, remember?”


  “Sprinkles!” The girls correct in unison.


  “This is my puppy.” Mia hoists him toward her by a threadbare rope attached to his collar. “His name is D-O-G. If you say it fast enough it sounds French.”


  He stands next to her and takes up half the family room. His testicles hang off his back end like a pair of tired tennis balls as his tail curls proudly toward his back. It’s perfectly obscene, and yet I can’t look away.


  “Crap, he’s huge.” I shudder. “That’s no puppy, Mia, where did you find him?”


  “He was all alone, wandering the mean streets of Host.” She shoots me a look as if it were my fault. Mia’s face is sculpting perfectly into mine. If Gage’s half sibling is a mirror reflection of him, mine is shaping up to be the same thing. “I went to visit you one day, and you weren’t home. I took a shortcut to the ferry, and D-O-G was there all by his lonesome.” She said his name so fast and seamlessly it really does sound French.


  “Well, that’s nice that you rescued him.” God, I bet a beast of that size has to eat an entire cow each day. Wait a minute… didn’t Rev say he lost his dog?


  “And you’re welcome to go ahead and unrescue him.” Tad gruffs. “I want him gone by the time I come home from my business trip.”


  I roll my eyes at the thought of anyone sending Tad away on business—monkey business.


  “Tad was promoted to executive officer of intercompany relations.” Mom pats Misty’s back with pride. “It’s about time his career sprung into gear. I was just about to kick him to the curb for keeping us in the poor house.” She gives a cute wink, but I know buried deep in that jest is a glimmer of truth. And I bet I know whose house she would have ended up at. Demetri’s ugly mug stains my brain, and I usher him right out.


  Tad and Mom have been living just this side of despair for as long as I can remember.


  “Mia”—I revert back to the beast she’s harboring—“I think that dog belongs to someone I know on Host.”


  “I didn’t see any wanted posters.” She waves me off dismissively.


  “His owner isn’t the ‘wanted poster’ type.” Unless, of course, it’s featuring his mug shot. I glance out the window to see if Emily is still molesting Gage, but it looks as if her bout of smiling insanity is over. She’s glaring at Ethan while he gimps back and forth. “So that’s great about the new position.” I shrug at Tad as if I care. “What exactly does the executive officer of intercompany relations do?” I’m betting it involves a Starbucks run for all the real executives.


  “Executive stuff.” Tad stands and peers out the back window. “I’m in charge of relations, so I relate. Of course, there will be lots of travel involved. I’ll be coming and going all the time. It’s a very important position.” He gives my mother a wry smile. “I’ll miss your cooking, Lizbeth.” He takes off into the backyard, and I marvel how he held his composure during those last few words.


  God, he was serious. Like I’ve said, it’s been like living in a rabbit hole the last few weeks.


  Mia and her French beast trot out to the back to join the masses. He walks right up to Tad’s feet and takes a big giant shit.


  “He must have sensed how important Tad is,” I offer as Mom shakes her head. “He might actually help mend Mia’s poor heart. God knows that’s been long in coming.”


  “You’re right. Oh, and I forgot to tell you, she has homecoming the night before your big party, so don’t expect too much participation from the girls. They’re all about dresses and shoes these days. But I’m very excited about the birthday slash reception. It’s going to be great, I promise. The decorations are going to be first class.”


  I cringe inwardly when she says first class. Gage and I aren’t about putting on airs, but then again neither is my mother. With her, first class decorations usually come in a plastic bag from the dollar store.


  “No worries. Really, we don’t want anything fancy.”


  “Don’t you worry. I got Emma to agree to let me have it here. The last thing I wanted was haggis and her poor attitude ruining your special day. I’m having it catered by El Padre Cantina.” She clips her fingers together as if they were castanets. “Nothing but the best for you and my favorite son-in-law.”


  “He’s your only son-in-law.” But I have a feeling he’ll always be her favorite. “Say, Tad must have earned quite the raise if you’re able to cater the event.”


  “Heaven’s no.” She averts her eyes while shifting Misty from one boob to the next. “He’s actually had to take a downgrade in pay because the company is only covering half his travel expenses. He’s just so happy to have been tapped on the shoulder for the position. He didn’t ask any questions.”


  Shoot. It looks like Demetri is still in the running.


  “That’s too bad. So did Emma and Barron offer to cover some of the catering costs?” God, I hope so. I’d hate to see Misty here lack a college education because her mother shelled out a small fortune to feed the masses.


  “Are you kidding? I didn’t even ask. I did a favor for a friend a while back, and he insisted on footing the bill. He said it was a gift for the newlyweds.” She gives a sly wink.


  “Demetri.” My eyes lock onto hers as I try to read what exactly it is she sees in him. “No, thanks. I’ll see if I can’t make everyone a sandwich—PB and J should suffice. Hell, I’ll even throw in some top ramen. A feast will be had by all.”


  “Forget it, Skyla. It’s a done deal.”


  “What’s a done deal?” Tad comes bounding in with a suitcase from the garage.


  “The fact Demetri graciously covered the cost of food for her wedding reception.” Mom nods at me as if I should accept this horrible truth.


  “Yes, Siree, Bob he did. And don’t think for a minute I’m not going to get down on one knee and kiss his pinky ring. That man is a saint. Both he and that wonderful niece of his are welcome in my home anytime. In fact, he mentioned he’d keep an extra eye out on my little lady while I was away on business.”


  Misty perks up and giggles. Her lips are still compressed over Mom’s nipple as she stretches it out unnaturally like taffy. I’m still convinced Misty is far more related to Gage than I’d like to think.


  “I bet he’ll look after her.” I shoot the woman a look. Her face blushes twelve shades of crimson as if the implication were spot on.


  “Tad forgot to mention the fact he has a traveling companion.” Mom manufactures that fake smile she usually reserves for Emma. “It turns out Isis will be Tad’s new secretary.”


  “She’s in charge of keeping me in line.” He straightens his tie and gives a greasy smile into the small oval mirror hanging on the wall.


  Holy hell. I groan. If this doesn’t have break-up-your-marriage written all over it nothing does. Isis is Demetri’s breasty blonde bombshell of a silicone niece with no sense of fashion because most of the time she’s inappropriately undressed.


  “You can’t be serious. That woman is a walking blowup doll. Tad, if my mother won’t step in, I will. You’re not going.” His eyes bounce from his head like beach balls. “Don’t you see? This entire promotion is a charade. Demetri Edinger is after your bride. Drop the Isis-shaped scales from your eyes, once and for all.”


  The room quiets down to crickets. Even little Misty has taken a break from her suckling to observe the audacity that sprung from my lips.


  Mom and Tad exchange a brief glance, and in that one nanosecond I can feel them questioning whether or not I’m onto something.


  “Did you remember to pay the membership to the Cost Club?” Mom flips a switch, and the tension in the room subsides.


  “Why, yes, I did, sweetie.” Tad’s lips expand unnaturally. “Don’t spend too much, dear. We’ve got a small brood to keep clothed and sheltered.”


  She chortles out a laugh. “You just worry about bringing home the bacon. I’ll make sure that little piggy lasts.” She turns to me with fresh laughter caught in her throat. “Did you hear the news? They just opened one of those big box stores on the east end of the island. We’re going to save a ton of money from now on. They’ve even got gas on the cheap!”


  She and Tad go off their separate ways, leaving me alone to gaze out as the fog slowly eats up the view of the yard. It’s funny how they completely ignored my theory. Mom brazenly changed the subject, and Tad played right along. How can two married people be so content to live in their own delusional worlds? Is that the true glue that keeps a marriage like my mother’s going? Avoidance?


  Gage crosses his arms and gives a jovial wave from amidst the melee of Drake’s new circus. I give a quick curl of the fingers in return.


  Is that how Gage and I are going to plod along in our marriage? By avoiding the Demetri-sized elephant in the room?


  How much longer, Gage Oliver, will you keep the truth from me?
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  I’ve texted Marshall and asked him to meet me behind the barn in the event Liam or Ellis happen to be home. It’s strange having a house full of people at Marshall’s when before it was just him and, of course, me on the odd occasion.


  I spot Marshall seated on an exaggeratingly tall horse that looks as if it belongs in a beer commercial. There’s a pale horse just like it to his left. Marshall is horrifically handsome, comely to the point of inducing a lustful ache in females of all walks of life. My own mother sways toward him whenever he’s in the vicinity. Heck, I’ve even seen Emma sneak a glance or two at his fine behind during one of my mother’s infamous dinner parties. When he first came to Paragon the entire bitch squad was after him. Even Brielle laid down for the master. “Studley Dudley” has garnered quite the following. Let’s just say Marshall knows how to bring the wenches to the yard.


  “Ms. Messenger.” He holds up a riding crop, smiling at me with those spirited burgundy eyes. “Are you up for a quick jaunt around the island?”


  “That sounds a bit ambitious. Maybe the property. Where did you find these magnificent beasts?” I ask as he extends his hand and helps me onto my own stead. “On second thought, I’d rather not know.”


  A horrible caw comes from the clearing, and we spot a seamless row of sparrows disrupted by a giant barrel-bellied raven diving toward us.


  Holden does a crash landing in one of the bushes before fluttering over to my shoulder.


  “Please, get off. You weigh as much as a small house.” I try to jerk him away, but he’s obnoxiously tenacious.


  “See what he wants,” Marshall instructs.


  “Only to please you.” I bat my lashes at him.


  Marshall’s brow rises as if it were a loaded innuendo, and knowing Marshall he took it as one.


  For months now I’ve had one erotic dream after another involving the seductive Sector, and I can’t seem to find the off button. Marshall swears he’s not responsible, so I’ve only myself to blame. It’s sort of hard explaining to Gage why his wife keeps having irrational orgasms in the night.


  “What?” I flatten my hand over Holden’s long black feathers, irritated by his presence.


  You’ll be needing me. Rumors are swirling, and let’s just say you’ll be glad you have me in the vicinity rather than that psychotic you landed in the Transfer.


  That is the one good thing about Holden, he doubles as a Chloe offensive because the two of them physically can’t be near one another. It’s a part of the curse, for lack of a better word, my mother bestowed upon them.


  “Holden says he’s heard rumors about Chloe,” I say, steadily following Marshall out to the side of the stream that bisects his property. “What about you? Have you heard any rumors? Let me guess—you’ve started them.”


  Marshall barks out a laugh that echoes through the hillside. “Tell the bird he can stay, but to keep a fair distance. We don’t need him listening in on our conversation.”


  “He said—”


  I heard. Look, you’ve got trouble brewing you know nothing about. Carve out a little time in your schedule, and let me prove myself to you. Once I have your trust, you’ll want me around 24/7, you’ll see.


  “Hardly.” He’s already proven himself worthless. I shake him off, and he flies to a nearby branch. Gage and his secret wanderings spring to the forefront of my mind. “Logan and I need you, Marshall. He says he asked for your services, and you refused him. Is this true?”


  “I refused him?” His lips glide up one side, amused. “Let’s be clear—I simply suggested an alternate method of snooping. I have better things to do in the wee hours of the morning.”


  “Like?” My heart gives an unnatural wallop. I’ve told Marshall countless times he doesn’t have to wait for me. In fact, I’m still set on having Gage as my one and only. I can’t bear the thought of losing him. Logan has his Treble, but I don’t think my mother is about to offer the same to Gage. As much as my earthly mother loves him, my heavenly mother seems to be less than thrilled with his presence.


  “Like sleep.” His eyes spear through mine, hot as molten lead. “My mattress whispered a few secrets to me. It seems Jock Strap saw fit to bed my wife in my own chambers on All Hallows’ Eve. Is this true, Skyla? Have you no regard for our union?”


  Oh, crap.


  “It’s accidentally true. Believe me, it was the last thing I expected. We were making up, and we just got a little carried away, that’s all. If you’re in the market to get rid of the bed, I’ll gladly take it off your hands.” Gage and I are in serious need of something clean to rest our weary heads on. Plus the makeup sex on Marshall’s mattress was exceptionally comfortable.


  “Too late. I held a bonfire in the yard. You should have seen the elation on Harrison’s hallucinating face. Nevertheless, back to the matter at hand.” Marshall leads us to the greenbelt that lines the widest part of the stream and hops off his horse. I give him my hand, and he catches me as I jump into his arms.


  “Thank you,” I say as my feet dangle in anticipation of touching down over damp Paragon soil.


  “You’re welcome.” He offers the hint of a cool smile as his eyes burn a fire into mine. He puckers his lips a moment, silently begging for a kiss. Marshall holds the scent of peppermint and spice, sharp and sexy. It takes all of my effort not to bury my face in his neck.


  “You can let go now,” I whisper, choosing to ignore his offer, tempting as it might be. I belong to Gage, and I plan on keeping it that way. His grip loosens, and my feet hit the dirt with an unceremonious thump.


  “Did you get an invitation to my reception slash birthday party? Will you be coming?” I ask as we wander toward the stream. Marshall takes my hand, and that intensely pleasing vibration pulsates from him. It quivers through every cell in my being, and I close my eyes, just soaking it in. This is heaven. Marshall is a walking stress relieving station.


  “Yes, and no.” He frowns, and even for that tiny gesture my thighs quiver.


  “Why not? Please, I want you there.” I pull his other hand toward me and purse my lips in an effort to get my way.


  “You’re my bride, love. It sickens me to know you’re cradled in Jock Strap’s arms at night—defiling yet another unsuspecting mattress.”


  “If it makes you feel better, the mattress Ellis helped me procure was loaded with mites that burrowed into our skin. We had to drench ourselves in medication just to get rid of them.”


  Marshall lifts his head as if responding to a foreign noise in the vicinity.


  “Serves him right. I’m sorry you were subject to that.”


  “So you’ll come? Eat some cake? Demetri is pitching for the food, so it’s free eats courtesy of our favorite Fem.”


  “Is he your favorite Fem?” Marshall’s crimson eyes harden over mine. “Or is it the one you share your bed mites with?”


  “Gage is good. I know this.”


  “Prove it.”


  “No, you prove it.” I pull him in hard by the arm. “Take Logan and me to wherever it is that Gage is taking off to nightly, and help me see for myself what Gage is up to. You’re my spirit husband—my helpmate, and I need you.”


  His chest expands as he takes a deep breath. Marshall is a sight to behold. Rumor on campus is that entire sororities have ironed his likeness onto their nightshirts in a campaign labeled Sleep with Professor Dudley. Wake up with a smile on your face!


  “I’ll do this for you, my love. Under one condition.”


  “Anything.”


  “Promise me you’ll walk away from his vileness once you see he’s rotten to the core.”


  “Would you stop?” I pull my hand from his. “This is Gage—my sweet husband. He fought for Celestra in the war. I’m in love with him. He’s everything to me.”


  “I’ve had a vision, Skyla. Delphinious imparted something startling. I wish for you to see it.”


  “I’m not kissing you.” That was old school as far as Marshall sharing his visions with me.


  “Very well. Look into my eyes.”


  I hop up onto my tiptoes and peer into the boiling caldrons of Marshall’s earthly lenses. A scene appears in duplicate.


  “There’s someone on a throne.” I squint trying to make out the figure. “It’s Gage! Oh, and there’s a subject lying prone in front of him. She has dark hair. She’s getting up. It’s either Chloe or Em, from here it looks like both.”


  Marshall blinks and his eyes return to their normal state.


  “That alone should suffice, dear. I’ll have a spare room made up for you in the meantime. Would you prefer a walk-in closet? I’ll boot Liam out and give you his room. Quite frankly, I’m tired of hearing Shelly beg him for a spanking.” His mouth twitches. “Have you been naughty, Ms. Messenger? Shall I spank you?” He lifts the riding crop between us.


  “You can put away the whip. I’m not moving in with you.” Although a part of me wouldn’t mind a few naughty love taps from Marshall. I can see it now—me bent over his lap, the riding crop ready to— I shake myself loose from the erotic scene. “The vision probably has a good explanation behind it. Gage is faking it. He’s not really for the Fems.”


  “He’s a fake all right.” His jaw tightens. “Skyla, you may not leave him, but a part of him has already left you. He’s rotten fruit.” Marshall rubs my back in an effort to comfort me.


  His words sting as only the truth can.


  “Rotten fruit,” I echo mindlessly, but nothing in me believes it’s true. He could never be rotten. Could he?


  “Promise me you’ll leave him, Skyla. The light has nothing to do with darkness. If Gage is wicked—you must walk. I’ll have the union nullified on grounds of treason.”


  “Gage isn’t wicked.”


  “You’ll leave him if he is?” He holds out his hand.


  I clasp his warm, strong palm in mine.


  “I’ll leave him if he is.” But I won’t have to.
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  Laken invites me to the Gas Lab for coffee so, of course, I say yes. Ezrina and Nev are here, whipping up one steaming cappuccino after another for a room full of patrons.


  “Pumpkin spice. It’s our new seasonal specialty.” Nevermore raises a mug in my direction as he plants one down for both Laken and me. Nevermore, Heathcliff, holds a special place in my heart even if he is walking around in Pierce Kragger’s body.


  “Nev was my pet raven.” I nod to Laken as though it were the most normal thing in the world. “But now Holden’s wicked soul has been cast into that beautiful bird.” I shake my head. “It’s sort of a shame, but I’m doing my best to get used to it.”


  She chortles out a laugh. “That’s why I love you, Skyla. You’re so out there and yet down to earth at the same time. How are things?”


  “You mean with Gage?” I want to tell her that I’m so in love with Gage that I can’t bear how much it hurts to think of a life without him. That there are things he hasn’t told me yet. And I haven’t asked because I’m afraid of what I might hear.


  “Well, that, too”—she leans in—“but actually, I wanted to see how it’s going with the Council of the Superiors.”


  I can’t say I’m not relieved. Talking about Gage is like lancing a wound.


  “It’s going great. We have a meeting every six weeks, and so far all traffic concerns and building repairs necessary to the faction halls are well underway.” I give a bleak smile. “It’s not exactly the glamorous job I thought it would be.”


  “Of course, not.” She folds her napkin into an origami heart. “They’re all on their best behavior around you. The Counts are playing dead until the Barricade takes the rest of us down.”


  “True that.” I frown into my foaming cup of cappuccino heaven. “But I have plans to do a little revamping. I have all these ideas running through my brain about how to better the factions, like teaching programs for the youth and adult programs, too. We can all learn new powers. Together we can build a real community unlike the old way of pitting faction against faction and compartmentalizing our gifts. I guess it’s time to let the badass in me shine.”


  “You—a badass?” She twists her lips, but her eyes are cheering me on.


  “That’s right. The Counts might be playing dead, but I’m still alive and kicking.”


  “Speaking of alive”—she lowers her lids—“the Celestra that were released have been causing quite the stir.”


  “I’ve seen the news. Half the country is convinced they were abducted by aliens. Apparently it doesn’t take much to draw a line to the most outlandish theory.”


  A tiny dimple digs into her left cheek. “I’m sure they would find the angelic factions an outlandish theory.”


  “I’m afraid so.” Stupid Wesley. “I’m also afraid that the intentions of that ex-boyfriend of yours is to have them mistake our badass selves for wickedness.” We know for a fact that a part of Wesley’s plan is to cover the DNA marker of those in the Barricade and report the rest of us as monsters hell-bent on destroying humankind. Ironic since the roles are reversed.


  Ezrina walks by, and I flag her down.


  “I hope you don’t mind,” I whisper. “But I’ve been dying to talk to her. In fact, I’m about to assert a little badass right this very minute. Witness.”


  “By all means, impress me. I dare you.”


  Ezrina takes a seat across from me with her Chloe nose and Chloe dull smile. I know technically Chloe isn’t home, but a part of me still wants to slosh my scalding hot coffee in her face.


  “Speak.” Ezrina tears her bored gaze from me to Laken.


  “It’s about Gage.” I lean in. “As your faction leader, I command you to find a way to keep my husband alive for the rest of my days. Make sure death doesn’t claim Gage until it claims me. I don’t know when the Master plans on calling him home, but I’m afraid it’s far too soon.”


  “Not possible.” Her dark eyes look just as soulless as they were with Chloe.


  I snatch her by the wrist and pull her in. My agitation with Chloe has clearly transcended to Ezrina.


  “It is possible, damn it. You’ve resurrected dead Counts for almost a century—Laken being one of them. If, God forbid, something should happen to Gage, I want you to implement your magic potions. I suggest you get a glass casket prepared for the inevitable. My blood will be available if needed. It is possible, and you will do it.”
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  Gage and I meet up with Coop and Laken for dinner at our favorite Chinese place close to campus. We’re just finishing up while Gage and Coop get locked in a serious conversation about Dragon football. Coop still plays for Host, and there’s not a day that goes by that Gage wishes he did too.


  “Hey, badass.” Laken gives a quick wink. “So is there any news?” Laken looks from me to Gage with a serious expression. Her perfume is sweet and smells exactly like a magazine insert, clean and expensive. I’ll have to ask her what that is later.


  “News?”


  “About the Steel Barricade. I haven’t heard either of you mention it all night.”


  It’s true. You would think none of that was happening in our world the way Gage never brings it up.


  “I haven’t heard anything new.” I bear into Gage with an accusatory stare. “Have you?”


  He leans back. His chest expands. “It’s still on. But we have time.” His left dimple inverts as if he were taking it all in stride.


  “Let me know if there’s anything you need me to do,” Coop offers. “I’m all for taking down any and every barricade that threatens our people.” He nods to Gage. “Has Wes offered you a position in his twisted alliance?”


  Coop shot point blank! Without meaning to, of course. But still, one point for Cooper.


  “Nope.” Gage shakes his head without missing a beat. “I’ll keep an ear out. As soon as I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”


  My heart caves in on itself like a dying star. Maybe Gage only wants to let me in on what he’s up to? Maybe he’s not so sure he can trust Coop or Laken. She is a Count. Maybe that has him spooked?


  Laken wraps her arm around Cooper as we get up to leave. “If Wes hasn’t pulled you into his inner circle by now, I doubt he will.”


  “You’re right,” Gage concedes. “I’ll try to befriend him and see where it leads. Who knows? He might make an exception and let me into his inner circle. After all, I am his brother.”


  A chill races through me as he tosses the words in the air as if they were meaningless—as if they were the truth.


  Coop nods. “Laken and I will find Ezrina and ask if she’s figured out a way to mask the Nephilim. We’re a team, we can do this.” He slaps Gage some skin before they take off.


  My eyes run over my handsome husband, and I drink in his strong jawline, his cellophane blue eyes, that perfect mouth for kissing and wonder when the man I loved became such a good liar.
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  Gage and I walk home through the pluming fog as the Host nightlife roars around us. Girls walk by in gaggles, each one of them slicing their gaze to my gorgeous husband. People sit outside the coffee shops and restaurants, studying, laughing, knocking back beers. We hit the base of our apartment and find our neighborhood watchman, Rev, sitting out front looking his usual unfriendly slasher self. He’s shaved the Mohawk right off his head. If you put him in a pair of jeans and a button down shirt he might even be mistaken for clean-cut. His elbows are hunched over his knees with a lit cigarette dripping from his fingers, and he looks depressed as hell.


  Gage and I say hello, but he just takes a slow drag of whatever it is he’s smoking and ignores us.


  “Hey.” I back up a moment. “That dog you were looking for—was it a big pit bull mix?”


  “Yes.” He springs to his feet. “Did you see him? I’ve got to get my little man back.”


  Gage and I exchange glances.


  “If it’s him, he’s safe. My sister loves him to pieces. Here—” I dig through my purse and jot down the address for him. “Try to be nice. Don’t just rip him away. You’ll break her heart.”


  “Got it.” He flicks the paper. “Thank you for this. I won’t forget it.”


  Gage ushers me up the first few steps. “He’s going to kidnap your sister.”


  “Is not.” I swat him. “First one up the stairs gets to bark out orders in bed.” I cringe as memories of our old bed prickles my skin with Scabie-like bumps.


  “You realize that’s a win win for me?”


  I giggle as I beat him by a mile. “You didn’t even try.” I swing myself around his body as if he were a pole.


  “Maybe I like you in charge?”


  “Maybe I like you in charge.” It’s true. I secretly live for Gage to dominate me in bed, and I don’t give a rat’s ass what any feminist thinks about that. I’d get on my knees every day just to have Gage bark out sexual orders at me. My panties drench just thinking about it.


  Gage unlocks our tiny apartment, and we both freeze as we inspect a note taped to the door.


  “Pay or evict the property within twenty-four hours. Morley Harrison.” Gage reads as he rips the notice from the chipping wood frame.


  “That’s horse shit,” I say as we get in. We may not have any electricity, but the toilet flushes and the shower runs, albeit with maggots crawling up from the drain.


  “No, it’s perfectly legal. We’ve overstayed our welcome. Our thirty days are up, Skyla.”


  “Maybe we can talk to Morley and see about working out a deal? We can run the complex for him free of charge. We’ll be the superintendents! You know, fixing leaky plumbing and killing oversized rats in our spare time.”


  “I like how you think.” A lewd grin blooms on his lips as the moonlight streams in and kisses him right over the mouth. “Do you do rats?”


  “That would be your department.”


  “Thought so.” Gage rumbles a dark laugh. The scruff on his cheeks has grown in, and I’m lusting after this darker, sexier version of the boy I’ve loved for so long. Hell, Gage has morphed into all man right before my eyes.


  “There is something I love to do.” My hand dips low on his jeans until settling over his crotch. “You.”


  Gage leans in and takes a gentle bite out of my lip. His black hair gleams an electric blue under the glare of the street lamp from across the street. There’s a glint of lust in his eyes that I hope he never loses.


  “You know what I was thinking that afternoon while helping Drake land that aluminum shuttle of his around the yard?”


  “That you want to buy me an aluminum shuttle?” I give a hopeful hop.


  “That I desperately want to make a home with you.” He delivers a careful kiss. Gage has the softest lips for a man—unreasonably smooth and full. Even his hard passion-fueled kisses are elegant to the touch. “But—no matter where we are, you, Skyla, are my home. All I really need is right here in my arms.” He cinches his grasp over me.


  “That is the single sweetest thing you have ever said to me.” I slip my hands into the back of his jeans and give him a squeeze right over his boxers. “Keep it up, Oliver.” We fall into one another’s mouths, sinking into a bottomless ocean of affection. “Tell me again how much you love me.” His arms lock over my body, tight like a seatbelt.


  I run my fingers through his slick hair, touch my cheek to his rough stubble. So much has happened. Marshall and that vision run through my mind, and I can’t help but feel like the sickle has yet to strike.


  “I do love you.” The words whistle from my lips lower than a whisper, weighted down with a question mark at the end. “More than life I love you.”


  “Show me.” He buries a hot kiss in my neck and kneads my hips with his hands. “You ready to hit the bed?”


  I shake my head. The louse filled mattress might be long gone, but the air mattress we bought a few nights ago to replace it is no better. It has a hole near the intake valve and makes all sorts of crude noises when we’re going at it hot and heavy. A flatulent mattress does not a romantic night make. Besides, I keep visualizing all sorts of mites parading around in the carpet and swarming onto the sheets. The entire place is crawling with parasites.


  “We shouldn’t be anywhere near the bed,” I give it in a husky whisper. “I’d hate to prove to Brielle that she’s right.”


  “Bree?” He pulls back surprised that I’ve hauled my best friend into our private moment.


  “Yeah, she has this idea that our sex life is vanilla.”


  “Vanilla?” Gage raises a brow, invoking that demonic look I find so damn hard to resist. He pulls my top off and tosses it across the room. Gage doesn’t break eye contact with me as his fingers unhook my bra with a simple twist, and it disbands from my body as if it held the tension of an overstretched rubber band. My panting picks up as I stand bare chested in front of him. He runs his fingers up my ribcage until his thumbs press small circles over my nipples. “We, Skyla, are anything but vanilla.”


  I pull him in by the back of the neck. “Prove it.”


  Gage rakes both our clothes off like putting out a fire. He takes my underwear and fetters my hands behind my back in one swift move. Before I know it I’m on the kitchen counter gasping as the ice-cold tiles adhere to my thighs with a slow burn. He hoists my legs over his shoulders, and his mouth finds a home over that quivering part of me that always seems to crave his secret kisses. A hard groan escapes me as his tongue defiles me in the best non-humanly possible way. It feels unnaturally long and intrusive as if he’s unleashed a wild snake into my body.


  “Oh, God.” I cry out, digging my fingernails into my palms. “Yes, that.” A deep trembling sensation takes over, and it’s almost as if Marshall’s vibratory moves have been imparted on Gage. His tongue runs heated laps over me on repeat, and I throw my head back with pleasure and—


  “Shit!” The entire cabinet rattles as my skull tries to add a new orifice to it.


  “You okay?” Gage pops up, and I push him right back down again. I’m not letting a little head injury, or Emma for that matter, get in the way of my newfound spice.


  Gage brings it home, rocking me out of my ever-loving mind.


  This is the bliss that Gage and I will be wrapped up in forever.


  I don’t even know what vanilla is anymore.


  


  


  Gage


  


  The next day, after school, Skyla and I pack our meager belongings from the apartment. We had one heck of a wild time last night and well into this morning. I bent her over the table, over the couch, pressed her up against the window to prove our love is anything but the dullest flavor on the block. Needless to say, I enjoyed the hell out of myself. I should write Brielle a thank you note for that snide little remark.


  Skyla has a study group for her US history class, so I volunteer to teleport our things back to Paragon. I put half in my bedroom and the other half in the butterfly room like we decided. We’re still not certain where we’re going to lay our heads tonight. I suppose we can always flip a coin.


  Last night, after hours of carnal bliss with my wife¸ a dream came to me, so real that I even questioned its merits while in it. I found myself at Demetri’s estate. There were throngs of children running around the manor. Balloons festooned the place. A happy birthday banner filled the main hall. Demetri patted me on the back, smiled his maleficent smile and said the word I dreaded to hear—dominion.


  That horrid nightmare has cast a pall on this day, thick and welcome as the shadow of death. I know for a fact he doesn’t achieve dominion—not with me anyway.


  I enter into the butterfly room and feel myself relax in the cool, dim space. The room is covered with electric blue butterflies, each with their slow, fluttering wings, pinned to the wall immovable. They weren’t always alive and fluttering. Back when this was Chloe’s house, we cut out tissue paper for hours, an entire rainbow of colors, and I helped tack them to the walls. Chloe was slowly going insane with the idea that she wouldn’t be here anymore, that death was waiting to claim her. But I had a vision that had the power to calm her. I let her know she was simply heading into a cocoon for a while, that she’d be back in another form at a later time, far more powerful than before. And, now that I reflect back on that vision, I don’t think it had as much to do with her earlier resurrection at the hands of my father as it does with the new one at the hands of Skyla’s mother. Chloe’s nefarious reign in the Transfer has only begun. I know that much is true. That’s one vision I’m not so eager to share with Skyla.


  Last night’s dream comes ricocheting back with a riot of children screaming in my ear. I know for certain it was a prophecy, but I refuse to own it. If Demetri does achieve dominion, it will be at the hands of Wesley and Chloe. They’re as close to Skyla and me as two people can get—genetically speaking. The only difference is that they need to fall in love to procure the ethereal plane in question. As much as I want my newfound brother to be happy, the last person I want him falling in love with is Chloe Bishop. And the last thing I want to happen is for Demetri to achieve dominion. But according to that dream—that vision—he does exactly that.


  I hop out of the butterfly room and down into Skyla’s bedroom. There’s a clatter on the other side of the wall, and I can hear Mia and Melissa having one of their daily screaming matches. Nope, for sure we can’t live here. Besides, Tad is the last person on the planet I want to be confined to close living quarters with. If I had to see his disgruntled face over breakfast each and every morning, I might be moved to fall over a spirit sword.


  I teleport over to my house and head downstairs. A pair of female voices carry from the kitchen. My mother is laughing up a storm, and I hedge in enough to find her sitting at the table with Kresley. A teapot is nestled between them, and they’re murmuring happily into one another.


  Nope. Not bringing Skyla here. It’s bad enough that Skyla doesn’t believe my mother cares for her, but to have Kresley here, she’s going to think my mother is trying to hook me up on the side.


  Wish I knew where to go. I close my eyes and let my body lead me wherever the hell it wants. Usually when I do this I end up at Rockaway Point, at the black sand beach where Skyla and I have shared so many moments, but I don’t. Instead I find myself standing in the soupy fog, staring up at an all too familiar mansion—Demetri Edinger’s estate. I trot up the stairs and let myself in without knocking.


  “You’ve come.” Edinger holds his hands out as if he’s been expecting me for a while now.


  “What do you want?” I do a quick sweep of the premises. A while back, Skyla was bound to community service here. Demetri’s estate is screwed up on a paranormal level. There’s a trophy room upstairs full of creatures that can’t be slotted into any known phylum.


  “The question is what do you want? Rumor has it my son has no crib for a bed.”


  “Wrong son. Wrong season.” Which reminds me, there’s always Dudley’s barn.


  “A barn? I won’t hear of it.”


  “So you can hear my thoughts just like that, huh?”


  “As can you. It’s your new power, Gage. Are you aware your powers have multiplied? There isn’t anything you can’t do if you put your mind to it.”


  My heart drums with excitement because, right about now, I’d like nothing more than to fill my bank account with some cold hard cash.


  “Except that.” His dark eyes hood over as if he’s genuinely sorry for me. “New bride? Down and out on your luck? It’s a tough position to be in.” He fans a hand over the premises. “There’s always room for you here. However, I’m guessing your lady love wouldn’t be in agreement.”


  “That’s for damn sure.” I fall into the couch and toss a foot on the coffee table. “I’m fucked.”


  “I don’t approve of the use of that language in my presence.”


  “You’re more like Dudley than you know.”


  “I find his name an expletive as well. How was the introduction to the chief of the Videns?”


  “You mean Coach Morgan?” I shake my head at the absurdity. “It went well, smooth as can be. There’s an induction ceremony tonight. I’ll be their official commander in chief.”


  “You’ll be their king, Gage. My son—the king of his own realm. Drink down the hour, the moment. Because when you are called to be king of all the Nephilim people, it will be ten times more potent, more meaningful than heading up this ragtag army of gypsies.”


  Yes, that. Wes keeps yapping about some bacteria he’s engineered to enter our systems and blur the genetic marker from our cells that separates us from your everyday human. I’ve yet to see it. And as soon as I do I plan to—


  I glance to Demetri and freeze my thoughts right in their track.


  “It’s been real”—I hop to my feet, ready to bolt—“but I’d better get going.”


  Edinger smiles that elastic ever-expanding grin of his. His fingers meet at the tips, a nervous habit I’ve seen him do a thousand times before.


  “Exactly how much cold, hard cash do you suppose you’ll be needing to provide you and your bride with an apartment of your own?”


  It’s tempting. Hell, it’s downright impossible to resist, but anything he doles out will be rejected by Skyla.


  “Thanks, but I can’t take anything from you.”


  “For what you’re going to give me one day, I’d lay the world at your feet. But it looks as if destiny has already done that.”


  “That’s right. I have Skyla.”


  His wicked eyes latch onto mine, and that vision comes to life around us. The room fills with children, balloons, laughter and far too much joy than this mausoleum is able to hold.


  “It’s coming, Gage.” His words stretch out, warped like a dream.


  I shake my head—denying the kids, the laughter, and it all disappears.


  “It will never happen.”


  “You can never stop destiny, Gage. Certainly you of all people should know that by now.”


  A part of me knows exactly that.
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  Skyla’s mother insists on having us spend the night. It turns out that Tad is out of town, so, despite her cooking, it’s a little hard to say no.


  Mia and Melissa bond over their new pit bull mix, the size of a pony, and Lizbeth gives the full frontal during dinner, but hey, what’s new? If I ever need an instant hard-on kill all I need to do is draw upon the memory.


  Drake and Brielle talk nonstop about some strange phenomenon that’s shaking up the entire western coast of Brazil.


  “Dude, they’re probably just the Northern Lights. You ever heard of that shit?” Ethan tries to calm them down.


  “Those are in the fucking north.” Drake shakes his head. “I’m telling you what these people saw is inexplicable. A dozen lights tracking across the sky in a zigzag pattern—all up and down the coast for hours. Nobody knows what the hell they were.”


  “It’s all over YouTube.” Brielle nods while munching on a breadstick.


  For the remainder of the meal, Ethan and Emily take turns scowling at one another. I take it there’s trouble in emo paradise. Em has been more than supportive of my role with the Videns. I know she’ll be at the ceremony tonight. It’s nice to know I’ll have a familiar face there, other than Wes and Chloe.


  I give a grim smile at the love of my life. I wish to God Skyla could be there, too.


  “Everything okay?” She gives my knee a quick squeeze.


  I lean in and whisper, “I was just wondering if butterflies blushed.”


  “What?” A string of giggles rumble from her chest. I love it when she laughs like that—preferably when she’s naked beneath me. Skyla and I have been on one long honeymoon with no end in sight. I can’t believe I’m living the dream with Skyla Messenger—Oliver—Mrs. Gage Oliver. A dopey grin comes to my face. I die every day in happiness with Skyla by my side.


  “I can’t stop thinking about the things I’m going to do to you later.” My mouth is practically in her ear as I say it. “Believe me, those blue butterflies will be blood-red by midnight.” I slip my hand between her thighs.


  “Gage Oliver. Now you have me blushing.” She gives me a playful swat before dipping her lips close to me. “I might have a little treat for you, too. Let’s just say cowboy boots are involved, or, in my case, cowgirl.” She winks over at Bree.


  Drake and Brielle wolf down the eggs and bacon we’re enjoying. Lizbeth declared it breakfast-for-dinner night, and so far it’s been a hit. It’s not roasted duck in a red wine reduction sauce, but it sure beats the tension between Skyla and my mother.


  “So when do you officially move into the trailer?” Skyla asks Bree. She takes a few gulps from her water, and the sight of her lips collapsing over the rim of the glass, the beads of condensation dripping down her cleavage, get me going. If she keeps this up, we won’t make it to the butterfly room—the laundry room maybe.


  “It smells like shit.” Bree makes a face. “We’re letting it air out.”


  Drake has been painting his ass off for two days straight. Brielle wanted every room in that prefabbed house a blinding hot pink. It looks like a bordello. Drake is going to have to hand his balls in before walking through the door each night. Although, if Skyla and I had our own place, I’d gladly paint it an entire rainbow of colors just to please her. In that way I envy Drake and Brielle. Now there’s something I never thought would happen.


  Their baby boy walks over and crawls into Bree’s lap, and Drake slings his arm over her shoulders, creating the perfect family huddle. There’s another reason I envy Drake and Brielle. They already have something Skyla and I never will, a child.


  “So what about you two?” Brielle lobs her kid into Lizbeth’s lap like he were a volleyball. “Where are you two shacking up these days? I heard Harrison booted you out on your shiny white asses. Welcome to the world, baby girl.” She blows Skyla a kiss.


  “That he did,” she sings.


  Lizbeth taps the table. “You’re both welcome here as long as you like.”


  “I bet Daddy would have something to say about that.” Melissa sneers at Skyla. “Try to keep the grunting down. We need to be up at six.”


  “Melissa!” Lizbeth snaps and startles the baby nursing in her arms. “What Skyla and Gage do is perfectly natural. How do you think each of you came to be in this world?” She says that last part in baby talk right in Misty and Beau’s nipple-filled faces. Rumor has it, Beau just uses her as a chew toy these days. “You are the precious handy work of God!” she bellows. She’s still pretty rigorous about shouting positive affirmations into the faces of her children, at least those under five. “You were wrought of unimaginable pleasure!” Everyone groans, including me. The last thing I want to think about is Tad and Lizbeth “wroughting” in pleasure—it’s unimaginable all right.


  “Gage and I will be staying here,” Skyla shouts above the racket.


  “Good.” Emily twists into me. “That means we’ll have a chance to get to know each other better. I’ve got plans for us, Gage.”


  Ethan openly scowls at me, and, for the first time, I get the feeling I’m the reason they’re pissed at each other.


  Skyla gives an indignant huff. “You’d better watch it, Em”—she snips playfully—“there are some things that belong to me that I will never share—my husband happens to be one of them.”


  Emily’s face hardens to flint. Her features bleed dry as she gives that eerie glassy expression that only Emily Morgan can.


  “People are the most slippery when you’re trying to keep them from the rest of the world. Hold on a little tighter, Skyla, and see where he ends up.”


  The room falls silent. Ethan leaves the table.


  Skyla leans forward, clutching at her dinner knife as if she’s about to put it to use.


  “He’ll end up with me, Em.” She twirls the blade in her hand like a baton. “Just try to tell me anything different.”


  The baby starts to wail.


  No one says a word.
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  After that wild ride of a dinner, we move the party to the butterfly room. Skyla said she wanted to change into something more comfortable, so I busy myself with arranging the triple layer of comforters we hauled up here into a makeshift bed. I know for a fact my back will feel as if someone slit it open and squeezed in a lemon come morning, but right about now I don’t give a shit.


  We have enough pillows to create a three hundred and sixty degree fortress, so I do. I take off my jeans and T-shirt and lie there naked as the day I was born. I believe it’s time to make a few butterflies blush. The room is dim with the exception of the glowing wings. The transom to the closet opens, and in crawls Skyla. She springs to her feet wearing that short leopard print robe of hers I love so much. My eyes track down her long creamy legs and, holy wow, she’s got on a pair of powder blue cowboy boots.


  “Hope you don’t mine.” She knocks her heels together. “They’re on loan from Brielle.”


  “Nope. Don’t mind.” My dick starts to rise giving its own sense of approval.


  “Are you ready, cowboy?” She shakes her shoulders until the robe drops to her feet, and she steps right out of it. Skyla stands before me gloriously naked, and I drink down her every curve.


  “For you?” I clasp my hand over hers and pull her down to me. “Anytime, girl.” My lips find hers, and my hands ride up and down her silken body. Skyla has perfect round hips, and the sweetest, softest ass known to man. I bring my lips to her left nipple. Every inch of her is candy for my soul.


  “I’m in charge tonight, cowboy.” She straddles me, sitting square over my chest with her sweet spot giving my skin a hot, honeyed kiss. Skyla turns around until her beautiful bare bottom is staring me in the face.


  “Full moon tonight.” I run my fingers over her tight ass. Skyla has the body of an athlete.


  “Full moon, huh?” She looks at me from over her shoulder, and her long curls drip down her back slow and seductive. “You ready for a midnight rodeo?”


  “You riding?”


  “I think you’re getting the picture.”


  Skyla rolls a condom over me, achingly slow, sexy as hell. And as excited as I am for the rodeo, a bleak smile comes and goes. I’ll never have her any other way. No thanks to Demetri, my wife’s genitals are forever banished from touching mine without a layer of protective latex buffering our desire.


  “You ready for a little reverse cowgirl? Skyla lifts herself off my chest just enough for me to see every nook and cranny I’ve ever dreamed about. Skyla doesn’t wait for an answer, she simply settles her body over mine nice and slow.


  “Wow, Oliver.” She lets out a hard groan, and I watch as her head rotates slowly over her neck. “You’re like mounting a telephone pole.”


  I hold back a laugh. “Don’t hurt yourself, sweetie.” Although a greedy part of me wouldn’t mind a little discomfort on her end just to have her mount me this way. I’m selfish as hell when it comes to having myself inside her. An aching groan expels from my chest as her body gives my dick a tight hug. I can come right now, that’s how good it feels.


  “You’re worth the pain, Gage.” Her body sinks over mine, slow and hot as the sun. Her quickened gasps and intermittent hiccups of pleasure are enough to turn my dick to steel.


  “Shit, Skyla.” I dig my head back into the pillow.


  Her body slips the final few inches, and she lets out a small cry.


  “We did it,” she pants triumphantly. Skyla leans her head back, and I dig my fingers into her bed of loose curls. Skyla rides me slow and smooth, rough and hard. This intense lust I have for her, this bionic force of pleasure she’s eliciting, surges through me with a wild roar. I pull her in tight and come for weeks. My body throbs into hers for what feels like hours until my bones beg to shatter.


  Everything about her has the ability to shatter me.


  I’d shatter for Skyla again and again.
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  The butterflies blushed after all. Their tips turned bright pink, outlining their blue frames with fire, but, in truth, I willed them to become that way. Edinger was right. Every single day my powers are growing stronger. I’m developing new ways to do things, new ways to move, everything is faster. I can control the outcome of when a Professor says a paper is due, rearrange my lab partner so that I have a dream team that assures an easy A. But my back still feels like shit on fire. I take it Demetri doesn’t want me anywhere near the field. He did say he’d give me anything. Maybe all I have to do is ask? I’d love to be on the green with Cooper next season. Coop. I frown into the darkness. He wanted far more information than I was ready to give him at dinner the other night. If I’m going to do this thing with Demetri, I need to keep it lower than low. That threat he doled out has tattooed itself over my grey matter. Skyla falls asleep in my arms. I can still see myself rehashing the terms of my agreement with wickedness.


  It was Wesley and me in the Transfer. My head was a wreck after discovering who I really was.


  The scene plays out again in my mind.


  “And if I break faith with the Barricade—and flood the world with your filthy secrets?” I wanted to laugh because deep down I was sure I’d tell Skyla.


  His clear green eyes settled over mine. “Then the heart of one you hold dear will turn against you—and everything you think you stand for. The price of breaking the covenant with the Steel Barricade is high, but the punishment won’t be doled out by me.” Wes looks to Demetri. “Only he can impress wickedness onto another’s soul.” He turns to me. “Only he would do that to his own grandchild.”


  Grandchild. If I dared have a child with Skyla, if I ever told Skyla of this misery I’ve taken upon my shoulders, there’s no doubt in my mind Demetri would impress that child with a spirit of wickedness. I couldn’t do that to another human being. I already know I’m going to come clean to Skyla one day soon and let her in on the fact I’ve dipped my toe in Demetri’s evil pool. And, then, of course, I’ll tell her why.


  I dip a kiss to her forehead, carefully untangle our bodies and start to dematerialize.


  I’m just not telling her anytime soon.


  The Tenebrous Woods fills in around me. I’ve been stopping in night after night checking in with Wes as we strategize to take down the Nephilim. Chloe is onto me, but so far she hasn’t ratted me out—that I know of.


  “Gage!” She wraps her arms around me. “Tonight’s a pretty big deal. Are you ready to set the night on fire?” Her eyes glow an eerie brown, like maple syrup in front of a furnace.


  “Ready as I’ll ever be.”


  Wes emerges from the burnt out forest, smelling of soot and rot. This entire place makes sulfur smell like a perfume you could bottle and sell for profit.


  “Here he is.” He gives a quick slap to my shoulder. “The man of the hour.”


  “So where is everyone?” Tonight is the big induction ceremony. I’m officially about to get knocked over the head with Demetri’s scepter and pronounced head moron of the Videns, then, boom, I’m back in Skyla’s arms just the way it should be.


  “The ceremony doesn’t take place here.” Wes glances to Chloe. They’re sharing a sentiment between the two of them, but it still feels miles away from love. “You want to tell him? Or should I?”


  “The pleasure is all mine.” Chloe strides up in her red leather heels, her matching low cut, high cut dress. Her hair is flowing and alive as if a thousand garden snakes have been rooted to her scalp. “Tonight, not only do you get your own people—you get your very own realm.” Her lips purse when she says it as if she were gifting it to me herself by way of a kiss.


  The sky ignites in a lavender sizzle as lightning fills the Tenebrous Woods. Thunder grumbles overhead as if Tenebrous itself were ushering us out.


  “Where is this realm?”


  Chloe pulls me in by the shirt and leans in until our lips are about to touch. “Paragon, Gage. You get Paragon.”


  The world around us shifts and warps. The sky spins as the ground drops us straight through, and we fall. We fall straight down until a new world materializes around us—one of stony crags, and glowing granite walls that warp like frozen candle wax. The long stalactites that drip from the ceiling give away the fact we’re in a cave.


  “Paragon doesn’t have caves.” Not like this one anyway.


  “We’re beneath the island.” Wes smooths my shirt and leans in with his hands clamped hard over my shoulders. “You, my brother, are about to step into the first phase of your birthright. They’re going to ask you to do things.” He bears into me as if he’s trying to warn me of something without it being obvious. I’ve wondered before if Wes was good deep down inside, if he were somehow working against our father, but I can never read him well enough. “Whatever they ask, you mustn’t hesitate.” His jaw redefines itself as if he were trying to feed me a valuable bit of information I can’t quite comprehend.


  What is it, Wes? I ask. What are you really trying to say? Maybe it’s Chloe he’s trying to keep in the dark.


  He shakes his head. Remember, your thoughts are telegraphed to our father in this realm. Keep it clean. He doesn’t appreciate ‘language.’


  And there it is.


  Wesley leads us to an illuminated corridor. The walls fill with a strange blue smoke I’ve come to associate with the Counts. A curtain of fire separates us from whatever lies on the other side.


  “Your people await.” Chloe hooks her arm in mine and leads me into the flames.


  My people await?


  Now this I have to see.


  


  


  Logan


  


  Skyla texted a little after one in the morning and let Dudley and me know it was show time. Marshall zipped us over to pick her up. We hold hands in a circle right there in the butterfly room while Marshall chants in some unknowable ancient language, but I’m not paying too much attention. I’m simply trying to ignore the fact the butterflies have changed colors for the first time, incorporating a pink hue around their tips—that and the fact the tiny room itself smells ripe with sex.


  The butterfly room and all of its erotic secrets dissipate as a cave forms around us gnarled and spacious.


  “Paragon in nocturne.” Marshall nods as if we should know what this means. “The underbelly of the island,” he says it without enthusiasm. “It’s being gifted to Jock Strap as a realm.” He flexes a dry smile as he leads us toward a crowd.


  Skyla pulls him back. “They’re going to see us.”


  “Very well.” Marshall sinks his enormous hands over the tops of our heads and we dissolve, clear as water.


  “So very cool.” Skyla holds out her arms and examines them in this velum state. I can still see the two of them, albeit more as an impression—some long forgotten idea. “Can they see us?”


  “We’re completely concealed to the others. Come.” He leads us through the crowd, and together we physically walk right through people. It’s a strange feeling of tiny vibrating zaps, nothing more than a quick hum that pulses through your body, something just this side of a tickle.


  A room opens up, wide as it is long, spacious enough to fit every inhabitant on the island. The walls are polished compared to where we just came from, resembling topaz, but with a crystalline quality that shines like a mirror.


  “See anyone you know?” I whisper to Skyla as Dudley leads us through to the front.


  “There’s Em.” She points to a girl in a white toga with dark curls pulled over the top of her head. It is Emily, but I wouldn’t have been able to pick her out of the crowd, not dressed like that anyway.


  There’s a circular altar up front. A round stone draped with a red silk cloth. Torches are set about sporadically causing the light to bounce like a heartbeat. The altar itself is rimmed with fire, no higher than a foot around the entire circumference.


  “My dear love”—Dudley wraps a finger around one of Skyla’s watery curls—“do you remember the promise you made?”


  “I remember.” She shudders as if filled with regret.


  “What’s the promise?” Unlike my nephew, I’m not into head games. I’m through with keeping things from Skyla. That in and of itself is what I blame for the divergent paths our lives have taken. If Gage isn’t careful, I’ve no doubt he’ll suffer the same fate.


  “I leave Gage if he proves to be wicked.” She averts her gaze as if the idea was ludicrous, but something in me weighs heavy at the prospect. I can feel the possibility looming like a match over her marriage certificate.


  Demetri materializes on the altar in all his demonic glory. The wall behind him cracks open with the fanfare of a thunderstorm and an enormous golden throne is revealed situated on a pedestal just past the silk robed stone.


  “Tonight, the leader your people have longed for, millennia after millennia, has finally come to save you.”


  A roar erupts in the crowd.


  “Tonight you, the Viden people, will take your rightful place among the angelic factions. Tonight we form a collective of likeminded hearts. Are you ready to meet your master?” Another deafening cheer tears through the chamber.


  Demetri looks to the back as the sea of people part equally down the center revealing a wall of fire at the far end of the room. Three bodies emerge from the flames unscathed. Chloe on one side, Wes on the other, and Gage Oliver front and center.


  Holy hell.


  “Well, I’ll be a dead son of a bitch,” I whisper.


  “I wouldn’t insult your mother that way,” Dudley admonishes as we watch the three of them march their way defiantly through the crowd. A slow building applause starts in as they make their way across the length of the room.


  They approach without even blinking in our direction. I study my nephew’s face, solemn, sure as shit regarding what he’s about to do. I’ve seen that look of determination in his eyes before, and it would take a lot of convincing for me to ever believe he’s faking this. My heart breaks.


  I pull Skyla in. She’s rigid. Her features frozen in disbelief, her lips parted as if set in a silent scream.


  Gage steps over the flames and onto the altar before turning around. Chloe and Wes kneel just shy of where he’s standing, and everyone in the room follows suit. Everyone is on their knees for Gage. The altar, the corporate worship of the boy I grew up with, it’s too much for me to take in at once.


  Demetri steps up behind Gage and lands his hand on his shoulder. The room rumbles, the altar shakes as a wall of black-feathered wings burst from behind Gage. If he didn’t look menacing enough before with his bodybuilder stature, the long, full wings that spring from his back make him look every bit as dangerous.


  “To the Viden people”—Demetri shouts over the rumble of awe—“who fall in the order of a righteous lineage, I give you—my son—your king.”


  A solemn hum of appreciation moans through the place before their voices grow like a cancer, and they’re once again howling with approval at the top of their lungs.


  Demetri holds up a hand, and the room falls silent. The Videns are still on their knees, still paying homage to the boy I once gave routine wedgies to. It’s a mindfuck if I’ve ever seen one.


  “The hour has come for the commencement ceremony. Will the chief’s daughter please present herself for holy sacrifice.”


  A girl dressed in a toga stands, and it takes another second for it to register that the girl is Emily. For one, she’s wearing white—a color I don’t think I’ve ever seen on her with the exception of her cheer uniform at West. And two, she’s smiling while skipping to the front, far too willingly. Emily usually plods with a scowl.


  “My God”—Skyla whispers—“Is Gage going to kill Em?”


  Marshall shakes his head. “This is simply your run of the mill consummation rite. I’m sure it won’t last long. How long before he collapses over you in bed, love? Ten—fifteen seconds?”


  “What?” Her voice carries in a shrill whisper, but no one seems to care.


  “Hold her.” Dudley instructs, and I do. I wrap my arms around Skyla so tight, I almost make two revolutions around her tiny waist.


  “No.” She shakes her head feverishly as Emily steps over the flames and joins Gage on the altar.


  Demetri nods to the round stone covered in red. “And now to consummate the union of our people.”


  Emily crawls obediently onto the stone and lies on her back, her legs parted and bent at the knees. Her fingers reach down and scoop her dress over her thighs, and that dark triangle of hair slaps the crowd in the face. I’m not sure if I should cover Skyla’s eyes or tackle Gage and kick some sense into him.


  “Son”—Demetri lays his hand over Gage’s forehead—“go forth and commit your duty. Your sins have already been forgiven.” And with that, the devil himself steps off the stone. Demetri heads over and kneels between Chloe and Wes.


  Gage looks out at the crowd with a glassy-eyed stare filled with disillusion.


  There he is. The kid I spent my days elbow to elbow with is coming to.


  I hold Skyla tighter as her body starts to writhe. She’s breathless, helpless, wanting Gage to make the right decision, wanting to make it for him.


  Gage looks right through us as he scans the room. His eyes land on Wesley’s, and I catch the hint of a nod coming from his half-brother. Something in Gage solidifies. His sense of resolve expands through his chest as he undoes his belt buckle.


  Demetri leads the room into an eerie chant that sounds reminiscent of a repeated hallelujah.


  Skyla bucks and kicks.


  “No!” She screams with every ounce of her being, but her cry is drowned out by the rising choir.


  The flames that surround the altar rise to the ceiling, and the last image we see is that of Gage landing his knee on the stone, his jeans already undone.


  “So help me, Marshall—” Skyla roars as her body twists against mine. She’s implemented her Celestra reserve and is ready to break my arms if need be to rid herself of my stronghold. “You will regret this until kingdom come if you don’t stop this madness!”


  “Am I the one about to consciously bed another woman, Skyla?” He squints at her irritated more than amused. “I’ll accept your punishment when the crime fits. But that will never happen. Sit back and enjoy the show. I’ll have a room ready for you by morning.”


  “Gage!” Skyla bursts through my arms. In truth, I might have let her go.


  Dudley and I watch her leap like a gazelle, graceful and lithe, perfect in form and beauty, desperately trying to save the man she loves—from himself.


  Skyla rushes toward the altar and jumps right into the flames.
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  All Hell
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  Skyla


  


  They say if you run through a curtain of fire fast enough, you won’t get singed. That’s not necessarily true. My skin enlivens with a quick pinch all at once, but, my rage, my outright fury fueled adrenaline doesn’t allow the fire to cause me any pain—or at least not as much as Gage has.


  The cave explodes in a blinding white light, and I land hard on my ass in the butterfly room with its still-blushing butterflies fluttering their delicate wings, illuminating the vicinity a vibrant shade of blue.


  A body moves next to mine, and I snatch up a blanket and scoot the hell away from whoever has made his way into my makeshift bed.


  “Skyla?” Gage looks up sleepy-eyed. His dimples dig in and out as he smacks his lips in a drugged stupor. There’s something I’d like to smack. “What’s going on?” His arm extends as he fishes for a limb to draw in.


  “You cheated on me!” I shrill so loud the walls vibrate, unhinging the butterflies, causing them to tornado around the room in a flurry.


  “What?” He looks mildly alarmed as though he were playing it cool, but deep down he fucking knows I’m right.


  “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.” I crawl toward the transom like a prisoner trying to escape her captor, and he blocks the exit with a simple shift of his body.


  “I’m not cheating on you, Skyla. I swear.” He wraps his arms around my waist, as if he has the right, and pulls me over his lap. “It was just a dream. That’s all.” His lips touch my temple so soft and warm. I close my eyes a moment and let my body mold to his. Every last part of me wants to believe him.


  “It was just a dream,” I whisper. A dull smile flirts with my lips. “A bad dream.” He moans as if acknowledging the fact. “A nightmare even.” I giggle a little into his chest, but my fingers make their way to my bathrobe, drawing it to my body like a life raft.


  His mouth finds that sweet spot just below my neck, and I groan with approval. Gage shifts me over his hips, and I can feel him growing for me, ready and willing to gift me a proper good morning. Heaven knows an orgasm before breakfast keeps a smile on my face the entire livelong day.


  “I like where you’re headed.” That’s no lie. Sex with Gage is the only way to get my day started off on the right trajectory. “Let me run to the bathroom real quick and splash some water on my face—empty my bladder.” I bear right into his soulful eyes, and my heart breaks. It cracks and splices in unexpected ways like a glacier dropped in a boiling sea.


  “Don’t take too long.” His mouth finds mine, and we engage in a pull and tug of lips, the glide of teeth, our tongues already eager to leash themselves together.


  “I won’t.” I slip my robe on and fasten it as I drop through the transom—my heart racing as if the house were on fire. The morning gloom has already settled over the island, lighting it up like a dull lantern. I spot Holden perched outside my bedroom window like a gargoyle. I’m tempted to say hello but don’t. I’m too pissed to use the bathroom or splash water on my face. Instead, I snatch up my phone and keys and thunder down the stairs. Dream my ass.


  The heavy scent of bacon lights up my senses as I stagger into the kitchen. All the usual suspects are present, Drake and Brielle, Mom with her baby posse, Tad bitching on the phone with someone regarding a canceled credit card and overpriced travel expenses. Mia and Melissa nosh on oatmeal at the counter, taking small zombie like bites as if they were too tired to care they were eating liquefied cardboard.


  “Where is she?” I charge deeper into the room on the prowl for the dark-haired witch I’m about to put through a wall. I’m not buying Gage’s bullshit for a minute. It’s like I don’t even know him anymore.


  “The eggs are on the stove!” Mom calls from behind.


  Then I see her—Emily Legs-Wide-Open Morgan. She turns from the sink, a wet sponge in her hand and that stupid vacant doll expression on her face.


  “You bitch!” I twist my hands into her shirt and slam her against the refrigerator.


  “Sweet jumping Jehoshaphat!” Tad howls from over my shoulder. “I knew that head doctor should never have been discontinued. Get him on the phone, Lizbeth, and tell him to bring his net!”


  My fingers curl around her neck as I shake the shit out of Emily in a blind rage.


  “Skyla!” Gage barks as he swoops into the room.


  “Don’t worry—you’re next!” My throat burns as I scream out the words. Emily lands a closed fist to my jaw, knocking me back against the stove. I roll into the handle of the frying pan and send sizzling bacon flying into both her and Gage.


  “What the hell?” Gage pants as he eyes me from bottom to top with his face agog as if he’s truly stymied by what’s happened.


  “Don’t you what-the-hell me!” I snatch the spatula off the counter and swat him over the head a few good times before Ethan drags me from the vicinity.


  “Wake the fuck up!” Ethan bellows over me. “Nobody touches my girl.”


  I shoot an accusing glare to Gage. “You wish.”


  “What’s this about?” Mom tries to pull me to the sofa, but I rebuff her efforts.


  Rage fills me, percolating like lava ready to spew out, and I lunge toward them again. This time it’s Tad who gets in my way.


  “This has to end, Lizbeth! Find a way to control this menace, or she won’t be welcome in this home. We’ve got children to protect!” He pulls his pants up by the belt loops. “Greg, consider yourself in charge of the Landon house until I get back.” He spins toward my mother. “It turns out, the squeaky wheel does get the oil. Althorpe finally caved and gave me a travel budget. No more staying in seedy motels. It’s room service and heated swimming pools from now on, baby.” He hustles over to his briefcase.


  I let out a seething growl because at this point I’m pissed with just about everyone in the room. “By the way, Tad, my mother is perfectly capable of running a household. No need to leave it in the hands of a perfect stranger.” I spit the words like daggers at Gage, and he flinches.


  “Yada, yada.” Tad holds up a hand. “That’s fine and dandy, but I need a man around while I’m away.” He slaps Gage on the shoulder as he heads toward the stairs. “I’ve got someplace to be, people.”


  “And I’ve got someplace to be.” I cinch my belt and pluck the keys out of my pocket.


  “Skyla!” Mom shouts as I bolt out the front door and into the soft drizzle of morning. “You’re not dressed!”


  The thunder of footsteps comes after me as I sprint for the Mustang. Gage catches me by the elbow before twirling me into him. I try to push him away, but he flattens himself over my body, causing me to lean hard against the car.


  “Skyla.” Gage frantically searches my features for answers. “I promise you, nothing happened.”


  There. At least he’s not throwing the word “dream” in my face again.


  “I’ve had dreams that have felt real before.” He looks past my shoulder because he doesn’t have the nerve to say it to my face.


  “And there’s that word again.” I slip into the car and slam the door, starting up the ignition, and the engine grinds a couple of times before roaring to life. I slip my seatbelt on in haste and back out of the driveway like a pissed angel speeding out of hell.


  “Skyla!” Gage calls out so loud his voice echoes right through to my heart, desperate as if he were fighting for his place in my life.


  But I’m not interested in his half-truths anymore. Even my name sounded like a lie sailing from his lips.
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  A fire hydrant spews into the sky like a geyser, bottlenecking the downtown traffic to a crawl. I make a left and find myself staring at West Paragon High, that menacing painting of Cerberus glaring at me with all three of his ugly heads. I should have destroyed the building that houses his ugly mug before ever leaving. I should have mowed down entire huddles of bodies, taken out the bitch squad entirely while I had the chance. I’m so enraged I can hardly see straight.


  The idiot behind me lays on his horn. I glance up in time to see a giant monster truck speeding in my direction, ready to T-bone me from the side just as the Mustang gives a violent jostle and spins from the impact.


  “Shit!” My head slams into the driver’s side window. It takes a second for me to collect my thoughts before I notice the bastard is taking off. I floor it, and before I know it I’m in hot pursuit of said bastard. “You think you can get away from me?” I give a dark laugh. I’ve had a rough night and an equally rough morning. Personally I’m sick of the crap the universe keeps doling out. This bastard chose the wrong moment to mess with me and my Mustang.


  He straddles the sidewalk to escape the early morning congestion, and I do the same, honking and following him down several side streets and onto a backcountry road I haven’t been on since…Carson and Carly left me to have my arm hacked off. The sign comes up for the Black Forest, and he speeds on down the trail, but I stall, considering my options for a moment. I know what his beast of a truck looks like. The island isn’t that big. I’ll simply report him to the harbor police and let them know he’s wanted in a hit and run, so he can’t escape. The dirty bastard might think he’s gotten away with it, but his ass is as good as mine.


  Instead, I choose to drive off despite the Mustang’s notable wobble. I pull over and text Marshall to see if he’s already left for work and to tell him I probably won’t make it to class today.


  A body materializes next to me. And, just as I’m about to swat it like a fly, I realize it’s Marshall himself.


  “You’re here!” I lunge at him with a strong embrace. “It was terrible. He tried to say it was all a dream, and then I strangled Em, and then Tad made Greg the man of the house, and I got in a horrible car wreck. It’s been a shit morning all the way around.” I pull back and take him in like this with the early morning haze graying out the landscape. Marshall looks sharp in his suit, distinguished and demandingly lustful in an I’m-going-to-fuck-you-now sort of way. It’s no wonder he has so many coeds worked up in a tizzy. His silver tie brings out the come hither in his eyes, and a vision of my wrists bound to the post of his bed flit through my mind, but I’m quick to let it go. “It was a bad morning until now.” I soften. “By the way, there’s a bastard in a monster truck who hit me and had the nerve to take off. I suggest you hack off one of his limbs just to make sure he doesn’t hurt any other innocent people.” I give a smug look toward the Black Forest. “Preferably a leg or two—but an arm will do.”


  “I know all about the incident.” Marshall’s hair is still damp from the shower, and he smells like expensive clothes, most likely because he’s wearing them. He’s all about Italian suits and fine leather shoes 24/7. I’ve heard a few girls in class call him Professor Panty Soaker, and I know why. “I wasn’t about to leave you alone with Jock Strap this morning. I was privy to every detail. The next time you’re in the mood for a good strangulation please consider your options.” He dips his chin and looks brutally handsome in his admonishment. “Young Emily was only doing what was best for her people—she’s hardly to blame.”


  I smirk at the idea as that visual of her legs parting comes back to me. Sleeping with Gage for the good of her people? That’s no sacrifice for any woman—more like a dream come true, emphasis on the come.


  “I guess Gage could argue the same.”


  “Not true. He’s entered into a union with you, my love.” Marshall curls a finger under my chin. “You are first and foremost his family.”


  “Not anymore.” I hold back tears. “When he chose to dip his wick in another flame this union was instantly snuffed out. I refuse to be one of those weepy women who take back their man. And, on top of everything else, he lied. He said it was all in my head.”


  Marshall remains suspiciously quiet.


  “So”—I toss my hands up in despair—“it seems I need a place to stay. I’ll pack a few things and be by this afternoon.” I pluck at my robe. “As you can see, I’m not dressed for school.”


  “I wouldn’t dare ban you from my classroom dressed in this manner.” That perennial lewd grin twitches on his lips. “Nevertheless, you’ll do no such thing. Jock Strap is certain you had a dream—a nightmare if you will. He’s been assured it was impossible for you to witness what you did. That was his first error while walking alongside wickedness—forgetting that nothing is impossible with the aid of the Master.”


  “Indeed.” I sink in my seat. “So what if he doesn’t believe he lied? It’s just a technicality. Face it, my new husband is a liar and a cheat.” My chest bucks with a sob. “If he lies to me one more time, I might have to resort to stabbing.”


  “Skyla?” He relaxes in his seat, his gaze set out the windshield at the cold, blank morning. “Has Jock Strap ever been dishonest with you before?”


  “Never.” Not to my knowledge anyway.


  “Do you have reason to believe he would willfully bed Ms. Morgan?”


  “Not in his right mind. But after witnessing what I did, clearly he’s not in his right mind.” Em is so not his type. Is she?


  Marshall raises a brow without looking over.


  “Wait a minute! Are you saying he didn’t sleep with Emily?”


  “Did you see any such thing?” He says it with such resolute boredom, a spear of relief rockets through me.


  “Gage didn’t cheat on me!” I clasp my arms over his back in a big, rocking hug. “He loves me, me, me!” I jump over until I’m practically dry humping poor Marshall in a celebratory romp. “I have to call him! I have to tell him I’m—”


  A hard knock emits over the driver’s side window, and I freeze.


  “Oh, God.” I close my eyes a moment. “Please tell me that’s not—”


  “I’m afraid so.” Marshall gives a little wave to the driver’s side before dematerializing right there in my arms.


  My face smashes into the seat. Crap. I twist until I’m staring right into the most beautiful eyes known to man. The mist beads off his hair in clear, gray strips, aging him twenty beautiful years. His jaw is set tight, and he looks obviously ticked, although I’m still feeling rather self-righteously ticked myself.


  Gage lets himself in and takes a seat behind the wheel. He’s wearing his Host practice jersey and jeans. His skin holds the scent of his woodsy cologne.


  “That wasn’t at all what you think,” it speeds out of me, and I’m reminded of all the times he’s seen me fawning over Logan, over Marshall—and worst of all it was real, unlike what I saw last night apparently.


  “That’s okay, Skyla.” Gage starts up the engine. “You mind if I take you someplace where we can talk?”


  “I’d love that. I think we have a lot to talk about.”


  He gives a solemn nod as he turns the car around. “I know we do.”


  Gage drives us back down the road a bit and slows as he comes to the Black Forest. His dimples sink in as he navigates the Mustang down the darkened road.


  “Turn back,” I warn. “There’s a lunatic in here who thinks my car is a battering ram.”


  He winces at the road and speeds over the clearing without regard to anything I’ve just said.


  “Gage?”


  The large truck that kissed my rear panel is sitting cock-eyed near the foot of the trail. Figures. Not only are they incapable of driving properly, they can’t park worth a damn.


  “That’s him,” I pant, ready and willing to charge out and wrap my hands around another neck if need be. On second thought, “Let’s call the police.”


  Gage gently covers his hand over my phone before I can scroll for the number.


  “We won’t be needing the police, Skyla.” A solemn darkness shrouds his demeanor, yet something in me is still willing to trust him.


  We get out of the car and make our way to the oversized hell raiser.


  Gage and I are going to kick some ass—because, thankfully, we’re still a team.


  The driver’s door opens, and out slinks a tiny petite frame with a mop of dark hair—Chloe.


  “Oh, it’s just you.” I fold my arms over my chest. “I can take this one on my own, Gage. I’d like nothing more than to distribute my second beat down for the day.”


  “I asked her to meet us here.” Gage pulls me in, and I escape his lunatic grasp.


  “You what?” I practically jump out of my skin as I say it. I knew I should have begged Marshall to take me with him. Attending class in my barely there PJs is far less of an offense than rubbing elbows with Bishop.


  Chloe holds up a long, svelte finger to silence my husband.


  “Let me.” She has the nerve to smile in my presence. “That was a part of our agreement, remember?” She gives him a hard wink.


  “Agreement?” My voice shrills to the top of the evergreens. “She killed Logan and my father—and you’re here making agreements with her? First you sleep with Em, and now this?”


  “You slept with Em?” Chloe sounds just as ticked as I am as she stands shoulder to shoulder with me.


  “Don’t you side with me.” I take a full step away and scan the sky for that stupid bird who’s supposed to keep crap like this from happening. “You, Gage Oliver, had better start talking. You have about a ten second window and I just used eight.”


  “I haven’t slept with anyone other than you.” His dimples twitch out a smile as if he finds my charged aggression cute on some level. He glances to Chloe, and his features dim. “She’s helping me.”


  “She’s lying to you!” I’m one hundred percent right, and I can’t believe after all we’ve been through he can think otherwise.


  “Maybe, but so far it’s working.”


  “What’s working?” I’m indignant that we’re even having this ridiculous conversation.


  Chloe steps in and lifts my chin with her finger. “Gage and I managed to do what you could never do. We’re taking down the Barricade, Skyla. So it turns out you’re useless as ever.”


  “What have you done, Gage?” My body trembles at how fast and far he’s fallen. I know for certain Chloe only works for one side, her own.


  “Relax, Messenger.” She smears my name with tempered hatred. “We have enough evidence to take them to the Justice Alliance.”


  “The Justice Alliance?” I stagger away from them a moment. Why didn’t I think of that? “What’s this evidence?”


  “Chromatophobic.” Chloe spits it in my face like casting a spell.


  “Chromatophobia,” Gage corrects. “It’s a microbe that absorbs stains on a cellular level. Wes has devised a way to remove the marker from those who have sided with the Barricade.”


  “He’s going to wipe us clean, Skyla.” Chloe smears it with disdain. “And you, and all of your pathetic minions, will be locked up in government-issued cages. You’ll be freaks—dangers to society.”


  “See? She’s a part of the alliance. She admitted it! She’s a part of the Barricade. She’s not siding with you, Gage. She’s simply leading you into the mouth of the dragon.” I wince because Gage is the dragon.


  He closes his eyes, slow and tired. “Skyla, there’s something else I’ve been meaning to tell you.”


  “That you brought a spirit sword, and we can take turns slashing Bishop to bits and pieces? I’ll accept that as an early birthday gift.”


  “No.” Gage locks his hands over my hips and forces me to look into his ever-clear eyes. “I’ve joined the Barricade, Skyla. I’m one of them now.”


  


  


  Gage


  


  Skyla doesn’t say a word as I teleport us to the house on Whitehorse. The wind blows wild as if telling me to get the hell off the front lawn. The house isn’t a mansion, but it’s large and menacing in its own right. Its every last detail is meticulously executed. There’s a lab for Ezrina that spans a football field underground, and somewhere upstairs is a newly minted butterfly room. This is the house that Logan built.


  Chloe scoffs as we head up the porch, but Skyla drinks it down, memorizes how it looks with the dark boiling clouds stamping out behind it.


  “What is this place?” Chloe flicks the ivy snaking up the post.


  “This is home.” Skyla says it quietly, her eyes fixed straight ahead with pained affection as if she were looking at Logan himself.


  I cut a quick glance across the street at the bowling alley and spot his truck parked in its usual spot on the side of the building. A part of me wants to give him a call, tell him to join the party, but something darker in me says tough shit, and that’s the one I listen to.


  “Home,” Chloe echoes.


  “Logan built it for Skyla.” We head on up. The door is unlocked, so I swing it open.


  “What’s this?” Chloe runs her fingers across the inscription on the threshold. “I love you more than the heavens love the sun and the moon.” She draws her voice out like a country singer. “Isn’t that just the most romantic thing you’ve ever heard, Gage?” Chloe wraps her arm around Skyla’s shoulder, and Skyla promptly jerks it right off. “I bet the honeymoon was hot. Did Logan like you on top, too?”


  Skyla slams Chloe against a wall so hard the windows rattle.


  She presses her face in so close I’m worried Chloe might head-butt her, or judging by this morning, vice versa.


  “Listen, bitch”—Skyla seethes—“you might have Gage fooled, but I still see right through your twisted soul.” She gives Chloe a good shake until her head knocks against the wall. “And, as for Logan—he wanted me every which way to wash away the stain of a bad memory you left behind.” She glances at me before making a beeline into the heart of the house.


  We follow her into the kitchen where there’s a secret door in the pantry that leads down to the lab.


  I know that comment about Logan having her every which way was designed to piss off Chloe, but, for whatever reason, I can’t help think a tiny part of it was meant for me. It stung to hear it.


  I still haven’t come clean about the induction ceremony. Emily was nice enough to play along. She said she knew I wouldn’t go through with it. As soon as that wall of fire went up, I sat down on the stone and waited. And when it was over I was back in my own bed again with Skyla ready to pluck my balls off for cheating. Someway, somehow she knows the premise of what was supposed to happen last night. I’m willing to bet every last penny I’m currently delinquent in that it had something to do with Dudley. I’d blame Logan, but he doesn’t have that kind of access.


  Skyla leads us down corridor after white glossy corridor. She has this place mapped out just as well as she does the Transfer. Her footsteps slow as she comes across the vault where Logan’s body is stored in blue keeping solution. A steel door, five feet deep, with a wheel that looks as if it belongs on a ship is set in front of us. She flattens her hands carefully over the front before laying her cheek flat against the metal. Her eyes close, and yet I can see the pain written in them clear as ever.


  Chloe scoffs. “Geez, Messenger, is this really necessary? Pull it together, would you? He’s across the damn street.” She snatches Skyla’s wrist to move her along, but Skyla is quick to reverse the effort and slam Chloe’s arm to the wall.


  “Logan is dead because of you.” She spits the words out like bullets. “And you would be too if it weren’t for my generosity, so I suggest you honor both him and me by keeping your rat trap shut while you’re in my home. Make no mistake about it, you are no guest, Chloe.” Skyla propels us down another series of halls until we find Ezrina and Nev. Ezrina might have Chloe’s old body, but the two of them look nothing alike. Her hair is pulled back so tight her face stretches taut. She’s wearing large-framed lenses and a white lab coat with elastic trousers that even my mother wouldn’t be caught dead in.


  “What.” Ezrina looks to each of our faces with her lips puckering as if she just sucked on a lemon. She’s not big on stringing words together.


  Chloe clicks her tongue at her unique twin. “There should be a law against that outfit and hair. And really, Ezrina? I find those fucking glasses embarrassing.”


  Ezrina doesn’t bother to crack a smile. “Again.” Her voice is a little more curt the second time around. “What?”


  Nev comes over, and Skyla leaps onto him with an exuberant hug. I can hear her whispering how much she misses having him as her bird. He did make one badass raven, I’ll give him that.


  “It looks as though all three of my previous owners have come to roost.” He straightens his buffed out frame. “What do we owe the pleasure to?”


  “The Steel Barricade.” Skyla takes in a ragged breath as if she might be sick. “Gage, here, volunteered his services, so as soon as they wash their cells clean of all things Nephilim, he’ll be one of the lucky ones—or damned.” She sweeps her gaze over me with a dismissive glance. “Take your pick.”


  “I have information that might be useful.” I frown at Chloe because I hate that, in a small way, we’ve become a team. And as much as Skyla probably doesn’t think so, I still don’t trust the witch. “Chloe give Ezrina the sample you brought.”


  “It’s right here.” She unzips the pouch in her jacket and pulls out a clear plastic box filled with black worms.


  “This?” Ezrina takes the small cube and holds it to the light.


  “What are they?” I want an end to this nightmare, and the fact a worm might play a key role shouldn’t surprise me.


  “Dolomites.” Ezrina always knows the answer, and it never ceases to amaze me. “He thinks Chromatophobia is the key?” She gives an amused, albeit short-lived, smile.


  Skyla whips out her phone and starts researching it.


  “It’s a phobia of colors.” She shakes her head while staring up at me. “It makes no sense.” Skyla’s not keeping her feelings a secret. She thinks I’m an idiot for hauling Chloe out of the dungeon, for enlisting my trust in her one more time, and she might be right. But, for now, it’s the only leg I have to stand on.


  “No sense.” Ezrina lays the box on the counter and carefully removes the lid. The tiny worms rise one by one, peering out the boundary of their glassy cage. “But it’s their eggs he’s after. Chromatophobia is a bacteria that has the ability to removes stains—from cells.”


  Skyla and I exchange glances.


  Ezrina picks up a worm and lets it inch across her finger. “It will take years to cover those he desires to wash.”


  “Then that’s to our advantage.” Skyla wants to believe the best-case scenario.


  “Not if he has millions.” Ezrina looks to Chloe for confirmation.


  She nods. “He has enough to blanket the planet twice.”


  “It won’t take years.” Ezrina lets out a depleted sigh.


  “We can get Dolomite worms and harvest the bacteria ourselves,” Skyla offers.


  “That’s brilliant.” I wrap an arm around her shoulder, and she doesn’t buck me off, so there’s a start.


  “Cannot.” Ezrina takes up Nev’s hands as if she’s about to deliver a blow. “Dolomite worms don’t exist.”


  “What do you mean they don’t exist?” Skyla is exasperated by the conversation. “We have at least twenty. We can breed these.”


  Ezrina picks up a worm and feeds it to Nev. He closes his mouth over it with a knowing smile, and now I’m the one exasperated. He might have gained an affinity for all things that make their home under a rock, but I don’t see the need to whittle down our already paltry supply.


  “Open.” Ezrina instructs, and a plume of blue smoke comes from his mouth. “These are nothing but replicas.”


  Skyla brushes her finger over one, and it dissolves from her touch. “Cheap replicas at that.”


  “He has them.” Chloe shakes her head in disbelief.


  “You don’t.” Ezrina dumps out the rest, and they settle in a tiny blue cloud over the counter.


  “Gee, Chloe”—Skyla tilts her head in mock sympathy—“it looks like no one trusts you after all.”


  “That bastard.” Chloe starts in on a slow building rage. Her eyes glaze over with a hatred that’s usually reserved for Skyla. Her fingers contort until it looks as if she too is ready to wrap her hands around someone’s neck. “He’s going to pay for this. Nobody makes a fool out of me.”


  “Everybody makes a fool out of you,” Skyla quips. “Why else do you think I keep you around? For kicks.”


  “I’m out of here.”


  “Stop.” It takes all of my effort not to shake Chloe. “The agreement was you don’t let Wes in on the fact we’re running to Ezrina on the side.”


  Her eyes flit to mine, red with rage. I don’t need her to say a word for me to know it’s already a done deal. Wes is going to fry, and so will I in the end. Other than Wes, only Chloe has access to those damn worms.


  “You’re right,” she says it with a false reserve. “But don’t worry. When I’m set for my revenge, he will never see it coming.”


  “Nobody ever does, Chloe.” Skyla shoos her away. “Now be gone. Go on, get. And take that twisted brother of yours, too!”


  Chloe stops dead. Her eyes widen, purple with rage. “My big brother is back, and no one bothered to tell me?”


  Perfect. Now we’ll never get rid of her.


  “Maybe I’ll send him down for a visit.” Skyla says it more like a threat than a reward. “But only if you leave now and promise to stay the hell away for the next eight decades.”


  “You won’t have to send him anywhere.” Chloe sprints for the stairs. “I’ll find him myself!”


  Skyla takes an exasperated breath before turning back around. “Chloe is the only bacteria you brought back from the Transfer, Gage.” She hardens her gaze over Ezrina. “Now what’s the real story?”


  “The Barricade has the power to remove any genetic marker they wish.”


  Nev wraps his arms around Ezrina and drops a kiss to her head.


  “Shall you tell them the news, or shall I?” Nev gives a diabolical grin.


  “Tell.”


  “What Wesley doesn’t realize is that the true Dolomite worms effects are temporary. The reason he sent Chloe with the replica was to confirm that they might work. He has his doubts. He was simply seeking Ezrina’s expertise.”


  “And Chloe fell for it.” Skyla graciously leaves out my name.


  “And so did I.” No use in saving my ego.


  Ezrina cocks her head at me as if someone just snapped her neck. “Don’t tell him the truth. Let him bring me whatever he wants.” She wipes the counter where the worms once sat. “These breadcrumbs will lead us to safety.”


  “Breadcrumbs can work both ways.” Skyla echoes with a numb expression. Her eyes float to mine, and I know what she’s thinking. Deep down, Skyla still doesn’t think I can be trusted. And maybe I can’t.


  “So, you up for a little fun?” I pull her in, locking my arms over her tight. I need that. I need to feel her against me, warming my body with hers. I can do all of this Demetri, Barricade bullshit, but I can’t do any of it without Skyla by my side.


  Maybe it is time to come clean.


  Skyla’s features remain hard as flint. It will take a miracle for her to forgive me for involving Chloe in any of my heroic antics. Hell, I don’t think I deserve anyone’s forgiveness at this point, least of all Skyla’s. Her body relaxes, her lips soften into a smile.


  “I’m always up for fun with you, cowboy.” She hikes up on her toes and grazes her teeth over my chin like she means it.


  “Isn’t that cute, Ezzie?” Nev nestles into his lady. “Their bodies practically demand to procreate.”


  Skyla and I laugh at Nevermore’s words. But procreate is one thing Skyla and I will never do.
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  Rockaway on horseback. That’s the plan. But I don’t fill Skyla in on that just yet. I like it like this, just cruising the streets of Paragon as if we didn’t have a care in the world. If I want I can fool myself into believing it’s last summer when our love shined bright like a flare, and I thought I was just an ordinary Levatio. How exactly am I going to let her know how strong I’ve become? That I’ve come to need the power—to exude its force—like I need air to breathe? As much as I hate to admit it, Wes was right. This power, this thing, this monster I’ve become has seduced me. I want Skyla, and I also want to embrace every facet of the beast I’ve morphed into. I want my Celestra wife, and I want to be the Fem I’ve always been since the moment I was conceived. I wince at the thought of Demetri putting his mitts on my mother.


  Skyla squirms in her seat. “So who’s going to fix the dent in the side of the Mustang? Chloe doesn’t have insurance, and I’d never go after Ezrina—especially since she’s made it clear to the Bishops she wants nothing to do with them. She’s on her own, and so are we.”


  “Liam. He’s pretty good with cars. Besides, he loves this baby. I’m sure he’d be glad to fix it.” I round my hand over the wheel. The sexist asshole in me loves it when Skyla lets me drive. I’m not sure why, and I’m careful not to probe. Who knows what else I might discover about myself that I don’t like. I’m guessing a whole damn lot.


  “Sounds good.” She runs her fingers through the back of my hair, and a mean shiver runs up my spine. It feels good in every single way. “So where are we—”


  I take the turn toward Rockaway before she can finish the question.


  “I should have known,” she hums, stretching her arm over my shoulder. “This is our special place.”


  “You know it.” I park, and we get out, tasting the salty sea right on our lips. The sky is dark as a kettle, the ocean violently angry. It looks as though it’s ready to pour, but I’m not about to let that ruin what I have planned for us. And, now that I’ve been gifted a plethora of power, I won’t have to.


  The rain starts up with a light sprinkle, and Skyla turns her palms up with a laugh caught in her throat.


  “You sure about this, Oliver?”


  “As sure as I am about you.” I pull her in, her robe already splitting in the front.


  I dip a kiss to the base of her neck. Skyla gives the roaring ocean a run for its salty money with a moan that rips through me like a knife.


  The rain begins to pelt us a little stiffer, much colder.


  “We’re going to get soaked!” Her laughter vibrates right through my lips, and it feels like heaven.


  I thrust my hand in the air, and the rain ceases in a heartbeat.


  “Wow.” She pulls back, taking in the sky as if she’s never seen it before. “Now that’s not really fair to the rest of the island—they might actually like the rain.” She bites down playfully on her lip. Her fingers pull me in by the shirt.


  “You’re right.” I spin around with my arms outstretched, waving them in a perfect circle until a patch of sunshine sits over the width and girth of Rockaway alone. I flick my fingers, and the rain comes down like a curtain just outside the span of our precious blue sky. “There.” My arms find a home around her tiny waist again. “Sunshine for you and me—rain for everyone else.”


  “My God.” Her fingers touch my chest light as feathers. Her face is rife with wonder. “You did this?” She takes a few drunken steps in disbelief. “Gage. If you can do this, you’re unstoppable!”


  “I’m always unstoppable when it comes to you.” The sentiment comes out a little more bereaved than necessary. “I’m unstoppably in love with you, Skyla.” I scoop her into my arms and give her a twirl. Her hair fans out like gold floss. Her eyes shine and sparkle as pure as the crystalline sky above. Skyla has glowing eyes, pale as the lightest shade of blue topaz. “I’m going to make love to you.” It comes from me sober, like a fact rather than a proposition.


  “Right here in the open?” She looks up at me from under her lashes as if it were a dare. “What if someone sees?”


  “Then I suggest they either look away or take notes.” I pluck at her flimsy belt, and her robe falls open. “Because, yet again, I’m going to prove unstoppable.”


  “Well, Mr. Unstoppable…” Skyla sheds her robe without inhibition as she drops to her knees.


  “Holy shit,” I mumble, less than a whisper.


  “I suggest you whip up a cloak of invisibility because I’m going to love you first”—she picks up my hand and traces her lips with my finger—“with my mouth.”


  God. How did I get so lucky to land her as my wife?


  I outstretch my hands to the side like a man on a mission. The circle of rain that surrounds us spins in a dizzying blur until it obscures the world beyond its borders. Skyla unbuckles my belt, works her magic fingers over my jeans until they’re open wide, and I’m freed from my boxers. I’m already rock solid and saluting her efforts. Skyla’s mouth falls over my skin, taking the length of me down her throat until I hear her gag.


  “Easy.” I pull out just enough, but she digs her fingers into my thighs and plunges me to the back of her throat. Skyla works her tongue up and down my shaft like a master. She takes my balls in her cool hand, and I lose it. I love this girl. The second I laid eyes on her, I knew she was the one for me—the precious girl from my visions. Skyla and I were meant to be. I try not to get too wrapped up in why destiny might want us together. It doesn’t matter—we won’t be propagating Demetri’s family line. Our relationship is about love, our own selfish, greedy love that in the end will only benefit the two of us. I’m all right with that as long as Skyla is. If I can make love to her at least once each and every day, I’ve pretty much fulfilled my goal in life. In no way is that a shallow use of a person. Making love to Skyla is an honor and an art I intend to perfect until the day I leave this overgrown rock.


  Skyla pulls me in and out of her mouth with expert ease. No sooner does she let go of the boys than they’re aching for her touch. Her rhythm picks up. My body electrifies as Skyla fucks me with her mouth. The pressure in me builds, pulsating and urgent like that of a geyser, and any second now I’m going to lose it. But I don’t want to, not like this.


  “Come here.” I pick her up and teleport us over the ocean about fifty feet out. I touch the water with my shoe, and it congeals, sturdy enough to lie on.


  “Gage?” Her voice wavers as she gives the surrounding waves a side-glance. The curtain of rain maintains its distance. The sun beats its unfamiliar beams over our bodies and warms us with its love.


  “We’re okay.” My mouth finds hers for a moment as I pull a condom from my pocket. “Never leave home without it.” I give a crooked grin.


  “I love how you take care of me.” She cups the side of my face, and I dip a kiss into her palm. A tiny part of me is grieved by her words, for the both of us. Forever we’ll have to take extreme measures to prevent what should come naturally—a family. And, now that we know Demetri is my father, my seed is nothing more than poison to her body. It’s a wonder she’s stayed with me. It’s a wonder I haven’t let her be.


  I lie her down over the shimmering ocean, and her chest expands as her skin makes contact with the frigid wall of water. I touch my finger over the surface, and a ripple of warmth radiates out from under it.


  “Thank you,” she mouths, wriggling her body into the unfamiliar surface. Her knees rise to either side of mine. Skyla helps me roll on the condom. She seems to like to do that, always finishing it off with a gentle stroke before she says—


  “That’s sticky.” She wrinkles her nose like I bet she’s done a thousand times before, but it was always too dark for me to appreciate. “Come here, cowboy.” She gives a little grin while guiding me in.


  I push in ever so slowly, careful not to plow my way through her the way my body demands.


  Skyla places her hands over my chest, holding me at an arm’s length just for a moment.


  Her eyes grow heavy. “Tell me how much you love me.”


  For a moment I’m tempted to recite Logan’s line, the one he imprinted over the threshold of the house he built for her, but I don’t. I can guarantee I love Skyla ten times stronger than the sentiment can ever convey.


  “I’ve loved you for as far back as I can remember. I’ve loved you in the distal past. I love you in the present, and I’ll love you long into the unknowable future. I will love you from the moment I step into eternity and beyond. Forever isn’t long enough for me to love you, Skyla. In a perfect world, in my greedy version of reality—it would just be you and me until we both walk hand in hand into the Master’s arms. You are enough for me. You are the only woman I will ever want, crave or have. You are the beginning and the end—the best part of my story—the best part of who I am.” I close with a kiss, and her body rises to meet with mine. I lose myself in the girl I love, thrusting in with a bionic force I can only attribute to my newfound strength and vigor. Everything has become sharper. The world is finally in focus now that I understand who I am, who I’ve always been. It’s the final piece to the puzzle that, unknowingly, I have always longed to snap into place. I, Gage Oliver, am a Fem. I will always be one, after all, I always have been. And I want to be. There’s not a single thing I want to change about my life, of course, with the exception of having a family with Skyla. A vision tries to come to me, but I shelf if for later.


  Right now, the only thing I want to do is love on the girl I’ve lusted after for as long as I can remember. She’s finally mine. And I intend on keeping it that way.


  All of the pent up frustration, the rage, the glory, the beauty of being inside Skyla comes to a head, and I release into her body with a gut-wrenching moan.


  This is the woman I was made for.


  And she for me.


  


  


  Logan


  


  A week drifts by, and I have Dudley help me stalk my nephew night after night, but, so far, he’s gone nowhere. I think maybe that incident with Skyla has him spooked. She said she nearly beat Emily senseless—that Gage pawned it all off as a dream until he briefly confessed to joining the Barricade—nothing more. He also confessed to teaming up with Chloe—Chloe of all people.


  I shake my head as I spray the crap out of the filthy shoes on the counter. The bowling alley is getting ready to close down to the general public. Brielle rented out the place for the night. At first, I turned her away—told her there wasn’t enough money in the world for me to close on a Friday night, but she proved me wrong with a stack of mean looking Benjamins three inches high. For that sum, I’d rent out the bowling alley night after night and score myself a three thousand percent hike in profits. I still can’t wrap my head around the fact Bree and Drake are rolling in it. Who knew all I needed to amass a fortune was a magic marker and a container full of plain white tees?


  “Boo and I are here!” Bree shrieks from the entrance. “Let’s get this party started!”


  And here they are, my two patrons for the evening. I bet they’d rather have the place to themselves. I’ll probably have to disinfect the lanes come morning.


  Brielle skips in as Drake trudges behind, schlepping about a dozen shopping bags.


  “Let me help,” I offer and take a handful from Drake. “What’s the occasion?”


  Bree gives a nervous glance to her “Boo” before settling in on me again. “Promise you won’t get mad.”


  “Have I ever gotten mad?” I’m twice as curious now because Bree has never been afraid of my nonexistent temper.


  “No, but—” Her lips contort in all sorts of funny ways, and it doesn’t hit me until I see her glassy eyes that she’s about to cry.


  “Just spill it.” Drake huffs as he turns the bags upside down and dumps the contents onto the floor—red Solo cups and ping pong balls, penis straws and a handful of tiaras, a plastic chalice that reads Bride. “She’s throwing a bachelor party for Gage and Skyla.” He starts rifling through the pornographic crap rolling around on the floor, and I stop breathing for a second.


  “I knew it would affect you.” Brielle hops over and lands in my arms. “Do you forgive me?”


  “What’s there to forgive?” I try to sock away my emotions. “Let’s get this place decorated.”


  “Are you really okay?” She touches her cool finger to my cheek. “Because I know that you and Skyla were once—you know, husband and wife.” Brielle takes in an enormous breath before that smile she’s known for bounces back in place. “And, I also know that you will be once again. Skyla told me all about it right after graduation because that’s what BFFs do. They don’t leave out a single detail.” She gives a little wink. “Especially the juicy ones. You, Oliver, are a freak between the sheets. And if I weren’t hitched myself, I’d get you to the back room and confirm this theory.” She flicks my earlobe before getting to the task of tramping this place up. A dull smile rides on my lips. Skyla said I was a freak. I’d shake my head, but my inflated ego won’t let me.


  “It’s co-ed,” she adds. “Plus it’s a total surprise. I sort of wanted to do something nice for them since they didn’t exactly give me a chance a few months back—you know, eloping and all. Plus tomorrow night is their reception, so it totally makes sense. They’ll be here in about an hour. I texted Skyla and begged both her and Gage to cover my shift and Lexy’s. They’re forever complaining they’re strapped for cash, so they were like, no problem!” She does her best imitation of their enthusiasm. “But it won’t be just us. Don’t worry I totally invited everyone I could think of. There are going to be tons of people, so I want you to keep that kitchen open. On top of what I paid you, you’re bound to make a fortune off all the walking, talking, breathing, eating people that are about to crash through those doors. Do you think Skyla will mind that we’re having it at the bowling alley? At first I thought—hey? Maybe we should have it at the Gas Lab! Then I thought no. Skyla hates the food there. No offense to nuChloe and Pierce. Then I thought about having it at the Landon house, but her mother would want to stick around with all those kids hanging off her tits. She’s nosey like that. Then I thought—”


  Brielle rattles on and on at a million miles an hour while Drake and I decorate every last inch of the place. Brielle dims the lights and turns on the neon lamps we use for bowling in the dark. Right on cue the crowd bursts in. It’s like a West High reunion with everyone and anyone who was in our senior class. I’m not too sure Skyla or Gage would have wanted an event this big—especially now that penis straws are involved.


  Emily, Michelle, Lexy, and Nat congregate near the table laden with snacks—correction snack. Brielle and Drake sprang for never ending nachos. The way Brielle keeps throwing money at me, I’ll be able to retire in a few short hours.


  Ethan and Drake are busy bowling a game with a slightly familiar looking dude. It takes a good second for him to register as Brody Bishop. Every time he frowns, I swear I see Chloe.


  “Lo—” Ellis comes up from behind and slaps me hard over the back. I have a feeling this entire night is going to feel like a nice, hard slap. “What the hell?” He mock punches me in the stomach. “You’re supposed to leave all the ragers to me, remember?”


  “Believe me this is one rager I wish I would’ve. But I didn’t have much say in it.” I don’t have much say in anything anymore. And what the hell has gotten into me? I thought I was good with Gage being with Skyla? I guess his downgrade to Fem—his pledge of allegiance to the dark side, has me rethinking things. Maybe that’s why Candice gifted me the Treble? Maybe she wanted me to kick some Fem ass and take my wife back like a fucking caveman. My stomach turns at the idea. I could never hate Gage. And, believe me, I’ve tried.


  Liam steps in beside me. “I’ve got your back, little bro. I know this isn’t easy for you.” He gives my arm a quick squeeze. “Who’s the hot blonde at five o’clock?”


  Brielle spins into us. “That’s my sister, Brooke. She just finished up with school, and now she’s back living with my mom. Brookey!” She jumps and waves until the blonde clicks her way over in ankle-breaking heels. She’s a bit taller than Bree, same sweet face, perhaps a bit fiercer in the beauty department. I vaguely remember Brooke. She was one of the older kids on the island, but again I was far more interested in girls my own age at the time, so I didn’t pay much attention.


  “Well, I’d better go and say hi.” Liam pops the collar on his polo shirt as he struts in her direction.


  “We’re really going to have to work on his moves,” I say to Ellis.


  “His moves?” Ellis shakes his head. “Dude, he’s the one getting laid.” His shoulders droop for a moment, a good indication that he isn’t and I very much approve.


  Giselle springs up and lands her hands over his eyes. “Trick or Treat!” Giselle is still a little confused regarding pop culture, which is expected since she missed out on the formative first decade of her life.


  “Shh!” Brielle runs in a spastic circle. “They’re here! Everybody hide!”


  “Hide? This is a bowling alley,” a female voice snips, and I turn my head in that direction. I’d recognize that witchy drawl anywhere—Chloe.


  “What’s Bishop doing here?” Unlike Gage, I’m not a fan.


  Bree cinches her shoulder up one side. “I invited her—and her creepy Gage lookalike boy toy, too.” She shakes her head in sympathy. “I bet it really ticks off Skyla that Chloe found herself a Gage. What are the odds?” She jumps around the room shushing the masses as the bowling alley effectively quiets to a whisper.


  Skyla and Gage stumble in with a mild look of shock.


  “Logan?” Skyla calls my name, and it pierces me like a barb. This is the exact place where I proposed to Skyla—where she proposed to me first. My heart fractures just thinking about it. This was our special place, and now Brielle and Drake have defiled it with dozens of plastic body parts that I hope to God Giselle can’t identify.


  “Surprise!” Everyone shouts out of rhythm. Someone flicks on and off the lights before diming it to neon again, and the music comes back a little louder than before.


  Skyla and Gage are swarmed with old friends from West. The guys take turns high-fiving Gage as the two of them make their way over.


  “So when’s the baby due?” Someone shouts from deep in the crowd, and a rumble of laughter fills the room.


  “No baby here.” Skyla holds her arms out to expose her flat stomach.


  “You mean you got married on purpose?” A girl howls in laughter, and everyone else follows suit. It’s true. It’s a little odd to some people that Skyla and Gage got hitched so quickly, so young. But I’m not surprised. I think it was a smart move by Gage—after all, he followed in my footsteps.


  “Did you do this?” Skyla gives me a brief hug. Her hair smells like lilies and vanilla with the slightest hint of cinnamon, and I try to soak it in, drink it down, memorize it for the lonely shower I’ll be taking later.


  “Nope.” Brielle interjects by throwing herself over my back. She slides down and blows a dick horn in my face. “I did it all by my lonesome. You can’t blame Logan for a thing.” She gives me a wink. “Come on, Skyla, we need to mingle while you’re still single.”


  “I’m not single.” Her voice fades as they move into the crowd.


  “So what’s going on? Are my folks here?” Gage takes the soda Ellis offers.


  “Nope.” I wince, thankful at the thought. “That would be your wedding reception. This, my friend, is your bachelorette slash bachelor party. Two clashing themes, one unforgiveable night.”


  “Sounds like my kind of party.”


  I turn to say something, and Gage pops up on my other side as well. My head jerks back, and he’s still there so that means… “Wes.” I slap his back good and hard. “You having a good time?” While plotting to kill half the people in this room.


  “Wish I could say it’s true.” He glares across the way, and we follow his gaze to Laken and Coop.


  “Looks like it’s the shit parade for you.” I give his shoulder a sympathetic smack, but I’d rather smack his face. “But hey, you’ve got Chloe. She still morphs for you nightly, right?”


  His lips pull to one side. “I’m not having her morph anymore.”


  “Cutting her some slack.” I nod as if playing along. “You’re a good man.” And I’m a damn good liar.


  “She wants to start a family.” He shrugs as if he weren’t entirely opposed to the idea.


  Gage and I exchange glances. I’m not sure why he’s acting surprised. I could have told him Wes was after dominion. Wes is determined to knock both Gage and Demetri off the wicked throne. Power is Wesley’s favorite drug, and he’s focused with a laser precision on attaining all he can.


  “Listen up!” Brielle sticks her fingers in her mouth and whistles until our ears bleed. “We’re going old school tonight and playing spin the bottle. Break off into groups of ten to twelve—one of each sex! Let’s get this party started!” She whoops it up, passing out bottles at random.


  “Looks like I’d better get into the right group.” Wes takes off into the crowd.


  “Skyla isn’t going to fall for this,” I assure Gage. “Maybe you guys can supervise. Rate the best kiss.” It won’t be mine. If Skyla is out, so am I.


  Skyla scuttles over with her hand on her mouth as if she’s secretly having the time of her life. “We are so not playing.” She shakes her head at Gage with laughter in her eyes.


  “We are, too.” He leans in and whispers until her eyes grow wide with surprise.


  “Well, then”—she pulls back without taking her loving eyes off his—“it looks like I’m in, Oliver.”


  They take off toward Bree.


  I remember when I was the one she called Oliver. It’s sickening feeling sorry for myself, but, lately, pity seems to be my drug of choice.


  Brielle hounds me until I sit in the ridiculous “boys’ circle” between Ethan and Drake. Gage, Wes, Coop, Liam, Ellis, bonehead-I-don’t-know number one and two, and, surprisingly, Nev rounds out our nest of testosterone. I offer a brief wave to Skyla as Brielle rattles off a bunch of rules.


  “Kisses must take place on the lips and must last five complete seconds!” Her voice echoes off the walls. “Of course, the all-important rule you’ve been waiting for—tongues are optional.”


  I distinctly remember doing this in high school, but I must confess it felt a lot less dirty lusting after Skyla back then. Just because it feels wrong, doesn’t mean I can stop doing it.


  I shoot a quick text to my least favorite Sector who is ironically my favorite supervising spirit.


  Bowling alley. Now. Invisible. Bottle lands on me. You’ll know when.


  Bree takes a seat, and our little sect starts in on the game. I glance around, not that I’d be able to see Dudley if he were invisible, instead I see several couples already making out as the different games get underway.


  I check out the girls’ circle as the bottle stops in front of Laken. It looks like it’s Coop’s turn to sweat it out. Ethan gives the bottle a spin, and it lands on Drake—and it’s still moving? It turns slowly until it lands square on my least favorite Fem, Wes.


  “Nice. Not suspicious at all.” I give him a mock thumbs up.


  Laken looks over and glares at Wes a moment. Hell, Laken can squeeze his balls until they pop like balloons just by that look alone. Chloe sits next to her, rolling her eyes. I wonder how Bishop feels, always being second best. On second thought, I’m beginning to understand.


  “I think I’ll pass.” Laken nods at Coop as if she wanted to assure him of her affection.


  “No can do.” Bree holds out a hand. “It’s in the bylaws. Now kiss and makeup.” There’s a devilish gleam in Bree’s eye as if she’s secretly getting pleasure from tormenting poor Laken.


  “I’m out, too.” Wesley turns the bottle back to Drake.


  Bree’s nostrils flare at the sight. I take it she’s not feeling those bylaws so much anymore now that the bottle is pointing at her “Boo.”


  “I’ll take one for the team.” Coop hops to his feet, and Laken joins him halfway. Their heads conjoin for a sweet kiss that spans far longer than the required five seconds.


  Bree sticks her fingers in her lips and blows a shrill whistle. “Let’s get on with the game!”


  Next up on the girl’s side is…Giselle. Ethan gives our bottle a spin, and Ellis wastes no time in stopping it at himself. They hop up and start in on a tongue lashing that requires both Gage and Liam to physically break it up.


  “Dude”—I sock Ellis as he takes his place next to me—“don’t you realize she essentially has three older brothers here? You need to learn to play it cool around us.”


  “I get it.” He inches his head back as if this were real news. “So like I save the good stuff until we’re alone.”


  “No, definitely not that.” I’d hate to set his dick compass pointing toward a private suite at the Paragon No Tell Motel.


  The girls give their bottle a vigorous spin, and it lands square on Lexy.


  Skyla makes a face like she’s about to be sick. I know what she’s thinking, but the odds of it landing on me are—the bottle comes crashing to a halt right in front of yours truly.


  Shit. Nothing could piss Skyla off more.


  Lexy springs up and swings her hips in my direction. Crap. I’m going to look like a wuss, like a whooped wuss, if I don’t do it. I get up reluctantly. I’d give Brielle back every dime if we could somehow reverse this nightmare.


  “Five seconds!” Bree screams.


  On second thought, I might just charge her extra.


  Lexy licks her lips and calls me over with a wag of her finger.


  “Come here, bad boy.” Her fingernails hook into my arm as she reels me in. My lips seal tight as she tries to spear her way into my mouth with her tongue. I count to five sans any of that Mississippi bullshit and head back to my seat. Then, out of the blue, it happens again, and again, and again, and again. The bottle seems to love me tonight.


  Fucking Dudley.


  Nat, Emily, Bree, Michelle, and Chloe are all glowing like fireflies after partaking in what they’ve dubbed the Loving Logan Long Time Hour.


  The girls’ bottle spins and slowly, ever so slowly, lands on Skyla.


  And there it is. My heart sings. My overtired lips actually curve into a hopeful smile. Let’s hope Dudley keeps his streak up. Ethan spins our bottle, and it travels endlessly before slowly coming to a halt right…in front…of… me. Well done, Dudley. I go to get up, and Ellis smacks me.


  “Dude, it’s still moving.”


  The bottle twitches to life and turns to my left, smack on Gage. Now there’s a plot twist.


  “Looks like you’re out of luck, buddy.” Gage slaps his thighs as he starts to rise.


  “Dude!” Ellis points at the bottle as it gives a hard turn to me. “That bottle is fucking haunted.”


  I’ll say.


  Gage glares at it until it turns towards him again—and so it goes until Bree throws herself over the curious glass.


  “I think it’s time for a dance party,” she says weakly.


  Before we know it the entire place is on their feet and on the tables, throwing pins, shoes, and penises, all of which I’m guessing are indicative of a pretty good time.


  Skyla is on the makeshift dance floor ripping it up with Bree by her side. I nod along with the music unable to peel my eyes off her. That wild mane, those pale crystal eyes—that body that just can’t quit. It’s like I’ve run right over the fact she’s sporting a wedding ring. I’ll have to throw myself in that icy mud puddle out back before I ever hit a cold shower tonight.


  “I’m really enjoying her moves.” A deep voice rumbles from over my shoulder. “And I can tell you are, too.” I glance over to find Gage glaring at me. “That was quite a stunt you pulled earlier. Mind telling me how you did it?”


  “After you.” I meet his heated stare with my own version of brotherly hatred. “Oh wait, you’re a Fem of the highest bastard order. Let me guess, your new daddy gifted you a few superpowers as an early birthday gift.”


  His dimples cinch back, no smile. “I’m not going there with you. I’m not landing my fist in your mouth the way I want—and I promise I will eventually—I’m just going to be the bigger man for now and dance with my wife.”


  He uses the word wife as the most lethal weapon in his arsenal, and it is.


  Brielle claps up a storm. “Listen up! I hear someone here has been dabbling in a few illegal activities. I don’t stand for any of that—no, no no!” She wags her finger playfully at Skyla. “In fact, I called the cops on your ass, Messenger!”


  A buffed-out dude in a mock police uniform slaps some cuffs on Skyla and proceeds to undress much to the delight of the squealing girls that surround him. Skyla carefully uncuffs herself and swings the metal bracelets around one finger, having a good time with the now mostly naked ‘roid addict who’s shaking his hips in front of her. I glance at Gage and give a smug smile.


  “How are you enjoying your wife’s moves now?” I tease.


  His brows straighten in two neat lines creating a ledge over the rest of his face. Before I can appropriately enjoy the moment, Bishop jumps into the picture.


  “All’s fair in love and stripping!” She belts out before quickly disrobing and shimmying up and down Gage’s stunned body. Nat hops on Nevermore and lands him in an unexpected lip lock prompting Ezrina to jump on her back. Liam starts making out with Brooke, inspiring Brody to haul off and deck him. Fights break out all over the facility. I even spot Coop burying one in Wesley’s face. Skyla lunges for Chloe and wraps her fingers around her neck. Gage doesn’t stop her. Instead he stalks right over to me and gives a brief smile—before planting his fist in my face just like he promised.


  Clearly a good time is had by all.


  


  


  5


  


  Into the Wilderness
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  Skyla


  


  My head feels numb, unnaturally weighted as if a tractor sat on it. I dreamed of Marshall—his smooth, satisfying touch lighting me up from the inside like no man other than my husband ever should. I ran my tongue over his muscular arms, licking him like a kitten the entire livelong night. And, then, of course, he joined in on the fun by putting that prehensile tongue of his to good use. It was like being impaled by a snake all night long. My eyes remain sealed as I struggle to wake. I moan and stretch before inching my fingers over the mattress in search of those strong familiar limbs—the ones that belong to Gage.


  The door to my room gives a solid squeak, forcing my lids to crack. A blurry image approaches with a tray in hand. It’s not until he’s sitting on the edge of the bed do I see the smiling face of my gorgeous husband.


  “Happy birthday, Skyla.” Gage lands his lips right where they belong, over mine as he rouses me from my slumber with a heart-stopping kiss. Why couldn’t I dream of Gage and me going at it hot and heavy on some tropical beach instead of Marshall with his perfectly perverted agenda? I’ll have to scold the seductive Sector later for continuing on with his unapproved nighttime romps.


  Gage pulls back, and his smile deflates.


  “So Dudley’s still at it, huh?”


  I gasp and scoot back reflexively. I’m still not too keen on the fact Gage has the ability to read my mind. It’s bad enough I can never remember Logan has that capability, but at least we weren’t sleeping together at the time.


  “It would appear.” My shoulders sag, sorry to have to go there, especially on this day. I’ll have to try my best to put up a wall around my thoughts from here on out. “Happy early birthday to you, my love.” I wrap my arms around him tight. Gage feels solid, real, so much like the old Gage I want to cry. “What’s this?” I marvel at the stack of pancakes, at least a dozen high, drizzled with a yummy glaze of maple syrup and crowned with a luscious pat of butter.


  “For you.” He crawls under the covers wearing far too many clothes for breakfast to ever feel complete. “I made them for you.” He pecks my lips with a simple kiss. “You in the mood to share?”


  “With you? Always.” I whack a generous piece off and feed it to him. “So are we okay? I mean I think we are, but I wanted to be sure. Am I up on everything?” I nod into him because in truth I’m still waiting to hear all about the night he chugged down Celestra blood and pierced his flesh in a covenant with wickedness. So far all he’s told me is that he joined the Steel Barricade and that siding with Chloe bullshit. I squeeze my eyes tight still trying to wake up for the day.


  “We’re very good, and I really don’t want to talk about Wes or Demetri, or anyone else for that matter. This weekend, hell every weekend, every day is about us, Skyla.” He feeds me a bite, and I can’t help but smile at him.


  “I like the way you think. But no gifts, remember? We’re beyond broke.”


  Gage growls out a dark laugh. “You’re getting a gift.” He covers my earlobe with his hot mouth, sucking it down like he’s trying to swallow it, and my body gives a mean shiver.


  We exchange a few more delicious forkfuls before I snuggle into him. Looking up at Gage like this is magic. It’s like when I was a kid lying on the grass, looking up at the fluffy white LA clouds. Gage is far more comely than a ball of condensed water. He’s my everything. “Speaking of what you think, what are your thoughts on that wild party last night?” I touch my fingers to his slightly swollen cheek. He and Logan got into it pretty good. It took both Coop and Brody to pluck them off one another. Ellis was busy plucking me off Chloe. “Let the record show, I did not appreciate anybody’s strip tease. I was just about to dance my way over to you when Bishop dropped trou.” God, I hate her. “Who invited her anyway? Why isn’t she swimming in one of those Count-issued tanks? I’d think she’d look good submerged in blue keeping solution. I personally volunteer to build an entire aquarium for her dead corpse.”


  Gage barks out a laugh that warms me from head to toe. “Come here.” He sets the tray on my nightstand. “I thought the party was great. I’m sorry about adding to the drama. Logan and I are no worse for wear, I promise.”


  “That was quite a trick you pulled with that bottle.”


  “Did you like that?” His grin stretches from ear to ear, and I dip my tongue in his dimple.


  “Yes, I did.” I pull off his shirt. His pecs, his biceps, flex broad and wide as wings. Gage has the body of a boxer, a football star, which he was until Demetri cursed his back with his DNA.


  “Good. Because you’re more than my girl, Skyla, you’re my wife, and I’m not too interested in anyone else trying to put their lips on you—not Logan, not Dudley.” He makes a face. “How about we focus on us. Here’s to another year on planet earth—another year together.” Gage traces kisses from my lips to my chest in a straight erotically hot line. I wrap my leg over his back and dip my hand into his boxers.


  “I see you’re hungry for a different kind of breakfast,” I tease. Within three seconds both Gage and I strip down to our birthday suits. We’re all tongues and pancake syrup with him rushing to pull on a condom and me giving him the best birthday hug I can with my bare legs wrapped around his back. “God, I want you inside me.”


  A dark laugh rumbles from him.


  “Brace yourself, birthday princess, I’m about to make your every wish come true.” Gage carefully navigates his way into my body as I writhe my head deeper into the pillow. No matter how often we make love, I still feel the surprise burn as my insides struggle to accommodate him. He’s pressing his way into my throat, into my soul, with his every thrust.


  “Less wishing more fucking.” A laugh bubbles from me as I scratch my nails up and down his back. Gage and I might be having some heavy hitting communication gaps lately, but our chemistry is undeniable. And I secretly love the dirty talk.


  He snatches my wrists and tosses them to the top of the mattress.


  “In that case, get ready to be fucked liked never before.”


  A gasp comes from the door. “Oh, heavens! I’m so sorry!” My mother leans into the room a little further with her fingers pressed to her lips, her hair still in rollers.


  Gage and I scamper for sheets, pillows, or pancakes to cover up our privates.


  “Mom!” I feel like flinging my birthday breakfast at her head like a Frisbee. Any normal person would have shut the door and got the hell out by now.


  “Don’t mind me.” She bounces one of her hot pink rollers in her palm. “I just wanted to wish my little girl a happy birthday, but I see you got to her first,” she sings to Gage.


  Gross.


  Is this really happening? It’s probably just another Marshall-inspired nightmare and any second I expect him to pop out of the closet with his penis wagging. At this point, I think I’d prefer it.


  “I mean with breakfast”—she snorts—“not that.” She flicks her wrist as her face deepens a peculiar shade of purple. “I mean do that”—more word vomit—“after all you are husband and wife. This is your marriage bed. Although you might want to look into something a little roomier.” She begins to close the door with her on the inside. God. Almighty. I can see why I didn’t kill Emily or Chloe this month because I was clearly saving my monthly murder for today. “Oops!” She touches her hand to her lips and giggles while stepping into the hall. “Carry on!” she sings. “Don’t be ashamed. It’s perfectly natural and healthy! Keep it up, kids. I don’t want to see you downstairs for hours! The party is at six by the way! Oh, and Gage, you should really look into sweet talk a bit more. Language like that can be misconstrued as assault. Just saying!”


  Dear God, having your mother cheer you on from the carnal sidelines is anything but natural.


  A horrible moan emits from me as I bury myself under the covers. “Tell me that didn’t just happen.” A visual of Gage mounting me—of Gage’s bare ass hiked in the air with his threats to “assault” me—run through my mind.


  “I can’t believe she thinks I was threatening you.” Gage is stymied by this momentary departure from my mother’s good graces. “She must hate me.”


  “Oh, please.” I swat him with a pillow. “That woman would bed you herself if given the opportunity. She’s always had an unnatural obsession with you. It’s natural. It’s healthy.” I mimic as we curl into one another and laugh.


  “I can’t believe your mother just caught us going at it like that. I think I’m going to die of embarrassment.”


  “You can’t die of embarrassment.” I run my finger down his sheetrock chest. “You can’t die of anything, Gage. I won’t let you.” I bless his forehead with a kiss. “I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you and I leave this planet at a ripe old age.” My heart stings because I distinctly remember Logan using those words regarding the two of us.


  “Why would you do that?”


  “Because I love you and death sucks. It just does, Gage. Every day on this spinning blue rock would suck without you on it.”


  He takes me in his arms, and I pull him over me once again.


  “You ready for take two?”


  Gage gives a fierce stare at my dresser, and it slides over the door with a violent jolt.


  “I’m ready for take two, three, four, six, twelve.” He peppers my face as he says it, and before I know it, Gage is up inside of me again. Exactly where he needs to be.


  It’s turning out to be a very happy, happy birthday after all.
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  A part of me wishes my mother would have planned a surprise wedding reception slash birthday party instead of guilting me into scrubbing toilets and hiding mountains of baby products.


  “Maybe we should have had it at the Gas Lab?” I ask, but it’s too late for good ideas and reason now. The party is set to start in just a few minutes.


  “I think this is a much better idea.” Mom plops on the couch with both Misty and Ember in her arms. Her blouse falls open and Misty’s head starts in on a violent hunt-and-peck mission until she finds her dinner. Ironically, Mom is not braless. She’s wearing this orthopedic number with triangular cutouts to allow easy access to her udders, nipples, whatever. Ember nuzzles a little too close to the fire, and before I can warn my mother she’s already using her nipple as a teether.


  “Ew, gross! Put that thing away. Might I remind you, Ember is not your child.”


  “I’m her grandmother—her precious Mee Maw.” She looks like she’s petting her hair, but what she’s really doing is encouraging her to keep on keeping on. I’m onto her maniacal mammary ways. “You sound like Mia and Melissa.”


  “Speaking of which, how did homecoming go? I haven’t heard a peep out of them all day.”


  “Oh, they’re not home. The girls had a sleepover at their friend’s house afterwards. You should have seen them, Skyla. They looked like sweet little princesses. Our little girls are finally growing up! Look here”—she plucks her phone from her pocket—“I took a picture. Aren’t they sweet?”


  Mom hands me the phone, and I’m momentarily distracted from the sins she’s committing with Emily’s child.


  I glance at the phone and suck in a giant breath at the horror staring back at me. Both girls have on short black dresses that are so strappy and see-through they hardly qualify as bandages let alone clothing one might wear to a formal affair. Melissa’s hair is ratted out in twelve different directions, and she’s got a leg hiked up over her date, exposing her fishnet stockings. Gabe Armistead. I shake my head disapprovingly. Look at him just standing there with a smug look on his face while my stepsister does her best to dry-hump him. Then there’s Mia with her war paint on. Her lips are bright red and glossy. Her cheekbones are so severely shadowed, she looks hideous. Standing by her side is a guy who vaguely resembles someone I think I know.


  “God, it’s like they’re Halloween caricatures of themselves! Why would you ever let them leave the house like this? And you trust them to spend the night at some friend’s house? I’d bet good money Melissa is already giving it away to this kid.”


  “Is that so?” Melissa’s voice sails in from the family room.


  I look up stunned to find both my sisters gawking at me in horror.


  “She’s breastfeeding Ember.” I point hard at Mom, hoping to distract them from my bevy of insults.


  “Halloween caricatures, Skyla? Really?” Mia shakes her head in disappointment. That overgrown dog of hers staggers in, and she gives him a loving pat on the head.


  “Say—did some scruffy looking biker dude ever come around searching for his dog?” Attempt at reverting their attention number two.


  “You mean looking for Bullet, here?” She crouches down and engages in some serious baby talk with the beastly pooch, and it’s only then I realize both of my sisters are still wearing their dresses from last night, a pair of heels dangles from each of their thumbs.


  “Wait a minute? So this is Rev’s dog? What’s he still doing here—I’m confused.”


  “It sort of is, and it sort of isn’t.” She springs up, Mia is eye to eye with me, and in this dim evening light her beauty is that much more cutthroat. I bet Mia is knocking dead all those boys at West. I sniff at boyfriend-stealing Melissa who I’m sure, in just a few shorts months, will have no one but that overstuffed bear sitting in the corner of my room to snuggle with.


  “What do you mean it either is or isn’t?”


  “We’re co-parenting. I’ve even got him to respond to his new name. Isn’t that right D-O-G?”


  “Co-parenting? And he let you rename him?” If I remember correctly that big bad biker was all about the tears that day in the woods. I smell a rat. “So why didn’t he want his dog back? Did it have something to do with the apartment he lives in?”


  “Oh, no. He’s totally allowed to have pets. He says Mr. Harrison is a big asshole who couldn’t care less if he was running an opium den from his living room.”


  I bet he speaks from experience.


  “Language,” Mother calls. “Besides, Skyla, I’m perfectly fine with this arrangement. Having D-O-G around is like having a built in babysitter. He makes sure Misty and Ember don’t crawl too far off and always howls like mad when they start to cry. He’s been very helpful.”


  “Mom! He’s going to inhale them both as a snack one day. And he’s howling because he’s annoyed.”


  “Oh hush, Skyla. You always have to point out the negative side of things. Last night Rev and Mia looked so cute together, and when they posed with their little Bull, Bull, they looked like a family.”


  “Gah! You went to homecoming with Rev? What are you thinking? He’s got at least five to ten years on you. Is that even allowed at West?” Something tells me Rev will become quite familiar with the phrase five to ten in the very near future.


  “Chill out,” Mia scolds. “It’s not like he’s some stranger. Dr. Booth is practically family.”


  “What’s Dr. Booth have to do with this?”


  “Rev is his son.”


  Drake comes in and offers the girls a thumbs up. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”


  “You do realize it’s not cool to ogle your sisters.” I take a breath and freeze because I can’t seem to wrap my head around the idea that Revelyn is Dr. Booth’s offspring.


  An entire stream of guests begin to arrive, and I rush to my room to dress and freshen my face. By the time I hit the bottom of the stairs again, I spot Gage, Demetri, and Wes huddled by the door.


  “Who invited you two?” Before I can make my way over, Mom clasps me by the arm.


  “Skyla.” She speeds us into their presence. “Please excuse my daughter.” She curtseys to Demetri as if she were in the presence of royalty—curtseys, for God’s sake! “I invited them, Skyla. I’m fascinated by the fact there is actually someone else out there as equally handsome as our Gage.” I’m pretty sure she means Wes, but she hasn’t taken her eyes off the demon darkening our doorway.


  “Coming through!” Barron speeds in with Ellis on his heels. Both their arms are laden down with oversized metal trays, and it smells like I’ve died and gone to El Padre Cantina heaven.


  Mom bows out of our little group. “I’d better get Ethan and Drake to help.”


  Emma makes her way in and nods at Demetri. Her cheeks flood with color, and I’m sickened by her autonomic response to him. She’s almost as bad as my mother, but worse because she had the actual misfortune of sleeping with him.


  Gage wraps his arm around my waist as Emma inches by.


  “Did you see that?” I whisper as Demetri and Wes huddle in the corner, probably going over plans to ruin our evening. “She didn’t even say hello.” I leave out the part about her not welcoming me to the family. Let’s not get hysterical.


  “She probably didn’t want to interrupt our conversation. Plus, she likes to boss my dad around.” He gives a peaceable smile while steadying me by the shoulders. “I promise you, my mother is just as in love with you as I am.”


  “That’s not creepy at all.” I soften into him. On second thought, maybe I’m not so sorry Emma had a fling with the Evil One. I do love me some Gage. My eyes close as I melt into his chest a moment.


  “Skyla.” Demetri comes over, touching his hand to my back, and I buck to avoid it. “Let me be the first to welcome you to the family.”


  He knows about this. His mocking tone gives him away. I roll my eyes at the effort.


  “Welcome, Skyla.” Wes nods. “I’ve always liked you.”


  “And my blood,” I’m quick to remind him. “Let’s not forget how we met.” Wesley used to summon me to Tenebrous and suckle on my neck for his greedy gain.


  “And that’s why we broke up.” A female voice pipes up from behind. I glance over to find Laken giving me a little wave.


  “I’ll take a hug.” I wrap my arms around her. “Rescue me,” I whisper.


  “Happy birthday!” She laughs. “Why don’t you show me around?” She shoots Wes the stink eye. “I’ve never been here.”


  I give Laken a quick tour of the downstairs finally making our way outside to the back where the buffet is set up under a host of twinkle lights that my mother strung up herself this morning. It’s foggy out, but that’s just Paragon for you. Bree and Giselle are seated at the picnic table with a blonde I don’t know, but judging by the way she looks like the spitting image of Bree, I’m betting that’s her sister.


  Brielle does the introductions and Brooke tells us all about her five year relationship with Brody Bishop. In. Detail. Apparently he has a thing for boiled peanuts and gets unnaturally aroused while watching her eat fruit.


  “And because of you and Brody—Chloe and I ended up friends,” Bree says through a mouthful of enchilada. “So I guess I have your budding hormones to thank for that.” She gives her sister’s ponytail a playful tug.


  Thank her? I’d like to scalp her.


  “Where is Chloe, anyway?” Brooke juts her head out while scanning the crowd.


  The scenery blurs for a moment, and Chloe materializes right next to me.


  “Wow”—I scoff at Bishop’s ugly mug—“you really are a demon.” I look to Brooke. “This is what happens when you say her name.”


  Giselle titters as if it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard. “Chloe.” She says it just for fun, and I cringe. Conjuring Chloe is one game I never want Giselle to play.


  “Are you nuts?” Laken yanks Chloe back by the arm. “You just did that out in the open in front of God knows how many people.”


  “God does know how many people. What’s it to you?” She jerks her arm back. Her jowls are set in a rage at Laken for even thinking of touching her.


  “Laken is right. Once again your stupid leash is way too long.” I allotted her that. And what good did it do me? All I found out was that Gage was a Fem. For some reason Chloe was the only one willing to gift me that little tidbit of genetic info.


  “Laken, Laken, Laken.” Chloe shoots her a death stare. “I’m really getting sick of hearing about you from just about everyone.”


  Knew it. Wes is still pining for her, and now Chloe is here bitching about it like anyone cares. Serves her right. Not even Gage’s evil twin wants anything to do with her.


  “Don’t worry, Chloe,” I say. “Laken isn’t interested in stealing your new boy toy. That cheap Gage replica is all yours.”


  Chloe’s eyes slit thin as razors. “As he should be. We’re thinking of starting a family.” A snide smile pulls up her face. She doesn’t take her eyes off Laken as she waits for some pathetic reaction. But I’m sure Laken is ready to laugh in her face. I bet Laken couldn’t care less. Hell, she’ll probably provide the ambiance.


  Laken’s eyes grow glassy. “Wesley wants to have children with you?” Her voice grows raspy as if she’s on the verge of tears.


  “You heard it here first. As soon as my ovaries are ripe, we’re letting the sex organs land where they may. God knows we’ve had enough practice.” She plucks the straw from Giselle’s drink and pulls it in and out of her teeth. “That boy is a wild bear in bed. I hope we have a little girl with his hair and his stunning blue eyes.”


  “Wes has green eyes,” I correct, trying to pull her from her Gage stupor. “The blue eyes look at me in bed, not you.”


  “He wears blue for me, Skyla. Wes said he would give me the world. He can’t wait to start our family. Who knew Wesley, your Wesley, Laken, is the man I’m destined to be with forever?”


  Laken’s face ashens to match the fog.


  “Ignore her. She’s a master bullshitter. Chloe wishes it were the truth.” I try to pull Laken’s hand toward me, but she carefully retracts. “She’s just trying to get a rise out of you.” I glance up for that damn useless bird. “Holden?” I shout to the sky.


  Laken clears her throat. “Coop is calling me. I’d better go.”


  Chloe sinks her hooks into Laken, pinning her wrists to the table. “Is it hard to love two men in secret? You can tell us, you’re among friends. Skyla here understands. Hell—she loves three men. And I’m beginning to feel the same, with your Wes and my Gage. Maybe Coop and Wes can work something out, and we can do a little swap now and again?” Laken extracts her hand and slaps Chloe across the face with a loud, crisp smack.


  “Wow, Laken, that was the best birthday gift you could have given me,” I say stunned by the sheer force evoked in her effort. I bet she enlisted that underutilized Countenance strength of hers. Who knew that my two best friends would both turn out to be Counts? And my worst enemy is literally blood—one of my own, a Celestra.


  Laken speeds inside just as that enormous rat with wings settles on the table, Holden. Chloe gags and chokes and—poof—just like that she dissolves as quick as she came.


  “Sorry.” I fan the smoke in her wake and look superstitiously around. It’s times like these the mist that blankets the island comes in handy. At best someone might think their eyes are fooling them. This kind of thing would never fly back in L.A. “Thank you, Holden.” I give him a quick pet. It’s hard to hate him when he’s in the body of my beloved Nevermore. Speaking of which, I spot Nev and Ezrina talking to Marshall. “I’d better go mingle.” And share a word with my spirit husband about sexual boundaries both in and out of my dreams. It’s hard to believe I could drum up half of those sex scenes all by my lonesome. The night before last he had me tied to a chair in some seventeenth century brothel. Of course, I was giving it up for free—and with a smile on my face no less. Asking for seconds. Then thirds.


  “What’s the big deal that Chloe wants to have a baby?” Giselle dips her fingers in the Chex mix that my mother set out in Styrofoam bowls. “I mean, I’m going to have a baby with Ellis. He has happy hips.”


  I choke and fall back into my seat. “What did you say?”


  “Congratulations!” Bree scoops her into a hug, and Giselle’s dark hair slaps me over both cheeks.


  “You slept with Ellis? You procreated with Ellis?” Crap! Gage is going to commit a felony no thanks to Harrison and his happy hips.


  “No,” Giselle answers sharply. “But it’s going to happen. It’s natural. It’s what my body wants to do with his. And Ellis’s body needs me to help it get relief. This is a terribly frustrating situation for him. I’m causing him a lot of pain. I’ve turned his balls blue, Skyla! He might lose them if I keep up this frigid nonsense. And if we don’t practice, we’ll never have cute little Harrisons running around one day.”


  “You’re quoting him, aren’t you?” I doubt Giselle even knows what the word frigid means. I smell a stoner at the bottom of this blue-balled guilt trip.


  “Ellis knows things, Skyla. I don’t have a boy’s body, and neither do you. This is serious. If I don’t act fast he might have to walk with a cane for the rest of his life.”


  Dear God. Harrison has rolled his last blunt.


  “You’re right, Giselle. I’m not a boy. I have no idea about the struggles they go through what with all that frustration and blue body parts. A cane does sound pretty serious.”


  She nods sternly at me as if I’ve finally seen the light.


  “Don’t you worry”—I assure her—“I’ll support you one hundred percent if that’s what you feel you need to do, but, first, let me have a talk with Ellis.”


  “Oh, he would love your encouragement.” Her lips press white. “But you don’t get to fill him with relief. That’s my job. Remember, my body is crying out for attention, too.”


  “By the time I’m through with him, Ellis will be crying out for far more attention than you’ll ever believe.” I dart up and smack into a body. “Marshall,” I hiss his name like an expletive. “We need to speak.” I pull him down toward Drake and Brielle’s trailer lit up with twinkle lights and a pair of fold out lawn chairs out front currently occupied by Melissa and that carnival dweller she gave up my sister for. “For your information, I plan on having birthday sex later and—”


  He cuts me off at the pass and pulls me in. “You wanted to offer me a personal invite?” His lips twitch upward. Marshall is horrifically stunning tonight. My sweet spot spasms just looking at him. Not fair and not right. Gage is the only one for my sweet spot.


  Marshall runs his thumb in a slow circle on the inside of my wrist, and I tip my head back and moan. Damn hormones.


  “Not now, Marshall. I’m at my wedding reception.” What am I saying? “Not ever.” I gently pull back my hand. “I was surprised I didn’t see you last night at the bowling alley. You missed quite a show.”


  “I didn’t miss a thing no thanks to that nit wit who thinks I’m his private circus monkey.”


  “Logan? Oh! That explains the bottle!” I spot Nev and Ezrina striding fast in this direction, and just behind them is an ever-growing shadow—Logan himself. “I have to make this fast, but the only person I wish to make love with tonight is my husband so—”


  “Excellent, I’ll have Jock Strap disposed of until morning.”


  “No, not that husband.”


  “This one?” Logan gives me a brief hug. “Happy birthday, beautiful.”


  “What are you doing with your husbands, Skyla?” Nev pulls me in with a quick embrace.


  “Birthday sex,” Marshall flat lines. “Her perverse words, not mine.”


  My mouth falls open.


  “Do you have them choose straws or take them all at once?” Ezrina doesn’t miss a beat as the three of them break out in laughter.


  Figures. The first joke Ezrina utters and it’s at my vagina’s expense.


  “We’ve got news.” Logan pats me on the arm as if he were consoling me.


  “It appears I was wrong.” Ezrina’s face hardens to stone. Now there’s the wicked witch I know and love. “The Dolomite worm does exist. It’s a hybrid of the cardinal worm with a genetically modified cellular structure.”


  I’m stunned into silence for several reasons, one, Ezrina MacHatter is never wrong, and two, Dolomite worms.


  “What exactly does this mean?” I know what this means. The Steel Barricade and their captors—I refuse to call them an army since they were practically frightened into joining their ranks—they’re going to eat worm shit, and the rest of the Nephilim are going to fry for it.


  Marshall gives a bleak smile while glancing toward the crowd, and I follow his gaze straight to Wes and Gage who are still oddly together—with Demetri. God, how must the Olivers feel? But then again, who cares about Emma. She put us all in this predicament to begin with. But what about poor Barron? It must be a slap in the face to have his own son ignore him all night in favor of his idiot biological father.


  “Skyla”—Ezrina hisses my name in a snakelike manner—“things can progress potentially quickly. How well do you trust Gage?”


  I freeze as he heads in this direction. How can she ask me that? Clearly she’s been apprised of the fact he’s straddling enemy lines.


  “Very much.” I swallow hard.


  Marshall scoffs. “So much so she’s penciled him in for birthday sex later.”


  “Stop.” Both Logan and I shout in tandem.


  “You must procure a sample, Skyla.” Ezrina’s eyes turn an eerie shade of cinder.


  “But there are thousands of us. You’ll never get them to multiply that quickly.”


  “All I’ll need is to breed the bacteria.” She steps into me with a look as sharp as any knife she’s ever wielded. “Do it.”


  “What’d I miss?” Gage pulls me in and drops a weighted kiss over my head.


  “Not much,” I sing unconvincingly. I really don’t want to talk about bacteria a second longer than I have to at my wedding reception no less. “We’d better go and have dinner before my mother sends out a search party.”


  Logan takes a step back toward the woods. “I think I’m going to take off. You two have a great time. Congratulations to you both. I really do mean it.” He shoots Gage a looks that lets me know things are still not right between the two of them.


  “Don’t go. There’s cake.” As stupid as it sounds I need him here tonight.


  “You’ll be fine.” He winks as if he heard, and, before we know it, he’s engulfed in a vat of powder white Paragon fog.


  Gage and I head back to the party and indulge in plate after plate of the El Padre Cantina’s best offerings.


  “God, we should have them cater every night,” I say to Gage and Bree as we finish up our meals. Melissa and Mia are busy collecting everyone’s plates and picking up the empty bottles and discarded napkins left behind. “Would you look at that? I’ll have to do something special for them since they’re being so nice.”


  “Did you happen to see who your sister’s been talking to all night?” Gage nods over to where Demetri stands, but all I see is that dumb look on his clown Fem face. A figure comes into view next to him—Rev.


  “She took him to homecoming.” I cringe at the idea. “And, as far as I know, she might have even spent the night with him. My mom is so wrapped up in getting her nipples sucked off, she’s totally neglecting the children from round one.”


  “Don’t I know it,” Brielle clicks her tongue. “I had to change Beau Geste’s diaper for the first time last week. I’ve never seen anyone slack off so hard.”


  Gage gives my waist a squeeze, his eyes heavy with concern. “If you think your sister is sleeping with the guy, we need to intervene. Hell, we should call the cops. Nothing about him is legal.”


  “He’s Dr. Booth’s son.” I wish I were kidding.


  “What?” His blue eyes shine like flames.


  “You heard me. He’s got decent DNA.” I bite my lip. “No offense.” I wrinkle my nose. “Anyway, I don’t think we should call the cops just yet.”


  A loud clapping noise calls everyone to attention. Usually that sort of thing is attributed to Tad, but I look over and find that Demetri has easily filled his circus seal shoes.


  “Can I have everyone’s attention?” My mother shouts over his serial clapping. It’s like they’re a team now. “Skyla, Gage, would you please come up?”


  We reluctantly make our way to where my mother and my father’s murderer converge. The three-tiered cake my mother generously purchased from a real bakery graces a small round table behind us. The Olivers come over and stand on the other side of Gage. Emma looks as if she sat on a tack. Nice to know my marriage to her son brings out the best in her.


  Mia and Melissa come by and furnish us each with champagne.


  “I would like to make a toast.” Demetri raises his glass.


  A toast? Sorry but Demetri has no right.


  “Mom,” I whisper.


  “Not now, Skyla,” she grits it through her teeth, her face still frozen in that oh-my-God-Demetri-is-nearby plastered grin. “He mentioned he has something very important to announce.”


  Figures. Demetri plans on using my reception to give a shameless plug, but of what? His mediocre detective skills? Tours of his grandfather’s haunted estate?


  “I’d like to thank you all for coming out—but first there’s a very special person I want thank for letting me back into their life after such a long hiatus.”


  Mom touches her hand to her chest as she takes a quivering step forward. I shake my head at the audacity he has to hit on my poor mother at a moment like this.


  “Gage—congratulations on your nuptials, you have a beautiful bride.” Demetri raises his glass ever higher. “You are everything I could have ever hoped you would be. And I am proud to call you son.”


  


  


  Gage


  


  Crap.


  I give a sheepish smile to my father, the one who raised me, then a tight smile to my mother for obvious reasons. Demetri’s toast feels like the ultimate FU to my dad. Demetri will never be my father no matter what my genetic makeup has to say. And in turn, I’ll never be his son.


  “Thank you.” I take a step forward with Skyla. “I have some people I’d like to thank as well. First, and foremost, my beautiful bride, Skyla, you are the light of my life. Not a day would be worth living without you in it.” My voice cracks, and I clear my throat. “I’ve known for so long that you were my destiny, and to have you here by my side, as my bride, well, it’s still unbelievable to me. Happy birthday.” I press my lips over hers and wish to God we could melt away to the butterfly room. I take a deep breath and face the crowd once more. “I also would like to thank my mother and father, the father that raised me, in whom I have no doubt that I am his one true son. Thank you for supporting Skyla and me. It means everything to us. And thank you to my new mother-in-law, Lizbeth, you really know how to throw a party.”


  The crowd breaks out in a mild applause as everyone resumes their conversations. I glare over at Demetri.


  “What was that about?” I hiss. Before he can answer, Lizbeth swoops in with her tongue wagging.


  “Is this a gag?” She cocks her head. Her feet shift from side to side as if she were dancing.


  Mom comes up beside her. “No, I assure you, it’s the God’s honest truth.” Her entire person is set in kill mode as she glares into Demetri. “It’s nice to know you had the tact to confer with Barron and me before making such a public spectacle of us all.”


  “Wait a minute.” Lizbeth is putting the procreating pieces together. There’s a twitch in her eye that I’ve seen her get when she’s irritated with Tad. “Are you trying to tell me that you two—” She swings her fingers between Demetri and my mother. “Oh, my, God.” Her face turns a strange shade of green. “Well, I never knew. No one ever said anything to me.”


  “Nobody knew until just a few weeks ago,” Skyla assures her. “Didn’t I tell you he’s nothing but a home wrecker?”


  “Are you kidding?” Her face brightens as she flies to his side. “My, God. Do you know what this means? You’re family! We’re family!” She throws her arms around his neck and dangles from his body like an ornament. “I mean, we’ve always felt like family.”


  “Who’s family?” A voice chirps from behind. It’s just Candace. My heart jumps at the sight of her. I do a double take and find not only Candace here from the great beyond but Skyla’s father, Nathan, as well.


  “Daddy!” Skyla hops onto her father and holds on tight.


  Mom leans in with her hand pressed to her forehead. “If you don’t mind, I think we’ll call it a night.”


  “What about cake?” Lizbeth seems troubled by the idea of my parents missing the grand finale.


  “I’m sure it’s delicious, but I feel a migraine coming on.”


  I give both her and my father a quick hug. “I’m sorry,” I whisper in his ear.


  “Don’t get in over your head.” He gives my back a gentle pat. Dad always knows the right thing to say, only, this time, I’m afraid his words might have come a little too late.


  I watch as they take off before reverting my attention to Skyla’s unexpected family reunion. Lizbeth is holding both of Nathan’s hands much to my “father’s” curious approval. Of course, he approves of her holding her dead husband—he’s the reason he’s dead to begin with. Asshole.


  “Gage.” Candace tries for a smile but misses by a light year. “May I have a word with you?” She threads her arm in mine without waiting for a response. Skyla tries to join in, but her mother raises a finger. “If you don’t mind, I’d like this handsome man to myself for a few brief minutes.”


  She tried for kindness, but her curt tone deflected that with ease. Candace and I set out deep into the yard, walking through curtains of billowing fog until I’m questioning which plane I’m in. We head toward the woods, and she pulls away, glaring at me with those glowing pale eyes as the evergreens rise around her like hundred foot soldiers. The moon hits her just right, and, if she wasn’t so bitter, I could almost fool myself into believing it’s Skyla.


  Her eyes slit to white lines. “I should call you to court for that little water world stunt,” she hisses. “Do you know how dangerous it is to manipulate Mother Nature? Don’t think for a moment that every meteorologist in the area didn’t note that unnatural phenomenon. Are you trying to endanger your people? Don’t answer that. It is against the laws of our people to abuse powers in a hostile manner.”


  “Hostile? I wasn’t being hostile.” Crap. “I apologize. I was simply trying to impress your daughter—I swear. She’s my princess. I want to give her the world, literally.” God’s honest truth right there.


  “You took her brazenly in the open. The heavenlies were all astir, gawking at the two of you like a pair of animals from the wild kingdom. Is that any way to treat your princess—my daughter? You are making a mockery out of Skyla for far more reasons than she is apprised. Aren’t you?” I can feel the visceral dissatisfaction vaporizing off her like steam.


  A million thoughts run through my mind—a million ways to apologize—and something tells me none of them will ever be enough.


  “Let’s call a spade a spade,” I say instead. “You’re not that interested in the fact I’m married to your daughter. You resent the idea that I’m my father’s son. And let’s not forget what this is really about—you resent the fact I’m not Logan.”


  “You said it, not me,” she seethes.


  My heart sinks. Then in a sharp reversal I give a crooked grin. A new sense of resolve grips me, and I’m determined to fight for what’s mine.


  I take a step in. “Too damn bad. Skyla is my wife. I am a Fem, Candace. You and I both know you had far more of a hand in landing me where I am today than I ever did.”


  Her chin lifts as if my words converged into the form of a hand and slapped her. I realize I should be fearing for my balls, but a part of me is cheering on this new revolution. Life can only dole out so many left turns before I dictate where the hell I want to go.


  “Sometimes, Gage, I’m compelled to do things for reasons I neither understand nor approve of. You happen to fall into both of those categories.” Her jawline redefines itself, hard as marble in this defused light.


  “I’m going to take good care of your daughter, Candace. You may be right about a lot of things, but you’re wrong about me. I’m good for Skyla. I’m good for Celestra and for the Nephilim as a whole.”


  “You are more trouble than you’ll ever realize. You are going to break her heart, and then you’re going to poison your own people. You have an insatiable hunger for power. I can see it in your eyes. Pride has come to roost in your soul. It’s dusting off the cellar floor, taking root in the darkest corner of your being. Pride always comes before the fall. Why is it that you serpents never learn? My daughter will never be enough for you.”


  “I’m going to prove you wrong.”


  “You won’t.” She raises a hand and evaporates with a quiver of lightning.


  Rain starts in heavy, unforgivably hard, as every last guest runs into the house. I catch up with Skyla in the kitchen just as the last of the partygoers makes their way to the door.


  “Where’s your dad?”


  “Upstairs, helping to tuck Misty into bed. Ironic, right?” Her lids grow heavy. “It was incredible to see everyone tonight. Did you have a good time?”


  “More or less.” I frown as Demetri heads this way.


  “I’ll see you soon.” He pulls me into a half-hug, but I remain rigid. “Skyla.” He nods. “It’s a pleasure as always.”


  “Why don’t you hang around?” she offers. “The man you murdered is probably on his way down right now. I’m sure there are tons of things you two can catch up on like whose family you’re ruining now.” She blinks a smile.


  I give her hand a squeeze.


  Good job.


  It gets better. She squeezes right back.


  “Or maybe he won’t be right down. Maybe he and my mother are busy?” She bites her lip, holding back a laugh. “My parents were always—how do I put this—affectionate.”


  Demetri steps in—his eyes immovable as stone over hers. “I’m quite familiar with your parents, Skyla. I was good friends with them both. Your mother and I go way back.” He tips his chin to her. “Even if the heavenlies—your father himself—have forgiven me, I see it goes against your nature to do so. Therefore, I do not ask nor expect that grace from you. But I will say this, there will come a time when you will ask my forgiveness, and know even now that you already have it.” He bows into us. “Goodnight.” He propels toward the door like a cannon.


  “Ignore him,” I whisper. But her eyes are still glued to the empty hole that leads into the night. I step in front of her to block her view of the door and kiss her. “You ready for your gift?”


  “Oh, right.” She shakes her head as if trying to evict his words from her mind. “Um—Bree may have ruined the surprise.” She wags her finger in the air. “You, Gage Oliver, are a naughty, naughty boy.”


  “Yeah, well, when I told her I bought a box of rainbow-colored condoms I was simply trying to throw her off track.” I hold her eyes a moment. “They’re glow in the dark.”


  Her head falls back with a laugh. I’m only half kidding about the gift. I have exactly that and more for her.


  “Actually my gift is a work in progress. I hope you don’t mind.” After Candace’s admonishment I might want to hold off a bit.


  “Not at all.” Her fingers bounce over my features. “Besides, I’m looking at my gift.”


  “Good night you two.” Nathan comes over and gives Skyla a heartfelt embrace—the tight and desperate kind that a father gives a daughter when they’re separated by dimensional planes. “You take care of my baby girl.” He narrows in on me. “She’s more precious than gold, don’t you ever forget that.” It comes out more of a threat than a request. I guess I’m not racking up any points with either of her deceased parents tonight.


  “I won’t.” I don’t take my eyes off Skyla as I say it.


  The last of the guests take off, and soon it’s just Skyla, and her mother and sisters putting things away in the kitchen.


  “Why don’t you two get to bed?” Lizbeth dries her hands on a rag before shooing us away. “I can manage the rest of this in the morning. I’m sure you have some special gifts you’d like to exchange in private,” she trills those final few words in song.


  “That’s disgusting.” Melissa nearly barfs as she pulls a soda from the fridge. “We all know what they’re doing up there. Can’t you find somewhere else to hump like sex-starved animals?”


  Where have I heard that before.


  “They’re newlyweds.” Lizbeth rolls her eyes at the accusation. “That’s their job. They’re getting to know each other on an intimate level. They’re simply responding to physiological cues that demand they populate the planet. Believe me, there is nothing disgusting about it.”


  “My mom is right.” Mia buries her fists in her hips. “It’s not any more disgusting than what Drake and Brielle have been doing all along. And what about Ethan and Chloe and now Emily? There’s a reason they call Drake and Ethan the gigolos of Paragon.”


  “That’s different.” Melissa counters without explanation.


  “So let me get this straight, it’s okay for your brothers to have a fuck festival, but my married sister can’t sleep with her husband?”


  “Mia!” Skyla and her mother shout like they were trying to put out a fire with their voices.


  “This is serious,” Mia snaps. “There has been a double standard in this house long enough. Maybe I should start bringing home boys just to balance out the scales!”


  “Mia.” Lizbeth cuts her with her tone—sharp and quick as a throwing star. “Don’t even talk like that.”


  “Who are you going to bring, Mia?” Melissa taunts with a nasty smile smeared over her face. She really does look like a female version of Drake—sort of the way Chloe and Brody have that creepy twin thing going. With Giselle and me it’s just plain cute. I give a smug look of satisfaction as I watch the rest of the show. “Are you going to bring that old dude whose dog you stole? You can’t even get a guy unless you steal something from him.”


  “You would know all about stealing, wouldn’t you? That’s how you got Gabe!”


  “He chose me. Get over it!”


  “Yeah? I also saw him choose you to go behind the trailer with tonight.” She glances down at Melissa’s dirty legs. “Are those fresh grass stains? Gee, I wonder what you were doing down on your knees!”


  Skyla lets out a yelp and ushers them both upstairs.


  “Girls, we have a lot of ground to cover about boys come morning!” Lizbeth shouts after them. “Why can’t they all be easy like Skyla?” She shakes her head exasperated. “I mean, not once did Skyla ever sneak a boy over. Not once did I have to feel like I had to do a room check just to be sure she didn’t have a boy spending the night.” She softens toward me. “But that’s because she had a sweet boyfriend like you. You’re a true prince, you know that, Gage Oliver?” She gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “You are a pleasure to have around. Skyla couldn’t be a luckier girl.” She pulls back with an uneasy look on her face. “So, it’s true, huh? Demetri is really your biological father?”


  “I’m afraid so.” I’m more pissed than afraid.


  “That’s just incredible.” Her lashes flutter as she tries to keep the tears at bay. “I’m so happy for you.” She gives my arm a congratulatory pat as if I’ve just won the genetic lottery, and I may have, but that’s not the point. “You really are a prince.”


  We say goodnight, and I pause on the stairs. It’s a shame that Skyla’s mothers both have such polarizing views of me. But, then, again, Lizbeth doesn’t know about all the nights I spent with Skyla while we were still at West. She doesn’t know about the butterfly room or Logan or Marshall’s visits. She thinks I’m a prince because she doesn’t know the dirty truth of who I really am and what I’ve set out to do against her daughter. Candace knows every last bit, and she can’t stand the sight of me.


  But all of those terrible things she said about me were wrong. I do love Skyla.


  In fact, I’m heading up right now to show her exactly how much.
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  The room is dark save for the flickering light of a candle as I slip inside. There’s soft music playing in the background, and the subtle hint of cinnamon fills the air.


  “Is that you?” She calls out from the bathroom.


  “If you is me, then that would be correct.”


  “Ha, ha. Lock the door.”


  I’ll do one better. I stare hard at the dresser until it seals itself over the entry. I nod at the sky as the room illuminates with lightning—the thunder does its best rendition of Happy Birthday.


  “That’s freaky, Oliver!” she shouts from behind the door.


  I’m amazed at how fast my powers have grown—how fast I’ve come to appreciate them. Last week I took an exam in Lit, and when I drew a blank on the final essay I simple froze time and read each student’s work until I had formulated exactly what I thought the professor might want to hear. I scored an A and destroyed the curve. A couple of days ago, I nearly forgot all about my budding tradition of gifting Skyla with flowers each Monday in hopes she’ll come to love the brutal start to the week, and I willed a patch of wildflowers to blossom into a bushel just before midnight. I’ll never have to spend a dime at the florist again. And, of course, who can forget that spin the bottle showdown with Logan. He still hasn’t confessed how he was able to do that—not that we’ve been talking all that much lately.


  “Are you ready for me?” Her voice trails to me sweeter than any perfume.


  I evict Logan out of my mind like pushing him off a cliff.


  “Ready and willing to make this your best birthday ever.”


  “Close your eyes,” she sings.


  “Done, but only for a few seconds. You’re too beautiful for me not to look at.”


  “Cheat.” Skyla picks up my hands by the fingertips. She’s keeping a good distance, and now my curiosity is piqued. “I know you said the butterfly room isn’t your favorite place to sleep because of your back, but I couldn’t think of any other way to gift you this without spending at least a couple of hours there. Would you mind teleporting us up?”


  “Done again.” The air is cooler up here. A blue glow covers my lids from the illuminated wings of the butterflies.


  “Open.”


  With our hands still conjoined, I pull back and take her in. Skyla has painted a brown dress onto her body, a heart shaped bust line that drips down and hugs her every curve right down to her thighs.


  She runs her finger through the goop covering her flesh and plunges her finger into her mouth.


  “Mmm…” she moans. “Tastes almost as sweet as you.” Skyla picks up my finger and runs it from her belly button to that spot my mouth waters for before plunging it into my mouth. “It’s midnight, Gage. Happy birthday, big boy.”


  Chocolate.


  My heart pounds with approval. My dick does its best to let me know I’m far too dressed for the occasion.


  “I like where this is going.”


  “I put a tarp down and the quilt on top is so old I want to burn it so I thought why not? When we’re done painting it with our bodies, I thought we could take it down to Rockaway one day and have a bonfire, just you and me.”


  “Just you and me is my favorite combination.” I run my finger down her body in the shape of an S. “Would you mind if the gift I have for you waits? I think it’s time for dessert.”


  “You are my gift.” Skyla pulls off my shirt in one svelte move. “And I want you right now.” Her fingers work my jeans until I’m kicking them off along with my boxers.


  My hands, my mouth, run wild as I pull us to our knees. I lay Skyla on her back and take my time running my tongue over every last inch of her body. A steady stream of whimpers hum from her throat as I suck down her skin, my tongue vibrating over her flesh. My mouth lands on her thigh, and she takes in a sharp breath because she knows what’s coming. I trail my kisses ever so slowly right up to where she wants it most. Her breathing picks up. Her fingers run wild through my hair, and she’s all but guiding my head where she needs me, but I take my time. Skyla lets out an audible moan as if she can’t hold out another minute. My mouth moves over her sugared sweet spot. I’ll never eat another chocolate cake without thinking of this night, this moment. Skyla climaxes right in my mouth, summer rain wishes it tasted this sweet. She does her best to push me off her, but I hang tough and linger with a kiss that leaves her knees locking over the sides of my head. I sit up and manufacture one of the glow-in-the dark condoms from thin air.


  “You are quite the magician.” She bites back a laugh as I pull it over myself.


  “It looks like a radio antenna in space,” I muse as my cock wags in all its illuminated glory.


  “It looks like the very thing that every girl at West dreams of.” She smears her sticky chest onto mine. “But I’m the lucky one.” She raises her hips and settles her body over me agonizingly slow.


  A moan escapes from my throat loud enough to rattle the wings around us.


  “I want you to use your strength, Gage.” Her fingers give a quick stroke through my hair. “I want you to have your way with me, as hard and fast as you like.” Her chocolate covered finger dips into my mouth again. “That’s not vanilla you taste, is it?”


  A dull laugh rumbles through me.


  “Challenge accepted.” I bow down and graze my teeth over her neck. I take her in like this with her long, blonde hair covering her chest ever so discreetly, her eyes pale as moonlight in this murky light. Skyla is perfect. She alone redefines beauty, and she’s all mine. My fingers dig into her hips, and I carefully land her over me until her legs are wrapped around my body like a vice. My mouth locks over hers. We sit and rock like that for hours, just taking it slow. We hit our zenith then start all over again. Skyla and I lose ourselves in one another—in paradise.
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  The next night, my official birthday, is spent at my parents with a home cooked meal from my mother, shepherd’s pie and green beans, my favorite. Hell any meal would be my favorite with Skyla by my side. I give her hand a squeeze from under the table. As far as dinner parties go, this one is definitely stilted. She wraps her leg around mine, and I wish it were just the two of us. No matter what, this little shindig isn’t happening next year.


  I glance across as Logan and Liam discuss the damage to the Mustang. Little does Liam know why this conversation is stretching out for miles, but I’m willing to bet it’s because Logan has decided to exclude me from it as much as humanly possible. It’s clear he’s still pissed about me burying my fist in his jaw.


  “I had to take the damn door off with my bare hands,” Liam boasts to Brielle’s sister, Brooke, who seems genuinely impressed.


  “Once, Brody had to take the door off my dorm room because I had a dresser that couldn’t fit inside on moving day.”


  Like I said, she seems genuinely impressed despite the fact she can’t stop talking about her ex. Too bad since she’s here as Liam’s date.


  Mom and Dad are unnaturally quiet. I’m guessing it’s because Lizbeth saw fit to bring Demetri as her “date” being that Tad is out of town. And I, myself, am unnaturally quiet for several reasons. Giselle and Ellis are making bizarre hand motions at one another. They claim to have invented their own secret sign language. Mostly it consists of Ellis pointing at himself and then my sister before pounding his fists together vertically—the international symbol for fucking. Someone is about to get fucked all right. I glare at him a minute.


  Mia and Melissa have recanted in detail their argument from last night, inciting Melissa to deny the fact she gave anyone a “blowjob” within the last twenty-four hours. Which begs the question, are we simply dealing with a timeline technicality?


  Or maybe I’m quiet because my mother was thoughtful enough to invite my long lost half-brother, Wesley, and he took the liberty of hauling Chloe out of the dungeon for the night.


  She jabs a forkful of food into her mouth and waves at me with her pinky.


  Drake and Brielle haven’t stopped sneaking little pecks to one another. For whatever reason they’re all hot and bothered tonight, and I half expect them to clutch onto one another in a fit of passion and start going at it for all to see. At the rate this disturbing party is creeping along, it might be worth it. Ethan and Emily said they couldn’t make it—and to them I plan on sending a thank you note. But, I think the piece d’resistance of the night is the fact my mother saw fit to invite Kresely and her breasty pal Grayson. Liam keeps alternating his gaze from Grayson’s left tit to her right because he can’t decide which one to settle on. She’s made it a point to let us know how many magazines she graced this year alone. I saw the movie she made a few years back. Still not impressed.


  “Wow, this party is about as dead as you are, Logan.” Chloe raises her glass.


  “I’m hanging on by a thread,” he contests.


  “Like I said.” Chloe gives a tired smile as she tracks her gaze to Skyla. Maybe Skyla will stab Chloe in the throat with a fork as a gift to us both on our shared birthday weekend.


  “This party is just fine.” Mom says tight-lipped. “Barron, why don’t you start us all off with some polite dinner conversation. Something that might be of interest to us all.” She nods to Kresley, her favorite pet, and Grayson, Boobs McGee, as Liam affectionately calls her.


  “All right.” Dad drops his fork, and it lands with a rattle on my mother’s fine bone china. “Demetri—how are efforts moving along to exterminate thousands of Nephilim—some of which are seated at this table?”


  The soft murmur in the room stops cold.


  I do a quick sweep of the cast of characters that showed up and quickly access he’s safe enough to continue with the conversation.


  “Dude”—Ellis slaps his hand on the table—“I thought that Steel Barricade bullshit was just a fairytale.”


  Ellis chose not to join the Barricade. I could add up on one hand how many Counts chose to abstain—excluding Logan, of course. Mr. Goody Two Shoes. I take a sip from my root beer. My mother always made sure Logan and I had a bottle of root bear on our birthdays. I think she did it to make us feel like men, and now I simply do it because it reminds me of good times. Besides, I happen to like the sugary burn as I pour it down my throat. Skyla slit Logan’s face open with one of these bottles. I wonder if he still likes the taste?


  Demetri leans back in his seat as he shoots a cool glare at my father—that even-keeled grin still set over his face. Demetri could slice you open with the smile in his eyes.


  “Why don’t you ask your son?” Demetri folds his hands over the table. He’s laying down all of his proverbial weapons, giving my father all the rope he needs to hang himself. “Or perhaps I should reword that so you might understand. Why don’t you ask my son?”


  “That’s it.” Dad rises. A look of rage blankets his expression. “I’m sorry, Lizbeth, I can no longer carry on with this farce. Demetri, I bid you, please—” He holds his hand toward the exit because my father is too kind a soul to ask anyone to leave his home.


  “Son?” Demetri swivels his head in my direction. His eyes are filled with laughter mocking my father for having the audacity to confront him. My father has balls, I’ll give him that. “Seeing I’ve been denied the right to every major event in your young life—would you mind if I stayed for cake?”


  Lizbeth leans in. “I think that’s a perfectly reasonable request.”


  She would.


  Shit. I know for a fact if I kick him out on his ass, he’ll clam up, and I’m already so close to finding out what he’s really up to. Demetri isn’t nearly as invested to off the other factions as Wesley is. He seems to have an ulterior motive. He couldn’t care less if the other factions live or die.


  My eyes fall heavy on my father, and I compress my lips hoping he feels the apology I’m sending. “I think cake sounds good right about now.”


  “Why don’t I get that?” Skyla jumps up. She’s about as eager to end this fiasco as I am. “Giselle, do you want to help?”


  They disappear into the kitchen, and Mom clears the dishes like she’s a contestant on a game show—clear the table in under thirty seconds and win a brand new car.


  “Gage, how is your back?” Lizbeth seems genuinely interested as the baby in her arms begins to squirm beneath her blouse.


  “It’s not the best.” I shoot a look to dear old Dad. Demetri is responsible for these shit genetics. He said so himself that his own back is worthless. Ironic since he’s a powerful demon—the word angel seems too demure a word to equate with him.


  “You know what I think you need?” Lizbeth has a twinkle in her eye that lets me know she’s up to something. “A bigger bed.”


  Kresley growls before I can answer, and I catch her staring down Chloe. “What are you looking at?” Kresley is conveniently seated between Wes and me, which has prompted a few icy barbs from the queen B herself.


  “You were right, Wes.” Chloe brushes her off with a wave of her hand. “Laken is far more beautiful, far more intelligent than this preppy wannabe. I can see why you said it was a hands-down no brainer to leave Kres for Laken.”


  Grayson lifts her hand as if initiating a smack down, and Chloe catches her by the wrist.


  “Touch me, and you will leave without an arm,” Chloe seethes. “Ask Skyla. It doesn’t feel so good.”


  The lights in the room go out as Skyla and Giselle come in carrying a cake that’s all but on fire. They start in on Happy Birthday encouraging everyone else to sing along in a weak, forced manner.


  “Make a wish!” Giselle bounces enthused at the idea of being granted a wish once a year.


  I pull Skyla in and give her a soft kiss.


  “I already have everything I need.” I blow out the candles, and a plume of smoke fills the room.


  “We’re going to die of smoke inhalation!” Mia fans her face and chokes.


  “You’ll live,” Skyla admonishes. She bears hard into my eyes as if she knows something. “We’re going to live a very long, happy life.”


  Skyla seems so sure of it. I know she wants it. It’s not unreasonable to want your husband to grow old right alongside of you, but her outright defiance to the future we both know will come is a little unnerving.


  I take it back. I do have a wish. I wish to grow old with Skyla.


  And you can have this, son. I hear Demetri’s voice clear as day in my mind and glance up. His smile expands, uncomfortably slow, promising me something that Candace herself said I could never have. Accomplish all that your brother asks of you tonight, and your wish will be my gift. You have a beautiful bride. It’s a shame to put her in the hands of another.


  Demetri is right. Skyla is my gorgeous, sweet bride.


  Logan barks out a laugh at something Liam says. Our eyes meet for a brief moment. His smile diminishes quickly as he openly scowls at me.


  He wishes he were me. He’s just waiting on the sidelines for me to fall off a cliff so he can step into my shoes—my bed—and manhandle my wife.


  Not going to happen.


  I glance at Demetri.


  I’m in.


  


  


  Logan


  


  The sky burns a brilliant amethyst as I float above the island, above the fog, above all of the misery and agony I’ve come to associate with Paragon lately. I lie on my back, gazing at the spray of stars you never get to witness while buried in the mist. A song strums through my heart as I marvel at the magnitude, the girth and width, the finality and exponential expansiveness of God’s great universe.


  Gage’s birthday party was uncomfortable to say the least. By the time the night ended, I was actually rooting for Chloe to tear someone from limb to limb. It was tough as hell being in the same room with her—my killer—with Wesely her love slave—Gage’s doppelganger—and who could forget his self-proclaimed father. It’s true, though, whether or not we like it, Gage is the genetic heir to the Edinger misfortune. And God do I miss Gage. I miss the boy I grew up with. The one who used to worship Skyla right alongside me. Of course, I liked him a little better when Skyla was mine, but who am I kidding? I like him just the same after. I guess that proves a woman could never come between us. And if there ever were a woman who could tear down kingdoms, realms, and relationships, it would be Skyla. But now she’s staring down the barrel of gifting evil its own dominion—I’ve never prayed so hard that Skyla would come to her senses and leave Gage. As long as he’s pinch-hitting for the enemy, he can’t be trusted. But I’d never say it to her. After all, she’s swept up in destiny’s design—so am I.


  Cooper appears from nowhere, sort of looking like my doppelganger.


  “Coop, my man.” I slap him five.


  “Sweet.” He marvels at the night sky from this vantage point. It’s usually Skyla I pull into my nighttime wanderings, but, after the last carnal disaster my nephew got himself into, I think I’m doing everybody involved a favor.


  I had Dudley come to the party tonight as my unofficial guest—told him to keep it invisible, make sure Demetri wouldn’t suspect a thing. He said Gage is up to something big this evening, so I texted Coop and asked him if he wanted to ride shotgun.


  Dudley appears in all his Sector swagger, white and shining, blinding as the fucking sun.


  I cover my face with my arm. “This isn’t Vegas. Dim the light show, would you? By the way this is Cooper. I’m assuming you’ve met. Excuse him, Coop, he’s just being his usual rude self.”


  “I am a lot of things, rude is not one of them.” The volume decreases on his brightness but not his ego. What Skyla ever sees in him is beyond me. “Where to? Straight to stupid—or are we making a side trip?”


  “Side trip?” Dudley is anything if he’s passive aggressive. “Is there somewhere we should be?”


  “Just enough to feast your eyes, then we’ll be off.”


  The stars are replaced with a galaxy of electric blue wings, the sound of a soft voice sobs nearby, and I know exactly who that voice belongs to. The butterfly room forms around us, and we find Skyla sitting on a comforter hunched over herself, her back bucking with emotion. She straightens her shoulders a moment exposing her very naked, perfectly beautiful chest.


  “Whoa.” Coop turns around.


  Tucked in her lap is the picture I gifted her at graduation last year. It’s Gage and me on either side of her at our last football game at West. Skyla stands in the center looking cute as hell in her cheer uniform. Those were the magic years, and we didn’t even know it. We were all playing for the same team back then, and now here I am, dead—Gage has made a covenant with darkness, and Skyla is naked and alone, wondering where the fuck her husband went yet again. But she knows. Her body folds over the picture as she brings it to her lips and gives the frame a light kiss.


  I lean in and touch my fingers to her hair. This is the exact same scene from a few months back, when she was asking me silently to forgive her for wanting to marry Gage, to keep him alive all of her days. And now here we are again, and her heart is breaking because of the goof she gave it all up for. I glance up at Dudley for a moment and wonder why this scene is on repeat in her life. Maybe the tears come from something deeper than Gage’s seeming deception. Maybe it has more to do with me than I care to imagine. I can’t bear the thought that I bring Skyla pain. A part of me wishes I never gave her this damn picture. My heart caves in just seeing her like this.


  A part of me wants to tell Dudley to take Coop home, that I can handle things from here, but I know that will only lead to me trying to comfort her in ways that I’m no longer welcome to.


  Skyla gives a shivering sigh and glances upwards as if sending up a prayer.


  Coop nods. “You want us to leave?”


  “No.” I fall to my knees before her, look into her watery eyes that light up the room like sirens. “I got this, Skyla. I promise you, I will not let you fall. Your people, our people, they will achieve all they were meant to. They will live to see many good days because my love for you is stronger than all of the evil this universe can manufacture, all of the evil that others are seduced to employ. They don’t stand a chance, Skyla. We win. I promise.” I lean in and kiss her on the lips, and she gives another ragged sigh. “Our love wins.” I motion to Dudley, and the butterfly room dissipates in a spiral of cobalt wings the exact color of Gage Oliver’s eyes.


  The Tenebrous Woods form around us, just as gnarled and burnt out as Demetri’s heart.


  “There’s Wes.” Coop fills his chest with a lungful of hate. “Why don’t we just torch the place and free the captives? I’m done with this shit.”


  Dudley grunts. “I hate to echo a sentiment filled with violence and profanity, but I concur.”


  “For one, it’s probably torch proof and two—” I look around at the dimly lit, depressed, repressed, possessed world around us and wonder why the hell not? “Can we really get the captives out?”


  “Of course, not,” Dudley strides ahead. “They’d burn to the ground right along with this prison, but I honestly don’t think too many would mind the flames. Death comes slowly when you desire its presence.”


  “Never mind.” We follow Wes to the outskirts, well past the woods, past the stone altar where he and Gage swore their love for one another, to a dull lavender horizon in a desolate field with steam rising from the ground. “What is this?” I try to take in the magnitude of despair this place exudes.


  “This, my friend, is just over the heart of Hades. You’ve heard the expression hell hath no fury like a woman scorned? Your feet press over the fury of a thousand scorned hearts, all of them crying out in agony through the fires of hell. Hades is one place my services are not allowed to tread. It’s special invite from the Master. He’s visited the captives on an occasion or two. As for me, this is as close as I care to venture.”


  The faint sound of moaning, of shrill screams and horrific cries for help emanate from deep in the ground. My heart pounds like a lunatic just wanting to get out of Dodge. The terror this place invokes doesn’t make me wish this horrible destiny on my worst enemy—not Chloe, not Demetri, not Wes. It’s funny how easily “go to hell” can roll off your tongue, but the blackness, the pit of despair, the heat of the eternal flames makes the reality far too frightening to consider.


  Coop folds his arms over his chest and scoffs. “It figures that Wesley’s favorite hangout is just a hop and a skip from the biggest bonfire in the universe.”


  Gage appears on the horizon as a silhouette as he and Wes meet halfway.


  “It’s almost romantic,” Dudley chides.


  “Holy crap. Is that Gage?” Coop hits me over the arm. “Dude, that’s Gage.”


  “Yes—it is.” I fill him in on what happened a few weeks back regarding the dark covenant, the drinking of Celestra blood no less, the Videns and their strange lineage. “Something big is going down tonight.”


  “After Jock Strap blew out the candle tonight, he wished for length of years.” Dudley isn’t Gage’s biggest fan on his best day, and right about now I’m aligning with the Sector. “His father willingly offered to make all his Femtastic fantasies come to be, in exchange for one little detail.”


  “What’s that?” Coop’s eyes grow, the size of fists, as we all take a few steps closer.


  “We’re about to find out.” I lead us over to the side. Despite the fact they can’t see or hear us, it’s unnerving standing in their faces. I’m not about to put Dudley’s cloaking skills to the test.


  “What do you need?” Gage seems friendly. There isn’t one hint of sarcasm or anger tinting his voice. “I’ve got a meeting with the Videns.”


  Dudley huffs. “It’s nice to know his social calendar is brimming.”


  “How are things going with that?” Wes pats him on the back as if they were old friends just shooting the shit. “Did you present them with the opportunity to join our ranks?”


  I look to Coop. “The Steel Barricade? I thought that was a done deal. You either chose that night or gnashed your teeth outside the not-so-pearly gates once the chromosomal shit hit the government fan.”


  “Looks like he’s about to bend the rules for family.”


  Gage pulls back his lips with a grimace. I know that look. He’s remorseful as hell.


  “I did present it. They’re heavily considering it. And things are going great. Coach Morgan offered me an executive coaching position on the team.”


  “Congratulations.” Wes slaps him on the shoulder. “You going to take it? You should. It’s your passion. You need to be doing something you enjoy the hell out of.”


  Something in my stomach cinches because that’s exactly what I would have told him. It makes me want to vomit seeing Wesley step so seamlessly into that brotherly role I filled for so long, that I’m still determined to fill. Gage hasn’t told me about the position. I guess things are far worse off between us than I imagined.


  “I’m thinking about it.” Gage shifts from foot to foot the way he does when he’s dying to say something but holding back. I could gain a plethora of knowledge simply by studying his body language. Take that, Wes. Are you so close to your new little bro that you know he wants to drag the conversation in another direction? That I hope to God he wants to beat the shit out of you—stick his fist in your gut and watch you bleed out for show? Maybe even drink your blood as an homage to Celestra—to the people his wife is in charge of—the people he once vowed to protect.


  “Skyla and I are just hitting our stride.” Gage relaxes as the screams of those beneath us rise in a chorus. “I think with school and work, I’d hate to add anything else to take time away from our relationship. I think we just need to bond at this stage in our marriage. Things aren’t so great with the living arrangements right now. I’m not a fan of staying at the Landon house, but our hands are tied.”


  “Demetri said he made you an offer.”


  “It’s true. I refused, but I’m thinking of taking him up on it—just enough to get by, an apartment maybe. How about you? You thinking about taking up residence on the flipside? You hear Paragon calling? The surf is great on the north shore. I’ve got a board you can borrow.”


  I’ve got a board you can borrow? Every board in that shed is mine. He’s the one borrowing from me, and now he’s outright offering to gift my things to the enemy. My blood boils without warning. A part of me wants to go over and kick some dirt in his face just to get the show on the road.


  “I might take you up on that,” Wes says as they take a few steps out, and we dutifully follow. “So you know that the Dolomite’s were a bust.”


  “Sorry to hear it. But the good news is that the effects we were looking for are almost there.”


  “They were temporary. Almost doesn’t cut it. I wish there was some way to get Ezrina to side with us. She’s the key to everything, and she damn well knows it.”


  “I guess removing the markers is scrapped. But don’t worry. We’ve got enough people in the Barricade to populate an entire kingdom. The rest of the Nephilim still aren’t powerful enough to stop us from our true intentions.”


  True intentions. And there you have it.


  “They’ll find a way. They won that fucking war. Your wife may not weigh more than a bag of chips, but she’s got a will and a might and a roar that can rearrange the order of the universe.” Wes slings his arm over his brother’s shoulder. “I know this isn’t easy for you. If the roles were reversed and I had to sidestep Laken—”


  Coop’s chest bucks with a laugh. “He did just that.”


  “I know for a fact I’d want her with me. That’s why we’re not together,” Wes laments. “She wouldn’t leave the enemy. She’s fallen into a trance and outright rejected her heritage. You can’t abandon who you are, Gage. You were born, created, destined to lead our people. I may have resented it for a moment, but working with you—it’s like we’re a team. You make a great leader. I never feel left out. I never feel like number two around you.”


  “He’s number two all right,” Coop quips.


  I do know what Wes means. Gage really does know how to make you feel as if you’re important. When Gage is in charge, it’s as if the entire team is collaborating for the greater good. Wes is right. Gage makes a great leader. Too bad he makes lousy decisions. Just the fact we’re all congregating over the unholy heart of hell is exhibit A.


  “So what do you need, buddy?” Gage touches the back of his neck and yawns to life. Body language says he feels at home. He’s relaxing with friends—with one of his favorite people. I can’t remember the last time Gage did that around me. “Name it.”


  “Name it?” Even Wes is amused by this ready-to-serve version of my nephew. “So what was that private exchange you and the old man had tonight? Does that have anything to do with me naming it?”


  Coop shifts. “As much as I can’t stand Wes, he’s perceptive as hell.”


  “Too perceptive,” I agree. “Too cunning, too smart for his shape shifting britches.”


  Gage bends back and gazes up at the nonexistent moon, there’s nothing here but the ever-present doom and gloom. This isn’t paradise. Not even close. Why can’t Gage see that?


  “I let Demetri know I want to hang around—be with Skyla until we’re old and gray.”


  Wesley’s jaw redefines itself.


  “It looks like Paxton didn’t want to hear that.” Coop observes.


  “A few more decades under your belt?” He asks for clarity. “I can see why. Skyla is a beautiful woman. I guess if you hang out until she reaches the finish line, she’ll never reach her full potential.”


  “You mean with Logan and Dudley.” Gage glances over as if he meant to.


  “She’ll reach it with me,” Dudley doesn’t miss a beat.


  “Yeah, I guess.” Gage makes a half circle in the dust with his shoe. Translation, I feel like an ass, but I’m going to do it anyway. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m okay with it, but I know Logan—he’s still pretty wrapped up in what they had.”


  Had. Past tense. Not my favorite word.


  “Skyla mentioned she didn’t want me to die. She hates death. It’s the separation, it’s too painful for her. I know she wants to speak with Ezrina—that she wants to get her mother to help out, too, but it’s not happening for me.”


  “That’s why you need to thank your unlucky stars for that man. You may not fully appreciate the fact you’re part Fem, but look at it from this perspective, you have the world—your entire future on a string. You’re going to build a family with Skyla. You’re going to see your children, your children’s children grow up and live this damn life to its fullest just the way the Master intended. Death in your youth was never meant for you, Gage. Even I could see that a mile away.”


  “Thanks, man.” Gage looks in our direction. His eyes pierce right through mine, and I freeze.


  “He can’t see you,” Dudley is quick to assure. “Ironically enough, he’s wishing you were here.”


  “Skyla and I aren’t having kids.” He stuffs his hands into his back pocket. Feeling very safe. “She’s not up to gifting Demetri dominion anytime soon—or ever. It’s all you man. You and Bishop do your thing. The heritage falls to you after I go. My lineage begins and ends right here.”


  Wes nods. “I can handle Bishop, but I wish to God it were Laken.”


  “It’s not too late.” Gage smacks him on the arm—chumming up, getting cozy with his newfound bro. “It’s not like Coop put a ring on it.”


  “What?” Coop straightens.


  “You’re just saying that.”


  “You’re right.” Gage laughs, and his voice echoes like a balm across this scorched, dry land. “Coop’s a good guy. She could have done a lot worse. He’s good for her. They’re fighting on the same side of the battlefield. You need that with the person you’re with, and you have that with Chloe. That’s huge.”


  “How would you know?”


  There it is. Of all the people to call Gage on his bullshit, it’s Wes.


  “All right, tell me what you need before I deck you. I’ll make it hurt, too.”


  “So tempting.” Wes and Gage start in on a standoff.


  “If he starts throwing punches, I want in,” I tell Dudley.


  “Here’s what I need.” Wes pats him on the back. “I need a body.”


  “Okay. I’ve got acres of bodies at the cemetery. You want it fresh? I can gift it to you hot off the grill.”


  God, I hope he’s shitting him. If Barron knew he was offering up the morgue on a platter—some poor deceased soul’s body as an offering—he’d revoke his right to live. Barron can bring down the boom when he wants, and something tells me he would very much want.


  Wes turns to him until they’re both shadowed by the dim glow that overtakes this place, turning them into a pair of silhouettes.


  “Gage.” Wes grows stern. His expression serious as shit. “I need the body of a Celestra.”


  “Dead or alive?” Gage doesn’t hesitate with the question.


  “Either. It needs to be strong. This is the last piece to the puzzle.”


  “What about Chloe?”


  “She’s useless. Ezrina’s DNA has been stripped. Candace deformed her cellular structure. It’s safe to say her angelic standing has been revoked. Her physical body is still good. She’s able to bear children. I know she’d gladly gift you dominion. Skyla would never have to know. Dominion brings unlimited power to generations of our offspring. We could both use her as a vessel. But, if you’re willing, I’m offering her to you first. You can still have it all, Gage.”


  Gage doesn’t say anything. He can’t be serious.


  “I don’t love Chloe—not even close. And, like I said, I’m not interested in dominion. You go for it. As far as I’m concerned, this life will do. I’m pretty certain I can accomplish everything I need to during my reign. I’ll let the future rest on your shoulders. We’re a team remember?”


  Wes relaxes for the first time since we’ve arrived. Gage just gave him the reassurance he needed to hear. He may not have the crown, but he’ll have the lineage. Dominion will be gifted to Demetri through his poisoned seed.


  “How long after I deliver this to you will we be able to distribute the elixir to hide the marker?” Gage is anxious for the details, and I wonder why.


  “Trials on a select few can begin immediately. I’ll start with the prisoners.” He motions behind him at nothing in particular, but I know where the prisoners are housed. I was a prisoner here once myself. “Then you and I will partake—the inner circle, then the masses.”


  “The body. If I gift you a living being what happens?”


  “You’re a bleeding heart, Gage. You’ll have to lose that. It’s not the trait of a king. But yes, they are considered a sacrifice.”


  “Got it.” His voice is raspy, quiet even. Gage turns to walk away, and Wes pulls him back.


  “Only the strongest Celestra you can find will work.”


  “I have just the person for you.”


  Gage turns and looks right into me. I’d bet good money he wasn’t looking through me this time.


  Gage is about to cross a body off his to-do list, and I have a feeling I know which one.
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  A Season of Sorrow
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  Skyla


  


  Gage. He wove himself into my existence before we ever met. Our lives had formed a tapestry that transcends time in both directions. It’s only when we’re gone that the fully formed picture will come to light. Will it be a thing of beauty that hangs proud in the heavenlies? A thing of horror that begs for the fire? According to my mother, Gage was destined for me from the beginning until she intervened and plated up Logan like a muscular Celestra dipped in honey. It’s Logan who I fell hard for that first day in Paragon, but, soon, Gage ran the race for my heart with equal footing to his fair-haired cousin. The three of us joined forces in the name of our people, and a war was flung in our faces, many died, sacrifices were made. Death itself was dealt to both Logan and Gage, laid out on the table like playing cards—a bad hand that no one dared pick up. And, now, this is our time. Gage and I have run the race, achieved our marital status through a hard-won victory, the banner over us, eternal love. Everything in my heart desires to preserve who we are, but with him leaving me, night after night, with him choosing not to reveal his peculiar wanderings, acting in secret, coming and going like an evening shadow, he’s placed everything we’ve worked for in peril. If he doesn’t come clean soon, our lives may never be the same. Gage has made an enemy out of himself whether or not he’s aware of it.


  Host University is alive with energy on this shortened holiday week. Omen, the ruby-eyed dragon, ejaculates a tongue of bronze fire from his mouth as the fog twirls around his neck like a pole dancer. I can’t help think of Gage when I look at that serpent. Chloe being the ridiculous dancer rubbing her belly to his nose.


  Thanksgiving is Thursday, and, being that Demetri is no longer a guest at the Oliver home, my mother has decided to take on the meal herself. She’s invited the usual suspects, so, accordingly, drama will follow, but a part of me will be envious of Liam and Logan who instead will indulge in Emma’s yearly masterpiece. That woman may be up for Monster-in-Law of the decade, but she can sure cook a mean turkey. Hey? Maybe Gage and I can hit them up for leftovers? Who needs to incur some serious Black Friday debt when Gage and I can gorge on a free gourmet meal all day long? Besides, I’ve yet to tell Logan about Gage’s continued dirty nocturnal habits. Not that I can verify they’re dirty. I mean it’s not like they include Chloe or anything. God they had better not include Chloe. Just the thought of Gage spending time with Chloe makes me detest her ten times more than I ever thought possible. I hope he realized his error in teaming up with her after that Dolomite debacle. Chloe is useless on every level. I can guarantee him that salvation for the Nephilim won’t come at the hand of the Wicked Witch of West. I’m not sure how it will come. Not to mention I can’t sleep at night knowing the Counts are still holding Celestra prisoners in those tunnels. The next person’s neck I wrap my hands around will be my mother’s. If Candace Messenger is good for one thing, it had better be in aiding to get those people out of their certain hell.


  A group of girls strut by in heels and various level of inappropriate undress. I swear it’s like a fashion show half the time around here—a lingerie fashion show.


  Speaking of which. I pluck my phone out and pull up that racy picture I took of myself before getting dressed this morning. There I am. I shake my head at that come hither expression staring up at me with my pink lace bra and barely there matching thong. I’m texting it to Gage as a part of our no-vanilla November campaign. I caption it, Just thinking of you! Hope you’re having a great day!


  Of course, I then plan on deleting it from my phone as soon as I hit send. God forbid Beau Geste gets ahold of it and starts waving it around at dinner.


  “Skyla!”


  I jump as someone calls my name from behind and manically type into my phone, scroll for Gage and hit send.


  A wild breath releases from me as I turn to find Laken waving happily.


  “Are you on your way to class?” Her cheeks are pink from the icy wind, and she’s appropriately snug in a grey wool coat.


  “Nope. I’ve got an hour to kill. And you?”


  “Same. But I’m trying to squeeze in any time I can get for that novel Dudley is having us write. That spirit husband of yours is taking away all my free time. I’m barely done with the first draft, and it’s due next Monday. Doesn’t he realize we’ll all be in a tryptophan coma straight through the weekend?”


  Shoot—I was supposed to get started on my essay last week, too. She’s right. Marshall really knows how to crack the whip at the least opportune time.


  My phone buzzes softly, and I give a private smile fully expecting to see an equally non-vanilla text from Gage, but it’s not—it’s from Liam?


  You sure are friendly! I am having a great day now. Thanks for asking!


  “What?” I whisper mostly to myself.


  “Dudley—you know, he’s really cracking the whip.”


  “Oh, right,” I say, still a bit stunned. “Marshall is the ringleader, and the classroom is his favorite circus. Sorry.” I make a face. “Say, where are you guys headed for Thanksgiving? I’m sure my mother wouldn’t mind putting out a few extra seats.”


  “Oh, it’s not just me and Coop. It’s his parents, my mother, and Dr. Booth, plus our sisters.”


  My phone buzzes again. It’s Emma.


  How thoughtful. I see you’re fit as can be.


  How thoughtful? Why did that just come off as sarcastic? A thought bolts through me. Oh shit. I cringe looking at my messages. Gah! Damn group text. It’s all Emma’s fault for starting a thread last week reminding us to vote.


  “Skyla, is everything okay?”


  “Oh, yes.” I bury my phone deep in my purse in fear of Logan’s, or worse, Gage’s, reaction. “Dr. Booth, huh?” Rev comes to mind and I avert my eyes at the thought of Mia’s new crush. “How are things going with him and your mom?”


  “Great—too great, if you ask me. She’s always been a little too easy to please, but he really does seem like the first normal guy she’s dated.”


  “He is pretty great. Invite them. My mother’s philosophy is the more the merrier. Also, I want to see if we can get together this weekend. Ellis usually has something at his house. I’ll text you with the details.”


  “That would be great.” Her features shadow with serious intent. Laken pulls her coat tight over her as if she needed it for more than just warmth. “Have you talked with Logan?”


  “Logan?” Now she’s piqued my curiosity. “What does Logan know?”


  “Nothing. I just—you were close, and I know this thing with Gage has really set you two adrift.”


  “This thing with Gage? You mean my marriage?”


  Her eyes widen as if she’s been caught.


  “I’m sorry. I just thought we were on the same page. You know—with Wes and all.” Her eyes flit to the side nervously. This is so not about Wes.


  “You know something, and you’re hiding it.” Laken and I have been down this road before.


  “Are you getting up at three Friday morning to hit the mall?” Changing the subject on a dime. Note to self: Speak with my Elysian ASAP. “My sisters are after me to commit, and I can really use a partner in crime. There’s nothing like executing a little commerce before morning.”


  I’m just about to answer when a tall, dark, and handsome man, who happened to wake me up this morning in the most spectacular way, swaggers over.


  “Laken,” her name comes from him breathless. He steps in with his shoulders expanding as wide as a door. “I found a maple at the south end of campus, and I wanted to gift this to you.” He says it soft as a poem while handing her a leaf. “My heart hurt too much to pass up the opportunity.”


  She eyes it like a snake.


  For a second I’m thinking, why is Gage giving Laken a dried up leaf, and then I realize—I’m just too hopped up on rage at my husband to think clearly—this isn’t Gage at all but his wicked twin. Well, not really twin, his wicked half-brother. Just the thought of Gage having a wicked anything makes me sick. It makes me even sicker to think of who his father truly is—the monster who happened to kill mine.


  “I’ll pass.” She offers a kind smile. Laken doesn’t have it in her to hate him.


  “Is it true—you’re in love?” Wes has the audacity to ask.


  I don’t hesitate getting in his face. “Which clue did you miss?”


  “It’s fine, Skyla.” Laken holds out her hand. “Yes, Wesley. Cooper is my world. He’s the one I choose to be with. I know you’d like to think he’s some second place trophy winner, but he’s not. I assure you. Cooper and I will be together forever. And one day we’ll even build a family.” Her features harden like flint. “Like Chloe has suggested you’re about to do.”


  We start to walk away, and he gently pulls her back. “Is that what this is about?”


  Wes has that same serious look of intent that Gage gets when he simply wants to make things better between us, and, oddly, it breaks my heart.


  “I promise you, Laken, I don’t want Chloe. I don’t want any part of her. She just—”


  “Fits in your plans.” Laken sidesteps my way. “We have to go.”


  “Laken, please, come back.”


  I hook my arm in hers, and we make a beeline for the coffee shop on campus and don’t stop until the door closes behind us.


  The scent of fresh roasted beans lights up our senses, but even the heavenly aroma doesn’t have the power to evict the raw heartbreak we just witnessed. Watching Wesley plead like that was hard even for me.


  “Boy, some people don’t know when to give up.” I rake my fingers through my hair. “This one’s on me,” I say as we get in line.


  “I’m one of those people, Skyla.” Laken is all riled up. “I for sure don’t know how to give up.”


  “What are you talking about?” God, if she confesses to wanting Wesley I might have to toss an iced latte in her face just to bring her back to reality. Can’t she see Cooper for the Celestra God he is?


  “I’m not talking about Wes. I’m talking about the tunnels.”


  A swell of relief fills me.


  “Before you start—I just want to let you know that they’re on my mind, too. But, you’re right, I’m not being proactive enough.” A vision of me shaking the crap out of my heavenly mother blinks through my mind. I can’t help but feel like I’m fucking up left and right, letting my personal life get in the way of the things that matter to my people. “Don’t worry, Laken, I’m shutting down those tunnels.”


  “Not soon enough,” she snipes. “Look Skyla, I’m not one of your minions. I don’t have to sit on the sidelines just hoping you’ll get around to it when the mood strikes. I can do things too you know.”


  God, now she’s starting to sound like Mia—and slightly like Giselle.


  “No need to get—”


  “Bitchy?” Laken’s eyes enliven with fire. “I think that’s what you need in your life, Skyla. A real bitch who doesn’t back down or agree with you on every little thing. Maybe your trouble is that you have too many ‘yes’ people—people who simply don’t care to push you. And, no, that wasn’t a put down on sweet, ditzy Brielle. I couldn’t care less that she thinks I’m trying to usurp her BFF status.” She blinks a dry smile. “What you need is a real friend. Someone who’ll wake you up and make you take action when it’s necessary. I’m a doer not a dreamer. You’re damn right those tunnels are going to get shut down even if I have to do it myself.” She spins to leave. I go to yank her back by the jacket and accidently grasp a handful of hair instead.


  “Ow!” she yelps.


  Good God, Laken looks as if she’s going to kick some Celestra ass—mine to be exact.


  Her eyes widen. “Well, look who grew a pair, and it only took a little freak out on the part of her real BFF.”


  I’d laugh if I didn’t want to hug her.


  “Don’t you even think of heading to Tenebrous,” I seethe the words out like a threat. “The last time you went rogue on me, I had to risk life and limb to save your BFF ass.”


  She huffs a dull laugh taking a step in until we’re chest to chest. “I’m asking you to do it again, only it’s not my ass you’ll be saving, Skyla. It’s the countless people who are missing precious moments of their lives, just like my mother did. You know what? I think you need to meet her. You need to see my little sister, Lacey, again, too. Please tell your mother to expect a hell of a lot more people on Thursday because I’m bringing the entire lot of us.” She spits the words at me as if it were the vilest threat. Little does she know my mother is actually doing the cooking, so the threat’s on her.


  Laken spins and heads for the exit.


  “I’ll shut down those tunnels before the New Year!” I shout after her.


  “Prove it!”


  I sag a moment. There are a lot of things I need to prove—to do.


  The tunnels. My teeth grind down to nothing.


  Damn it all to hell, I have to start somewhere.


  My phone vibrates right through my purse, and I pluck it out. Two messages. One from Gage—wisely private. Off the charts! Not vanilla. Maybe next time we can leave the rest of the family out of it? Just a suggestion.


  I cringe.


  And one from Logan, a moment ago—private as well. Liam can’t believe how friendly you are. I can’t believe how beautiful. Thank you for making my day.


  I stare at it a moment as the words sink through me like a flame. Poor Logan. He doesn’t deserve this. My heart breaks a little at the thought of making his day.
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  On Wednesday after school, I head over to the bowling alley to work my shift. Gage gave me a ride but said he had a secret mission to run. Gage has been working on my birthday gift for a while now. He warned me it would be quite a production but that soon, all would be known. God, I hope it doesn’t involve my body up for sacrifice. Not that I think Gage would be capable of something like that. But, then again, he did partake in Celestra libations.


  The bowling alley is pumping with all of the teen scene present to kick off their long holiday weekend to a good start. I hand out shoes for an hour straight before Ellis meanders in.


  “Where’s Logan?” I fully expected to see him when I arrived. I tried to get him to meet with me yesterday to end the mystery Laken built around him but no such luck. I’m beginning to think he’s avoiding me. I would have tried to text the answer out of him, but with the way things are going for me, Gage would stumble across it.


  “Out.” Ellis takes a long swig of his soda before rattling a bag of fast food in my face. “Deep fried tacos. You in?”


  “Not this time.” I hand out a few more shoes to a group of giddy girls. “God, I think I actually miss high school. Speaking of which, are you having a get together this weekend?”


  “Do you think I’d let tradition die so easily? Friday, it’s on. It’s only been a year, Messenger.”


  “Oliver. How soon you forget.”


  “Anyway, everyone will be there. I’ve got fifteen kegs lined up, and I’m heating the pool. Bring your bikini—a two piece is mandatory for entry.”


  “Dream on. Besides, nothing good ever happens with a large body of water around.”


  “Aren’t you a negative Nelly? I know what you need. You need a good old fashioned kegger—tonight.” He fishes his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll make a few calls and, presto chango, the magic will happen in just a few hours.”


  I groan. “Please don’t say presto chango ever again. You sound just like my stepfather. And, no, trust me, Friday is fine. I’m pretty sure I have a pumpkin pie or twenty to bake tonight.” I belly up to the counter, and it’s all I can do not to cry. I can’t go three seconds without thinking of the ways Gage is betraying me by living this double life.


  “What’s on your mind, Oliver?” He winks when he says it. “You look wrecked.”


  “Thanks.” I lean into him and sigh. “It’s Gage. He’s been acting—I don’t know, strange. It’s probably nothing.” I’m not too sure I should be confiding in Ellis with anything of this magnitude. No offense, of course. I love me some Harrison, but his bloodlines happen to swing toward the ominous.


  “Maybe he’s got brain fever?” Ellis shrugs as if it were an everyday occurrence, and knowing Paragon it might be.


  “Thank you for your diagnosis, Dr. Harrison. Anything you care to prescribe?”


  “Actually”—he fishes in his pocket—“now that you mention it, I do have something that will mellow him out.” He pulls out a small plastic bag full of questionably legal greens.


  “No thanks. I think I know someone else who might be able to help with the brain fever.” A Sector to be exact. Logan walks in on cue. He’s never been a fan of Marshall and me teaming up on anything, but, let’s be real, if I want something done in a snap, Marshall is my man—husband, too, in spirit, of course.


  “Harrison.” Logan doesn’t look his jovial self. “The trash cans are overflowing in the parking lot. You mind getting on that?” He lifts his right hand in a stiff manner. “I sort of jammed my fingers.”


  “Good thing you’re not on the team anymore.” Ellis steps over and gives it a closer inspection as he takes off. “That looks like a career killer.”


  “Ouch.” I gently pull Logan to the side. “Tell me Marshall’s face had nothing to do with that.”


  “Lexy—shoes, please.” He points at the counter until she scurries over. “Come here.” Logan takes me by the hand, and my body electrifies, not in the traditional way it electrifies when he touches me, but in the oh-God-am-I-betraying-my-husband-by-holding-another-man’s-hand kind of way.


  He gives a little laugh because I know darn well he heard.


  “What happened to your hand?”


  “I met with a door. It won by the way.”


  My mood plummets knowing that Logan is beating doorways to vent his frustration. Although I suppose that’s egocentric to believe it had anything to do with me.


  He pulls my hand to his lips and presses over it briefly. “That’s not egocentric, Skyla. That’s simply reality.”


  My stomach explodes with heat as we head out the back into the dirt lot just shy of the woods as the fog curls its icy fingers around us. The haze is so thick, it fills in the space between us until it looks as if we’re veiled in another dimension. Any time Logan and I are together, it feels like just that, another dimension.


  “You know something.” My words come out in a snowy white billow. “And by the way, that isn’t the first time I’ve said that phrase this week in regards to my husband. Laken knows something, too. So tell me, Logan. What have you and Coop been up to?”


  Logan bears into me as that vertical dimple I sliced into his skin inverts.


  “I love that you pieced it all together.” He brushes the hair from my eyes. “I was with Coop.”


  “And Marshall?”


  His smile melts away. “Dudley was there.” He touches his hand to my cheek ever so softly. “Don’t go to him, Skyla. Please, let me be the one to tell you.”


  “Start speaking.” I’m about to go Laken on him in a moment. I’ll have to remember to tell her that I’ve coined a phrase after her name no thanks to the psychotic, albeit BFF, based episode we shared the other day. “You said you’d tell me.”


  “And I will.” A level of distress haunts his features that I have never seen before. “I’ll give Gage until tomorrow night to confess it.” He starts to walk back toward the bowling ally, and I spin him back.


  “Wait, what does Gage have to confess? The fact he’s sneaking out nightly? I already know that.”


  “Not that.” He tucks his chin looking alarmingly attractive. His amber eyes glow against the pale, dense fog, a brilliant shade of amber.


  It’s a wonder Lexy hasn’t ravaged him by now, not that she hasn’t been trying. It’s nauseating working with the two of them. In Logan’s defense, he’s a master at deflecting her advances.


  “I’ve decided I’m not going to say a word, Skyla.”


  I cinch him closer until I can feel his hot breath over my cheek. “But you said—”


  “I’m going to show you.” Logan bears into me a moment before pulling me into a deep, long embrace. I bury my face in his neck and take in the subtle woodsy scent that is all his own. There’s something foreign exuding from him, something I’m not used to feeling when we’re together—fear.


  God, what in heaven’s name could make Logan Oliver afraid? And then it hits me like an evergreen dropping over my head.


  “You think he’s wicked?” I pull back and stagger in disbelief. “Do you think we’ve been fooled all along?”


  “No.” His gaze locks past my shoulder at nothing in particular. “Because if that were true, he would have been a lie from the beginning, and I don’t buy it.”


  “So are you buying this new reality? Because I’d like to ship it back to the evil Fem it came from and shove it up his ass.”


  He takes a breath, and that smile returns to his face.


  “I hope you get the chance.” He leads me back into the bowling alley, but the anxiety, the dread he was exuding a few moment ago still has me rattled.


  What in the hell could Logan ever have to fear?
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  Unfortunately on Thanksgiving morning, I wake up far too late to help my mother but for a very good reason. I was up all night making love to Gage. Well, not all night—therein lies the problem. I thought maybe if I kept him occupied with my body, he might not make a run for the wicked border, but in true nuGage fashion he dematerialized the second I fell asleep. And when I finally did wake up, the bed was empty. About two hours later he came back no worse for wear. I didn’t let on that I was apprised to the fact he was gone. I never do. In fact, I’m getting sick and tired of waiting for some big confession. Gage Oliver has used up all his but-he’s-so-good-in-bed passes. I need to know what the hell is going on right this minute.


  Logan mentioned he would tell me—correction, show me, something tonight. I’m assuming whatever it is it will incriminate Gage in some way, and that’s where my fury lies. If Gage knows he’s doing something terrible, shouldn’t he be an emotional wreck until he collapses in a ball of tears? I mean, really, how much stress does he think our marriage can take before it fractures? The foundation is already cracking. I can feel the infrastructure of who I thought we were, snapping beneath our feet. The sham of our marriage is about to give way if he doesn’t start singing like a bird. Maybe I should stop pretending that I’m unaware of anything and throw everything I do know in his face, which is basically three things: One, Laken knows something. Two, Logan is going show me something—tonight. And three, I have a spirit husband, and I’m not afraid to use him.


  “You’re finally awake.” Gage sheds his signature grin as he enters the room. “I made the mistake of getting up early, and your mother put me straight to work. She said she has a date with a guy named Tom, and before I knew it I was stuffing with the best of them.” He lets out a hard sigh before sliding back into bed. “Tad’s home.”


  Gage cradles me in his arms. There’s a slight scent of something familiar clinging to him, and it has nothing to do with turkeys of the animal variety or Tad. It’s the distinct scent of blue keeping solution—formaldehyde mixed with a floral deodorizer to neutralize the gagging effect.


  “You smell like you’ve been in the Transfer.” I force myself to giggle. If Gage is willing to mask the truth so am I. “What did you stuff the turkey with? Blue keeping solution?”


  His face bleaches to match the wall. Ha! I bet he was in the Transfer plotting his next move with his weasel of a brother. Wesley the weasel—now that’s fitting. And if that’s true then Chloe must have been with him, too. A slight roll of nausea pinches my stomach. Speaking of the witch, I bounce over Gage and crank my window wide open. Stupid casement window. I swear, Demetri helped furnish it just so I would have a hard time doing exactly this. Ironically, it was Demetri who helped change out my window when it broke years ago. Of course, that had more to do with impressing my mother than it did filling a hole in my wall. There was another hole he wanted to fill, and it happened to belong to the woman he’s obsessed with. If Misty is any indication, he’s long since already filled it.


  “Nev?” I shout into the early morning air.


  “You mean, Holden,” Gage says amused from the bed.


  “Geez, what am I thinking?” I try again with the right name, and a dark shadow spears toward the ledge. “For the record, Nev made a much better bird than Holden ever can.”


  The oversized raven outside my window lets out an aggravating caw.


  “Get in here.” I help get his feathers through the tight fitted space. “It’s Thanksgiving,” I say shooing him to my desk. “I promise you a grand meal so long as you don’t leave my bedroom today.” I want to ensure a Bishop-free holiday for once.


  Holden caws once again, and I don’t need to touch him to know what he’s squawking about. He’s been after me to have a family reunion with Emerson.


  “Of course, I’ll get your sister.” She’s an owl in Mia’s room. Long story, but nevertheless, since Mia is insane when it comes to animals, I happily gifted her the Kragger creature. I’m sure Mia is going to run a zoo or a shelter when she’s older. Who knows? She might even turn into one of those animal hoarders you hear about on the news with ninety-nine cats having run of the house. Hopefully she’ll achieve all this feline grandeur without Rev. I hate that she has a natural inclination toward assholes. Poor thing doesn’t remember our father, and now Tad has ruined all future men for her. Some role model he’s turned out to be. Not that my mother’s example was anything to follow. “I’ll bring you both a feast—just the traditional stuff. No worms or anything weird. Besides, you can get that stuff on your own. You’ll have quite the family reunion.” I hop over to Gage and sit on the bed opposite him. “See? That’s me being generous.” My entire person is shaking because I want nothing more than to fly into a Laken-inspired rage. There I go again admiring her psychotic moxie again. She’ll be here later today. I’m sure I have much to learn from the master. “Now I’m going to be generous with you.”


  His offers a devilish grin as if it were the cutest thing he’s ever heard. And knowing him he probably thinks it’s sexual. And knowing us, it usually would be.


  “I give.” He relaxes onto the headboard. “What’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?”


  “Oh—just mulling over the fact you’re a beast in bed.” True story. “But that’s beside the point. I’m pissed off to hell and back because someone—and I’m looking at him—has been acting out of character.” There. That’s as close as I’ll get. I’ll give him once inch, and if he’s smart he won’t take any more.


  “I have been acting out of character.” He pulls me in and takes a gentle bite out of my side, tickling the hell out of me in the process. I let out a yelp so loud that Holden matches my cry with one ten times louder before ducking under the desk.


  My door flies open, and I scramble to cover myself. I’m not totally nude, but, still, a see-through nightie isn’t the thing I want to show off to anyone other than Gage.


  Tad bursts into the room with a look of horror.


  “What the hell was that?”


  “What are you doing?” My mother’s voice comes from behind before she evicts him and waves off his lunacy. “Carry on,” she says as she starts to shut the door. “They like rough sex.” I hear her say before the room is entombed in silence.


  Gage lets out an aggravated growl as he slides the dresser into position with a glare in his eyes. He rolls me over and pins my hands high on the bed.


  “You ready for rough sex?”


  “Holden is the room,” I whisper.


  The closet door flies open, and Holden is pushed in by a violent wind, cawing and screaming like his wings are about to get plucked off. Gage shuts the door and slips a chair over it, all with the mental ease of the wicked wizard he’s become.


  “Show off.”


  “That wasn’t me showing off.” He runs his tongue down my neck. He might be keeping God knows what from me, but I’m a sucker for an early morning romp. Besides, this is Gage. He’s vexingly sexy, melt your knees, wet your panties, stomach-droppingly seductive. There isn’t a woman in the universe who would blame me for not willingly giving up a good night’s sleep for him. Gage is worth far more serious sacrifices, and I’m afraid I’m going to cave to them all—beginning with giving him a license to roam in the night.


  I flatten my hands over his chest. “I’m still very, very pissed.”


  “Then obviously I haven’t impressed you. How about you play the role of a very irate princess, and I play the role of a love sick sex slave trying to win back your affection?”


  “Sounds plausible.”


  Gage licks his way down my body in laboriously long lashes. “I’m about to put in a giant effort, Skyla. You’re one of the only women on the planet I live to impress.”


  I erect a barrier around my thoughts, thick and wide.


  Funny how he didn’t say people. Funny how he conveniently left men out of the equation—namely his wicked brother and father. It leaves me to wonder how far he might go to impress them. That chalice full of Celestra blood stamps through my mind.


  His licking tirade continues all the way down my hips then ever so lower. I guess I can shelf my anger for another hour or so. No use in wasting a good tongue lashing at the hands of my husband. My legs slither up his back as my head presses hard into my pillow.


  Gage knows how to take my mind off everything.
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  Mom worked the Thanksgiving meal like an Iron Chef on steroids. She wouldn’t hear of letting anyone else bring a single dish. Instead, she worked her fingers to the wishbone and sweated it out all by her lonesome. Well, not really lonesome, her minions were all present and accounted for, that includes me and my sisters, plus Bree and Em. It was kind of nice working as a team—even if we were simply relegated to menial tasks.


  Mom had Drake and Ethan pull the sofas out of the family room and brought in a couple of patio tables that we covered with plastic tablecloths. If Laken and her guests are expecting a five star dining experience, they won’t be getting it. Mom specializes in dollar store treasures and questionably cooked side dishes. The turkey is so done, it’s falling off the bone.


  “Driest bird I’ve ever had.” Tad shakes his head in annoyance as dinner gets underway.


  Darla salutes him with her wine. “What the hell’d you stuff this poor thing with, Lizbeth? Concrete?”


  God. Darla brought her own wine, enough for each of us to have two bottles. It seemed like an excess at the time, but, judging by the way she’s singlehandedly burning through the liters, she may run out just yet. She also brought an excess of Bishops. Well, technically she didn’t, Brooke did. It appears that Brody and Brooke’s on again off again relationship is on again. They’re giving Bree and Drake a run for their feel-you-up-at-the-dinner-table money. Why can’t I have one special occasion without a Bishop present? Why!


  “It’s a wonderful bird.” Marshall is quick to lift my mother’s fatigued-as-hell spirits.


  Thank God for Marshall. Twice I’ve held back from throttling Gage like I’ve wanted. It’s as if the closer I get to Logan’s big reveal, the more livid I grow with my husband.


  We’re seated at the middle table with Laken, Coop, Em, Ethan, Drake, and Brielle, and the aforementioned Brooke and He Bishop. In general Brody seems like a nice guy, but evil never wants to scare you off. It wants you to invite it into your home, so it can dust your living room with poison.


  Mia and Melissa are joined by Lacey and Marky, Laken and Coop’s sisters at the kiddie table next to us, which also houses Beau Geste who’s quite the grown up toddler these days. He still calls a truck a fuck, but now he follows it up with a smile and an all too cute ‘cuse me.


  Dr. Booth and Laken’s mother are here along with Coop’s parents. Marshall sits on the bridge that precariously connects us to the main dining room table. His plate is set at an angle no thanks to Drake’s lousy idea of simply putting a piece of plywood to connect the two, never mind that one table is higher than the other. Marshall sits next to me which is a small solace in this hurricane Gage and his midnight wanderings have landed us in.


  Gage must sense something is wrong—I suppose my inadvertent cold shoulder has done the trick—because when I get up for a third helping, he anxiously follows me over.


  “You’re really taking the roleplaying from this morning to a new level.” He gives a nervous laugh. I can tell he realizes this is the real deal, and he’s hoping I’ll play along with his little “roleplaying” scenario.


  “That’s right, Gage. I am. Now would you mind confessing to me why you’ve been acting suspicious and don’t say it’s about my birthday. You and I both know that’s bullshit.”


  “Suspicious? You know I live to help you.” He gives a cocky grin as if this were just a part of the game. “Always ready with the heroics.” His tongue touches his top lip, and my thighs quiver.


  “I don’t need you to rescue me.” I try to ignore the fact my panties are suddenly drenched.


  Emily pops up from behind, and I nearly toss my green bean casserole in her face, on accident on purpose. I’m still ticked about her willingness to lie down for the master.


  “Take it easy on him, Messenger,” she growls, but it’s hard to tell if she’s genuinely angry. Em only operates under one emotion.


  She piles a ton of my mother’s dry-as-a-haystack turkey onto her plate. “Protein.” She smiles up at Gage like it means something.


  What could protein be code for? What the hell does protein do for the body? An energy boost? A sexual energy boost?


  “What was up with that crack in her face?” I ask as she saunters back to her seat. “Em never smiles.”


  His eyes narrow in on me. “Are you starting your period?”


  “Oh!” I let out a horrible groan that tells everyone in the room exactly how pissed I am. “Is that how you’re going to dismiss this? As some erratic hormonal imbalance? I bet you’d just love it if I excused one of your illusive moods as a hormonal imbalance.”


  “We can hear you!” my mother sings.


  I head back to the table and angrily set my plate next to Marshall. He’s right. I should have shacked up with him years ago. I bet the war would never have happened, and life would have been nothing but butterflies and rainbows.


  “Sorry.” I flex a quick smile to the general population. Poor Laken’s mother, she’s beautiful by the way, like model beautiful with her long, brown sugar curls and cute I’m-also-smart-as-a-librarian, teeny cat’s eye glasses. She and Dr. Booth have tried all night to make pleasant conversation with Mom and Tad. Coop’s parents seem much more relaxed around our lunacy. I think maybe because Dr. Booth’s divorce has erupted a minute scandal on the island, Laken’s mother feels a moral obligation for the residents to like her. I want to tell her who the hell cares what these people think. Half the island is insane.


  “I’d much rather listen to them argue than what goes on in that bedroom,” Tad squawks. “It’s like they’re performing an exorcism for hours on end. I’m about to invest in holy water and hose them down.”


  “Tad!” Mom admonishes, but he dismisses her with a wave. Isis giggles and jiggles by his side, and Demetri seems equally amused. “We have mixed company.”


  “What—you mean the head doctor?” Tad scoots back to get a better look at poor Dr. Booth. “I’ve paid him over five grand to fix that girl, and she’s just as hot tempered as the first time we locked her up.” He grips the table and reels like a drunkard. “And I won’t lie to any of you—I’ve been sleeping with one eye open ever since.”


  “Like you’re a ball of sanity,” I mutter.


  “What did you say?” He barks, and suddenly all eyes are on me.


  Laken shakes her head at me from across the table.


  Marshall raises his fork a moment. It appears your new friend ironically does specialize in sanity. Don’t engage the buffoon, Skyla. I’m pleasantly satiated, and it does try my digestive system to be in the presence of such discord.


  My lids flutter a moment at his words.


  Poor Marshall. My lips press tight as I will my thoughts to his. Usually we’d have to touch, but it’s changed as of late, some perk my mother allotted him probably for light driving and bedding me—or babysitting me in general. Once a union is official the heavens go out of their way to protect it—unless, of course, it involves Gage.


  Don’t you know that a lifetime of me will be anything but free of discord? I ask with a quiet sigh.


  His bottom lip inverts as if what I just said had bedroom ramifications, but I’m too distressed to play back my conversation. Right now, I’m busy honing my wrath in on Taddy Dearest.


  “I said”—I look right at Tad Landon—“you’re not exactly a ball of sanity.”


  “Now, now.” Mom bats her hands in the air as if trying to calm me down. She leans toward Laken’s mother. “She gets very little sleep. You see, they’re newlyweds.” She wrinkles her nose with excitement at the innuendo.


  Demetri nods as if he too can testify as to why I’m wigging out. “You mentioned they were sleeping on a twin. It must be very uncomfortable.”


  Mom inhales so sharply I’m sure she’s going to smack him for being crass enough to drag our poor mattress into this. Now that I think about it, Gage and I do happen to have a lousy mattress history.


  “I never thought of that.” Mom presses her hand to her chest with the epiphany. “They’re practically on top of one another all night.” A collective groan comes from the pre-forty side of the room. “I bet that’s exactly the problem.” She turns toward us. “And, Gage, with your bad back? It’s a wonder you can walk.”


  Tad burps out a laugh. “It’s a wonder either one of them can walk. They play that mattress like an accordion all night long. I’m all for eighty-sixing it because I can’t sleep with those springs squeaking.” His eyes bulge in our direction. “Six bloody hours that mattress sang last night. It’s a wonder you’re not dead.” He looks to Dr. Booth. “Who ruts for six solid hours?”


  Ruts? Hey, that’s my word.


  “Youth.” Dr. Booth pours himself another glass of wine. I’m sure he’s sorry he ever got railroaded into coming. Although he’s seen enough of my family to know what to expect. He’s been fairly warned. God, if Emma were here she would have done a face plant in the mashed potatoes by now.


  “Animals, that’s who!” Melissa chimes in, inspiring me to throw down my fork with an aggressive clatter.


  “Six hours of hot, steaming animal sex?” Darla says it reflectively while fanning herself. Her eyes are set on Demetri as if she were propositioning him. She and the frightening Fem were actually on the road to the altar before he woke up and realized she wasn’t my mother. “God almighty in heaven on high!” She writhes in her seat, and I’m half afraid she’s about to bounce right into her ex-boyfriend’s lap. “Remember those good ole’ days, when we used to do that, hun?” She shimmies her shoulders in his direction, blinding us momentarily with the bronze lame leaves imprinted on her blouse. Mom’s face turns a bright pink. She’s not a fan of Darla and Demetri’s past dalliances. She was the first to clap with glee when she heard their engagement was off. Of course, she claimed her enthusiasm was simply due to the fact Darla and he were unable to communicate properly, and she wanted the best for the two of them. But I called bullshit.


  “I do recall those heated hours.” Demetri squints out his signature grin. And are we really going there? “It was quite a pleasure.”


  “Six hours.” Darla waves me off as an amateur. “Sweetie, we did it for twelve, hot and heavy. Once he took me over the balcony in one of those fancy Seattle high-rises. With every thrust I was like, am I gonna die? Am I gonna live?” She reenacts her horror with a palpable enthusiasm. “It was terribly exciting.” She drags her unnaturally long tongue along the rim of her glass.


  I bet my mother is wishing Darla and her nine inch tongue would have splatted flat against some cold Seattle concrete. Sure she would have been terribly upset that Bree and Brooke would have to go through this life mommy free, but, let’s face it, none of us would have been subject to the imagery she just inspired.


  Tad shakes his head, still vigorously sawing through the ambitious mountain of white meat piled on his plate. “I’m a firm believer in marital relations. But stuff like that only needs to take place on special occasions, in dark quarters.”


  My mother’s eyes widen as she glances nervously to Demetri.


  God, is Thanksgiving a special occasion? Is Tad going to try to usher my poor mother into a dark corner tonight? Maybe I should give her a spirit sword to defend herself with.


  “All that ridiculous stuff is reserved for dating”—Tad continues with his sexually oppressed tirade—“then, once you say I do, all that nonsense comes to an end, and you can get on with the rest of your life. Isn’t that right, Dr. B? If we all made our mattresses beg for mercy for six hours straight, the planet wouldn’t be able to handle the humanitarian crisis.”


  Why is he still speaking? Why is anyone still speaking?


  Dr. Booth clears his throat. “Humanitarian crisis? I’m not sure I follow.” I bet he’s racking his brain for any excuse to leave. In fact, any moment now, I expect him to blink right out of his chair Levatio style and take Laken’s poor mother with him. “Are you implying sexual enthusiasm should be relegated to the dating phase of a relationship? Because I whole heartedly disagree.”


  Gah! Doesn’t he see this isn’t the time to invoke his skills of luring people deeper into nonsensical conversations? Doesn’t he have a shut off valve when he leaves the office? Do any of them have a shut off valve?


  “I was thinking along the lines of overpopulation.” Tad spins his fork as if making a valid point. “Humanitarian issues are the hot topic at all those motivational meetings I’ve been attending at Althorpe.”


  Isis giggles, and her mammaries give the dinner guests a circular wave that says we’re cage-free today! I bet she’s not wearing underwear either.


  Cooper’s dad engages Tad about his work at Althorpe, and things roll into a normal murmur over at the senior side of the room.


  Brody and Cooper start in on a conversation, and a part of me wants to warn Coop about exactly who he’s talking to. For all we know, Brody is acting as the enemy’s eyes. Poor, stupid Brooke for falling for a Bishop. She should have run into Liam’s arms while she had the chance. Rumor has it, Lexy and Michelle are now going toe to toe for the spare Oliver. Not that I can blame them. The Oliver boys are made of all things yummy.


  I hear Logan has news for me. I glance up at Marshall.


  So he does. Marshall isn’t the slightest bit amused.


  He says he’s going to show me something tonight. Will you be there?


  No. Marshall closes his eyes with resolute boredom. I will not be present when the Pretty One shows you something.


  I scoff at the innuendo. I assure you it will be most chaste.


  Marshall lifts a brow. There was a point when I could no longer stand his mental musings regarding his time with you. It seems he has the entire span of those three days set to memory and has the uncanny ability to revisit each and every moment in detail. The bathtub scene seemed a most necessary intermission to your celebratory romp.


  Kill me. My face heats as it runs through various shades of crimson.


  Again. Tonight will be chaste.


  Just the thought of Logan hitting the replay button on a loop grieves me. I know he misses me. I know it’s difficult for him to see me with Gage. And the thought of me making it crystal clear I want Gage to live a long happy life right by my side must gut him. Doesn’t he know that death is horrible? Of course, he does, he’s knee deep in it.


  I look to my sweet, handsome husband who’s embroiled in a conversation about Host football. He seems so normal, so very Gage. How could he possibly be evil?


  Mom stands and begins to clear the table. Laken offers to help, so I feel obligated to do so myself. Deep down I dislike the remedial work that comes with events like these. Mia and Melissa jump up with enthusiasm and begin shuttling dishes to and fro. Clearly it’s their gift. They love serving and cleaning and all kinds of boring domestic detail. Maybe it’s best that Gage and I don’t have our own place just yet. In less than six months it would probably be cordoned off as a Hazmat scene.


  Laken leans in. “So what do you think of my mom?”


  “Beautiful, sweet, thoughtful. She doesn’t have two kids tucked under her shirt, so already I want to be her when I grow up.”


  “Very funny.” She gives a wry smile as I lead her to the hall. “All that beauty and talent, all of the amazing love she gives me and Lacey was wasting away in those wicked tunnels.”


  “Damn Counts.”


  “That’s right. Get angry and stay that way.” She pulls me further from the party. “Another thing that has to go away is the Steel Barricade. Or—”


  “We’re fucked.”


  “You said it not me. Get angry about that, too.” She turns to head back. “Oh, and Skyla? If you’re not angry now just wait until tonight. Coop let me know exactly what it is that Logan is going to show you. I think you’ll quickly see how corrupt the Steel Barricade and their leader can be.” Her eyes cut to the dining room when she says their leader.


  “Are you talking about Gage?”


  “If the shoe fits.” She gives a hard sniff. “But I guess any shoe would fit. He is a Fem.”


  My blood runs cold at how cruel she’s being. I shrug it off. She’s still so hurt by Wes, she can’t see straight. Gage is just a fresh slap in the face each time she sees him.


  But it does beg the question.


  What has my husband done now?
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  After a gluttonous amount of pie, the guests leave in droves.


  “Are you sure?” Mom calls after them. “I have party games! With prizes!”


  But the small army dutifully trots toward the exit. I think Mom should thank her lucky stars that this fiasco is over. Perhaps we all should.


  I give Coop a quick hug goodnight. “Be strong, Skyla.” He says it sweet, almost mournful as if I’ve experienced a death in the family and just don’t know it yet.


  “Don’t worry, I will be.” If I’m about anything, I’m about false assurances. Whatever it is Logan is going to show me, Coop is already apprised of. I’d grill him, but there’s no point since I’ll be seeing it firsthand in just a few hours.


  Laken lunges at me.


  “I’m sorry if I’ve been coming off a little rough around the edges lately. I just want this madness to end.”


  “Not a big deal. And you were right. I need someone around who’s willing to kick me in the rear when I need it. Thank you for being there for me.” I pull back, and Gage nods from across the room. “I’m not sure what tonight holds, but I know I’ll need someone to process it with. Coffee soon?”


  “Yes, please.” She lands her cool palm over my cheek. “You can do this. Tonight will test you, but you’re strong, Skyla. I’ve seen this.”


  “I don’t know how I’ll get away from Gage for a while.”


  “You’ll think of something. You always do.” They take off and melt into the fog with a wave.


  “And you always leave me to my own devices!” I call after her playfully.


  “Unlike me.” Bree offers a hug from behind, strangling me with the crook of her arm.


  “Hey”—I pull her in and whisper—“I need to be somewhere for a little while, and I can’t tell Gage. Will you help keep my husband busy?” Bree is on a very small list of girls I would ever pose that question to. For sure Emily and her so-happy-to-part-for-you-legs have long since been crossed off.


  “Nice. I bet you’re headed out to get one of those buy one get three free thongs they’re selling at the Naughty Hawty. The big sale started at nine, so, if you leave now, you might still get some of the good stuff. Oh, and their Halloween clearance is an additional half off! Can you pick me up a tail and a pair of horns for me?”


  I glance to Gage when she says that last part. Perfect. I’ve conditioned myself to think the worst of him.


  “So what do you think you two will do? I’d hate to run into him downtown.”


  I try to will her to say she’s keeping him at home.


  “Staying home.”


  I blink a satisfied smile. I hope to God that’s one of my new budding powers.


  “We’ll play cards out back and chill. I might even let him win a few times to get him in a good mood for you.” She gives a hard wink.


  “You really are a great friend.”


  “Don’t I know it.”


  “Don’t you know what?” Gage scoops me into his arms as his subtle cologne envelops me. Every part of me knows I can live a happy life just like this, sans the deep dark secrets and Fem DNA.


  “Oh, nothing. You mind if I borrow the truck? I sort of have a secret mission that has your name written all over it.” Sadly.


  “Tonight?” Gage pulls back worried for me because he’s a good husband who doesn’t want his wife running around at all hours getting hacked to death by a serial killer who might just be looking for a midnight special of his own.


  “Right now.” I pluck the keys from his pocket and hike up on my tiptoes to whisper in his ear. “Get ready, because tonight is going to be anything but vanilla.”


  I give Bree a quick wink.


  That twin bed of ours may be small and squeaky, but nothing, and I mean nothing, stands in the way of me getting a piece of Oliver each and every night.


  I race down to the truck and speed off into the split pea soup of a night. I’m finally going to get my answers.


  Logan texted earlier and asked me to meet him at Whitehorse. It’s strange, but it sort of makes sense since Ezrina and Nev have taken up residence in the lab. Shoot. Speaking of Nev, I forgot to feed and free Holden.


  All sorts of insane thoughts run through my mind as I drive to the house that Logan built for me. But I can’t for the life of me even remotely figure out what Logan has to show me. I pull in behind Logan’s truck and give a little laugh because my two favorite trucks have reunited. The Mustang is still at the Oliver’s in pieces, no thanks to Chloe’s desire to put a dent in my rear panel. I’d like to put a dent in her rear panel by having her sit on a spirit sword. I’ll have to ask Marshall for an arsenal of the warped weapons for Christmas.


  The wind picks up, and the fog swirls and dances, and, oh, my God, it’s those invisible dancing beasts from the Transfer!


  “Nothing should surprise me anymore,” I whisper as I gaze out at the old, dead Counts that have a hankering for the seventeenth century. They’re swirling and twirling in their oversized hoop skirts, men in dapper clothes that look as if they belong in a Dolce and Gabbana ad.


  I hop out, and the icy chill freezes me to the bone.


  “Skyla.” My name sings in the breeze. I look toward a hedge of evergreens that stretch their fingers to God and note the branches waving erratically. The branches—the Paragon coastline penciled in behind them—blur and warp over the scene. I recognize the anomaly as the wormhole Chloe usually crawls out of. How fitting a wormhole for the worm. A bubbling laughter emits from that direction, and it’s unmistakably that of the spineless scoundrel herself—Chloe.


  Then, just like, that the trees return to their crisp definition as the fog fills in the arid space. I make a dash for the porch and ring the bell, running my fingers over the words on the arch above the door. Logan’s love for me lingers in my heart. I’ll never lose it. Just hearing Marshall tell me about how Logan replays those intimate hours we shared makes my heart ache that much more for him. It’s heartbreaking knowing that will most likely never happen again. After all, I’ve enlisted Ezrina in concocting something that will help Gage extend his days. And a part of me wonders at what cost to human kind that will be.


  The door swings wide.


  Speaking of the witch.


  “Happy Thanksgiving!” I say to both Ezrina and Nev who usher me in from the cold.


  “We were just leaving to see a movie.” Nevermore looks at me with a long face you might give someone who just received a grave diagnosis.


  “Okay.” The word extends from me with trepidation as they step into the night. “You two have fun! Hey”—I extend my fingers toward Ezrina—“any progress on that formula for Gage?”


  Her lids hang low as she takes a long, contemplative breath. “It appears your only hope is your mother, dear child.” Her lips cut a thin line, and I’m not sure how to interpret it, but oddly it seems she’s smiling. I shake it off. Gage’s death is nothing to smile about.


  “I will.” My heart breaks at the prospect of Ezrina being unable to help. Both she and I know how futile talking to my mother will be. “Where’s Logan?” I call as they make their way into the night.


  “Downstairs!” Nev shouts back. “And Skyla?”


  “Yes?”


  “I’m sorry.” He turns and ushers Ezrina into the mist. The dancing ghostlike creatures gather around the two of them in a cheerful display of affection as Nev and Ezrina break into friendly chatter. Figures. She’s like a rock star to the underworld. I bolt the door behind them and head through the kitchen, down the secret stairwell.


  Logan created a masterpiece when he built this place. Thank God for the lab. The morgue would have worked for a while as far as Ezrina is concerned, but this place is exactly what she needs. Not to mention there isn’t a dead body for miles down here. Well, with the exception of Logan, and he’s safely tucked in a vault floating in blue keeping solution. It shatters me to see him like that, but in a strange way he’s a thing of beauty, a sight to behold even without the privilege of air in his lungs.


  “Logan?” My voice carries for miles down the white, glossy corridors.


  “Over here.”


  It’s coming from the left, so I head in that direction.


  “Am I getting warm?” I tease.


  I wonder what he’s up to? God, what if Ezrina accidentally botched some experiment, and I find an entire cage full of Chloe doppelgangers? What else would Nev be sorry about?


  “You’re always hot, Skyla,” Logan calls out as if he’s right behind me.


  I bypass the vault, and it’s not until I’m ten feet out do I realize the door is sitting wide open.


  “Logan?” I head back and find him standing inside the dark, cushioned room. The ethereal blue glow of the glass tube where his body resides is lit up, and it gives the small space a butterfly room effect. “Here you are!” I throw my arms around him. “Happy Thanksgiving. You should be extra thankful you dodged a Landon dinner party. It was a disaster. But what’s new, right?” It feels good like this. Like we’ve gone back in time, and it’s just Logan and me against the Counts, only it’s much more complicated than that in just about every way. “Did you get enough to eat?”


  “I wasn’t too hungry tonight.”


  “Sorry to hear it. Hey, Chloe was giggling out in the woods. What do you think she has to laugh about?” I drop my purse to the ground to better wrap my arms around him.


  “I can take a guess.” He nods toward the glass coffin, and I turn to admire the beauty of his body spinning in the sad solution—but I’m met with a wash of blue water. The tank is missing its favorite occupant. What my eyes long to see simply isn’t there.


  The tank is empty.


  “Where’s your body?” The words draw out of me in a panic.


  “He took it.”


  


  


  Gage


  


  “Twenty-one,” I say as Bree scoops up the deck and reshuffles. Drake has the bonfire lit, and I’ll be the first to admit it’s cozy down here away from Tad and his annoying analysis of my mattress moves. Who the heck says those things at the dinner table? On Thanksgiving no less. And to think I missed my mother’s cooking for that shoe leather I gnawed on for an hour straight makes me want to knock my head through a window. Mom said that we could swing by anytime and load up on leftovers, and believe me, I plan to. I was hoping Skyla and I could head over tonight. I can’t remember a holiday that I didn’t spend with my family, but Skyla is my family now, and being with her is enough. Except for this very moment, she’s nowhere to be found. I finally got it out of Bree. Apparently there’s some big lingerie sale at the mall, and Skyla ran off to load up on peek-a-boo under armor. Just the thought brings a goofy grin to my face because I know who it’s really for.


  The sound of giggling comes from the woods, and both Brielle and I turn around.


  “What’s that?” Bree places her hand over her eyes as if to stave off the moonlight.


  “More like who.” I’m quick to hop on my feet. “I’ll go check it out.” I won’t lie. I fully except to find Bishop. She hasn’t let up on her pursuit of me. For as often as I’ve been a nightly visitor down in the Transfer, she just as often has made it a habit to jump out of the shadows without a stitch of clothing on. Chloe is tenacious. Of course, she apologizes each and every time, giving some lame excuse about expecting Wesley, but I know for a fact they’re not on great terms. They seem to tolerate one other the way two people might be forced to if they were stranded on a deserted island. A part of me feels as if I’m deserted on that same island right along with them. I much prefer this island and Skyla as my mate.


  The giggling picks up, followed by the distinct murmur of a man.


  “Who’s there?” I call out and hold back a laugh because it’s the opening to just about every horror movie I’ve ever seen. Ironically enough, I’m not afraid of anything. I used to have a thin thread of fear in me over the most ridiculous things, but now that Demetri has revealed himself to be my father, now that my powers have dwarfed that of anyone in the Nephilim kingdom, I feel strangely unafraid of just about anything. Maybe that’s because there is nothing greater to fear than the monster I’ve become. That image of me handing over Logan’s lifeless body to Wes blinks through my mind.


  More giggles, more murmurs—the sound of pleasurable moans. Maybe it’s none of my business who’s back here doing God knows what, and I have a feeling I know what.


  “Hey!” I shout. “Who the hell’s there?”


  “Shit!” The girl hisses, and I can hear the rustle of zippers and the scuffle of feet. “Gage?” Mia walks out of the shadows with her skin rinsed blue from the sleepy-eyed moon.


  “What’s going on?” I head into the woods a little deeper to find the kid she’s messing around with—who I very much plan on scaring the shit out of—but it’s no kid. It’s Rev.


  “What the hell?”


  “I believe you’re repeating yourself.” He’s resting his foot against the tree with a beer in one hand. “Look. I just came to hang with my dog. Mia was keeping me company. No harm, no foul.”


  “Dude, you don’t hang out with a kid alone in the woods in the middle of the night. She’s like thirteen—have some freaking respect.”


  “I’m turning sixteen!” she cries. “I’m not a kid. And I don’t care what you say.” She pokes me hard in the gut. “You’re not my dad. I can see whoever I want.”


  “He’s older than you. Shouldn’t you be interested in boys your own age?” God, she’s almost sixteen? That’s how old Skyla was when I met her. Mia is growing up way too fast, much like my own little sister. If I found Harrison and Giselle in the woods, I wouldn’t be half this nice. I’d probably have to rip his balls off for safekeeping.


  “Exactly my point,” she snips. “I’m not interested in boys. I’ve moved onto men.”


  I can’t figure out how to trump her argument, so I growl in lieu of words.


  “Your sister isn’t going to be thrilled with this.” I glance back at the leather jacket with eyes. “Look, I can’t leave you out here, so you may as well split, dude. Say goodnight to your dog, and get back to Host. Mia, you should probably get inside.”


  “Wouldn’t you just love it if I listened to you?” Her eyes narrow in on mine with a vengeance. “I hear you barking out orders at Skyla all night long—suck this, lick that—well, I’m not your wife, so save it, buddy!” She threads her arm in Rev’s and leads both him and his beastly pooch further into the woods.


  “You’re going to get lost.” Or killed.


  “Fuck off!”


  I glance back at the Landon house lit up a happy shade of pumpkin. I knew those walls were paper-thin. I’d haul a mattress up to the butterfly room if I could, but it’s barely big enough for me to stretch my legs out. Between Mia’s comment and Tad’s ridiculous table banter, I’ve had it. Fuck this shit. Skyla and I are moving to my parents.


  I spot Skyla talking to Brielle on the porch and head over.


  I have a feeling this isn’t going to go over well.
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  It doesn’t.


  “What do you mean we have to pack up and move out tonight?” Skyla has a hard edge to her, ten times harder than at dinner, and I can’t figure out what has her so ticked. I open the window and let Holden out, stopping Emerson from escaping as well. Mia loves this owl—so much so that she’s continued to dye its feathers black at Skyla’s request. That was the only stipulation of her taking the bird.


  “Trust me, we just do.”


  “Trust you?” It growls from her incredulously.


  “Your sister is out there with that lunatic. I tried to get her to come inside, and she told me to fuck off. She said she could hear us through the walls at night.” I look to her, pleading. “We have to get out of here.”


  “What lunatic?” Her hand rides up her throat.


  “Revelyn. The dude with a chick’s name.”


  Skyla sticks her head out the window. “Mia! So help me God, get the hell back in here right this minute. Rev—you had better run for your life because in about thirty seconds you’re going to be missing something you value far more than your dog!”


  I watch as Mia gives her the finger while stomping back toward the house. Both Brielle and Drake break out into spontaneous applause.


  “Well done. Now, please, help me pack.” I’ve already thrown my stuff in a duffle bag, and I’m hoping she’ll do the same.


  Skyla sets her fists over her hips. Her eyes burn with an anger I’ve yet to see from her. She’s gives a riotous growl before getting to the task of throwing things into an overnight bag.


  “You win, Oliver.” She jets to the bathroom and comes out with her toothbrush and makeup bag. “I’ll stay at your mother’s, and maybe this time you’ll see that I’m right about her. Do you even care that she’s yet to welcome me to the family?” The veins in her neck bulge when she says it.


  “Yes,” I say, but Skyla has already stalked off downstairs. I stuff our laptops into our backpacks and follow suit.


  “Where’s the fire?” Her mother looks from Skyla to me horrified at what she sees.


  Skyla jumps in her stepfather’s face. “Are you happy now? Your little tirade worked! Gage can’t stand to be cooped up here another minute. We’re going to the Oliver’s.”


  “Is that all it took?” Tad pulls his pants up past the waist. I’m shocked they still fit after the sixteen helpings he inhaled. “Well, Lizbeth, it looks like we won’t have to shop at Cost Club after all! Skyla and the human garbage disposal are hitting the streets. Don’t let the door hit ya where the good Lord split ya and all that other fun crap!” He turns to Lizbeth in a bout of enthusiasm. “We can start taking in boarders! I bet we can get five hundred bucks a month for that room. Drake’s, too!”


  Skyla leans in and hugs her mother. “Don’t even think of renting out my room.”


  “I wouldn’t dare. Call me.”


  “I will.”


  Skyla and I jump in the truck. It’s a long, quiet drive to the Paragon Estates.


  The house is still lit up, and I can see Mom buzzing around the kitchen sink.


  “They’re going to love that we’re here. You’ll see.” I give Skyla’s knee a quick pat as we head inside.


  No sign of Logan. We greet Liam and my parents in the kitchen. Liam is still grubbing on a plate full of food, and, holy hell, it smells like I’ve died and gone to gourmet paradise.


  “Are you hungry?” Mom whisks a plate my way.


  “Yes, and I’m sure Skyla is, too.”


  “Oh, no thank you.” She eyes the stairs like she’s ready to bolt to the bedroom. “I’m sure it’s delicious, but I’ve sort of lost my appetite. I guess I’ll just turn in.”


  “Turn in?” Mom stops cold with a spatula in the air.


  “Skyla and I will be staying here for a while.” I press out that grin she’s never been able to resist.


  Mom smiles briefly before giving a hesitant look to Skyla. “That’s…that’s really something.”


  “You’re more than welcome.” Dad slaps me over the back. “Stay as long as you like. In truth, the house hasn’t been the same without you.”


  “Thank you.” Skyla gives a bleak smile before disappearing up the stairs. “Goodnight.”


  Something is definitely off. Maybe I acted in haste. Maybe forcing her to move from her mother’s house was too much after the strangled day we’ve had.


  “You know, I think I’ll head up too.” I chase up the stairs and find Skyla already tucked in bed.


  The moonlight lays a soft, white sheet over the bed, highlighting her hair with frost.


  “Hey”—I flick off my shoes and glide in beside her—“I’m sorry about everything.”


  Her head turns just enough. “What exactly are you apologizing for?”


  “To tell the truth, I’m not sure anymore.”


  “Thought so.” She burrows into the mattress.


  “Talk to me. How did the sale go?” That’s not what I meant by talk to me, but I’m in no position to initiate a genuine heart to heart. God forbid I confess any of my sins.


  “When I got there—what I wanted to see was gone.” She gives a sniff into the pillow.


  “It’s okay. Bree told me.” I touch a kiss just below her ear. “If it means anything I like you just fine without that stuff anyway.” My hand rides up her T-shirt. This is the first night since we’ve been married that Skyla has come to bed virtually dressed from head to toe. My finger curves into her sweats, and she twists away from me.


  “You know”—she lets out a heavy sigh—“I think you’re right. I might be starting my period, so maybe not tonight.”


  I drop a kiss to her head and pull her in until she’s tucked in my hips, my chest warming her back.


  Skyla thinks she’s starting her period. Skyla usually has the timing down to a science. Something tells me I’ve just been shown the doghouse.


  Maybe I’ll talk to my mother about welcoming her into the family.


  Somehow I doubt my mother is the problem.
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  The next night, Ellis invites us to his house for a small gathering of friends. Skyla and I head across the street as bodies bleed out of every orifice of the Harrison estate. The music is so loud the windows rattle with the bass. I’m not sure how Skyla’s headache is going to fair with this racket. She’s been in bed most of the day with the covers pulled up to her nose, so I brought her breakfast, lunch, and dinner. I never did get a chance to speak with my mom about easing up on Skyla. I’m not really looking forward to that conversation.


  The clouds overhead give a quick grumble as we make our way inside. The forecast is set for rain for the entire next week. Nothing newsworthy, that’s for sure.


  Inside it’s dark, save for some flickering lights that move in rhythm to the music coming from the living room. Ellis’s parents renovated the place last year, and it looks every bit the cold, mausoleum it’s always wanted to be. The glossy marble floor expands in all directions. They revamped the theater room. The backyard was re-landscaped to resemble a tropical getaway. It’s something my parents have talked about doing for years, but, in truth, the only reason they were able to afford a home in Paragon Estates is because they bought the fixer-upper on the block. It just so happened to be the smallest house in the track as well.


  “Oliver.” Ellis slaps me some skin.


  “And you”—he pulls Skyla in—“face five.” He plants a kiss on her cheek.


  “Is Chloe here?”


  I cinch my head back because I’m sure I didn’t hear her correctly.


  “Nope.” Ellis gives her shoulders a squeeze. “Just that dude that’s wearing her face.”


  “Brody.” She smirks at the thought.


  “And that dude that’s wearing your face.” Ellis hikes a brow. “I better go find my girl before he hits on her. Things might get weird.”


  “I doubt Wes is interested in Giselle. He’s got his sights set on that one.” I nod to Laken and Coop.


  Skyla spins into me. “Is that Mia lurking over there by that big plant?”


  I look over to find some girl in a miniskirt. A lit cigarette hangs from her fingers. She’s too tall and lanky to be Mia, but I get the feeling Skyla might be trying to get rid of me, so I play along.


  “I’ll check it out.” I head over, and, sure enough, it’s not Skyla’s twin who told me to eff off last night. If Skyla keeps up this cold shoulder much longer it’ll be her telling me to eff off, and not in the way I’d like to—with her. I’m still not over the fact she shut me down. First time since we’ve been together. I won’t lie, it’s a fresh hell I don’t care to experience again anytime soon.


  I take a step behind the overgrown Ficus and watch as Skyla and Laken embrace. Skyla’s back trembles as if she’s sobbing, and Coop steps in and rubs her arm in a consoling manner. What the hell?


  “Like what you see?” Wes pops up like an apparition.


  “Not any more. My wife is upset, and I don’t know why.”


  “Sorry.” He groans a little taking in the sight. “I’d offer up some brotherly advice but I’m not exactly an expert on relationships. In fact, I suck at them.”


  Chloe has made no secret about the fact she and Wes are trying to have a baby.


  “So why are you having a kid if you suck at relationships?”


  “I’ll be a good father.” His lids grow heavy as he watches Laken from afar. The three of them head into the next room and disappear into the party. “So you ready for what’s to come?”


  “I don’t know. I think you need a trial run with this thing. If those markers come back, we’re all screwed.”


  “So far the Celestra carcass seems to be doing the trick.”


  The thought of him referencing Logan’s body as a carcass makes me want to vomit.


  “He’s still okay, right?”


  “He’s still dead if that’s what you mean.”


  I don’t hesitate in shoving Wes up against the wall. “I meant his body. The deal was it stays in one piece.”


  Wes waves in surrender. “Get a grip. I told you we just need a few scrapings. By New Year’s we should be good to go.”


  “Sounds like a plan.” I give a nervous glance around. “I’d better get going.”


  “Me, too. I’m not really in the mood to watch Coop lay his mitts all over Laken. You have no clue how good you’ve got it—married to the woman you love. Have you talked to her about siding with you?”


  “She wants nothing to do with the Barricade. Besides, once you hand over her people like sheep to the slaughter, she’ll be that much less enthused.”


  “I suppose that means you’ll eventually lose her.”


  “Nobody takes Skyla away from me.” The reality is, I might just be the one slowly pushing her out of my life. My teeth grind at the absurdity. Everything I do is for Skyla. I live and breathe and apparently grave-rob for the woman I love. There isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do for Skyla no matter how farfetched, no matter how demented or wicked. Hell, I’d rearrange the stars for her.


  I take off into the hustle and bustle of bodies to find her. It’s getting smoky inside. It’s too dim lit to make out anything other than limbs. I head to the backyard and do a quick sweep of the girls sitting with their feet dangling in the pool.


  “Gage!” Kresely tries to wave me over, but I simply nod before ducking back into the house.


  Before I know it, she’s hanging off my shoulder about as wanted as bird crap.


  “Your mom and I hit all the big sales this morning.” Kresley’s face looks sickly pale, framed with all that dark hair. “She really is a great person for taking me under her wing. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate her kindness.”


  She’s taking the wrong girl under her wing. Why couldn’t she go shopping with Skyla? Where’s the kindness she has for my wife?


  “That’s nice. I’m sort of looking for someone. You should probably get back to your friends.”


  “Those Paragon Princesses? I thought Ephemeral was bad.” Her cool fingers glide down my neck, but I keep up my stride and try to bump her off with the shrug of my shoulder.


  Skyla must be really steaming over something. Coop and Laken looked as if they were comforting her. For all I know she could be in the back of the house losing it over God knows what.


  “So Algebra Two sucks.” Kresley manages to keep up with my manic pace. “I was thinking since you’re really good with numbers, maybe you can tutor me sometime? Your mom actually came up with the idea. She said she’d pay you for your time. She says you’re the best.”


  I stop cold, and she nearly goes flying. Numbers have nothing to do with Kresley’s incessant need to grind up against me.


  “Look, I’m not Wes. I don’t even think you can make him jealous by hanging around me. In fact, he just took off.” I hold up my left hand and twirl my non-existent wedding band with my thumb. The ring is still on the to-do list. “I’m married. Happily so.” Or at least that’s true on my side of the matrimony. Where is Skyla anyway? “Look I just want to find someplace to be alone.” I head down the cool, elongated hall as the music begins to dissipate. As soon as I find her, I’m going to beg her to come home with me. I want nothing more than to dive into her mouth—into those heated kisses she’s been known to sear my soul with. I miss her. Something has been off for the last few days, and it’s killing me slowly.


  I open the first door on the right and peer inside, nothing but a dark office. I open the next three doors with Kresely trailing dutifully behind. We find two couples going at it in one of the rooms while a few dudes watch from the sidelines.


  “How’s that for entertainment?” Kresley giggles. She’s about as entertaining as a gnat herself. But I can’t seem to shake her.


  I open the room on the far end and stick my head inside. Just another couple fucking like there’s no tomorrow. Her head is bent back with pleasure, and he’s taking her right there against the wall.


  “Sorry,” I whisper as I shut the door. “It was just Giselle and—”


  Everything in me freezes.


  I burst through the door, and Harrison runs to the opposite end of the room shrieking like a girl with hands and dick in the air.


  I pick a chair up from the desk and smash it to the floor. “You fucking piece of worm shit!”


  “Stop!” Giselle tries to run out the door and bumps into Skyla.


  “What’s going on?” she demands, but I’m too pissed to fill her in.


  Kresley touches her hand to her neck. “Gage and I were just looking for somewhere to be alone when we caught these two going at it like wild dogs.”


  “What did you say?” Skyla’s eyes reduce to slits as she takes a step into the room.


  “I was looking for you, Skyla.” I snatch Ellis up by the shirt as he’s about to dart around me and pull him in until he’s uncomfortably close. He’s already stuffed himself back in his jeans, but I can smell the guilt on him, and it makes me want to vomit. “I warned you,” I growl over his face. “And now you’re going to pay for touching my sister.”


  “I’m sorry, man. I swear I wasn’t pressuring her. She came to me.”


  “It’s true!” Giselle beats me over the back with her fists, but I’m slow to drop Ellis. “Skyla told me she’d support me one hundred percent if this is what I needed to do.”


  I turn to find Skyla’s mouth contorting.


  Shit.


  “She said her body was crying out for attention!” Skyla drops her head in her hands. “I’m sorry. This is a huge miscommunication.”


  “You bet it is.” I toss Ellis back so hard he flies into the window, and the glass explodes in a spider web around him.


  “Gage!” Skyla pulls me in by the shirt. “I would have talked to Ellis if I wasn’t so damn distracted with you! And what the hell were you doing trying to find a room with your mother’s precious little pet? It’s like I don’t even know you anymore!” She shoves me back so hard I spill right next to Ellis.


  The room clears out, and soon it’s just Harrison and me lying in a pool of glass.


  Ellis gets up on his elbows, his shirt on backwards, his zipper still down.


  “I’m sorry, Dude.”


  “Not half as sorry as I am.”


  


  


  Logan


  


  The rain starts in, quick and angry, pelting Dudley’s oversized manor like a thousand pebbles dumped from the sky. I can’t get out of this funk I’m in, imagining Skyla with that thing that my nephew has morphed into. That thing. I shake my head. Dammit he’s still, Gage. Try as I might, I can’t find it in me to loathe the guy. He’s still like my brother. I’m not too crazy about him at the moment, however.


  “So I’ve been trying to explain to him that it’s all been a big misunderstanding,” Michelle drones on like she has been for the last sixty painful minutes. “Would you mind talking to him? I mean, I know he’s not home. He’s out with that little bitch, but as soon as he gets back. I’d really appreciate it.”


  That “little bitch” just so happens to be her best friend, Lexy. This entire scenario is familiar to me because a few years back, it was me they were battling over. I won’t deny it—my ego is slightly bruised. Is that what I want? Michelle and Lexy going at it again? Ripping their hair out in the middle of one of Harrison’s big bashes over yours truly? Hell, I’m glad it’s not me. I’m too old for this shit, correction—too dead for this shit.


  “So will you do it?”


  “For sure,” I say without conviction. “As soon as he gets back. Besides, I don’t think he’s serious about Lex. His ego just got bruised that’s all. Trust me, I know all about bruised egos.”


  Michelle runs her bronzed fingers through my hair. “I’m so sorry Messenger took a giant crap all over your heart.”


  I moan as I bury the back of my head in the seat cushion. I won’t lie, it feels pretty good to have her fingernails gently grazing over my scalp. For a moment I pretend it’s Skyla. Just because she’s married to Gage doesn’t mean I can’t have a moment with her, alone in my thoughts. And, unfortunately, if he keeps moving in the trajectory he’s headed, he may not be married to her for long.


  The door bursts open, and before I can open my eyes, I find Skyla, herself hovering over us with a look of utter disgust.


  “So this is what goes on around here, huh?” She heads back to the door, and I bolt up to block her from leaving. “By all means, don’t let me interrupt.” She tosses her hands in the air. “It’s been like the freaking Twilight Zone around here the last few weeks.”


  “Why’s that, Messenger?” Michelle strides over with her lips twisting as if she has an entire arsenal of insults ready to spit out. “Is it because all the boys you’ve kept on very short leashes have finally come to their sense and cut themselves loose? Did you really expect to marry Gage and still have Logan and Dudley at your beck and call? By the way, Dudley is upstairs right now getting it on with some woman named Marlena.”


  “Marshall!” Skyla cries exasperated.


  Dudley rushes down the stairs without missing a beat—fully clothed, shoes on, nothing incriminating about his hair, no lipstick on his collar.


  I raise my hand and hold back a smile because her fury makes her look cute as hell. “For the record, I’m still at your beck and call.”


  Her cheek glides up one side of her face before she turns to Dudley.


  “Why is she here?”


  “My lady friend is feeling a bit under the weather.” He glances toward his bedroom before leaning in. “I’m afraid she’s exhibiting the first symptoms of the Black Plague. It doesn’t end well from here.”


  “Oh, yes, that’s right.” Skyla gives a quick grimace. “I forgot all about the plague. And then there’s the cliff she flings herself from. Dover was it?”


  A gasp emits from upstairs.


  “It appears my lady friend is apprised of your comments. If you’ll excuse me.”


  “Make sure to take a shower when she leaves. Maybe tackle the place with Lysol!” Skyla calls after him. She runs to the base of the stairs and shouts. “I didn’t mean that about the cliff, Marlena!” She spins around just as Gage bursts into the foyer, dripping like a wet dog.


  “What’s got you so winded?” I shut the door after him.


  “I ran.”


  “What? No blipping yourself to and fro?”


  “I was chasing Ellis.” He staggers toward Skyla. “I was not trying to sleep with that girl.”


  “Save it.” She waves him off. “I never said you were.” She shoots me a look.


  After Skyla saw the empty tank, that once housed my body, she immediately wanted to file for divorce, but I made her see the light. Gage is still in there somewhere, and we have to believe he’s only acting this way because he thinks it’s going to benefit the Nephilim. Skyla still loves Gage. This is just a bump in the road—a very tall, jagged, kill your tires, gut your engine kind of bump in the road. If they survive it’ll be a miracle, but I need that same miracle to believe that my nephew hasn’t sold his soul to the devil. Regardless of what I’ve seen, my heart tells me something different.


  “What’s this?” Michelle steps over to Skyla. I wouldn’t get too close if I were her. “Trouble in paradise, so soon? I bet you said Logan’s name in bed, too.”


  “You wish.” Skyla folds her arms across her chest while staring down this watery version of Gage.


  No, I wish. I give a smug look to my nephew. Actually, I rebuke the thought. As much as I don’t like where things are right now, this is their time. I’m simply providing the body the Barricade needs for God knows what.


  Gage barrels over. “I caught Ellis and Giselle together.” His jaw clenches. “Things got ugly.”


  “What?”


  “I’m so fucking pissed I can’t see straight.” He rakes his fingers through his hair, spinning with rage.


  I’m stunned. I’m not sure why, after all, Ellis is—was her boyfriend.


  “Did you kill him?”


  “I gave it a shot. I threw him into a window and chased him a quarter mile—threatening his balls.”


  “It’s a start.” And for the first time, in a good long while, Gage and I are aligned on something. Who knew it’d take Ellis’s dick to get us to where we needed to be. “Where’s Giselle?”


  Skyla sighs. “She said she was going home. I think maybe to the Kragger’s. She was pretty upset.”


  “You two seem riled up yourselves.” Michelle snatches her purse off the table. “Look, if Liam comes back with that skank be sure to call—”


  “Who are you calling a skank?” Lex charges in, and she and Michelle go at it.


  I head over to my brother and shove him toward the burgeoning catfight. “Deal with this.”


  “I need to talk to you.” Skyla doesn’t hesitate pulling me away. She leads me to the porch, and Gage follows us out.


  He steps between Skyla and me, his eyes bearing into hers. “Whatever you have to say to him, you can say to me.”


  I’ve never seen this side of Gage before, demanding, angry with Skyla of all people, but mostly he just seems desperate.


  The world stops for a moment. Skyla closes the distance between them and gets in his face.


  “I can speak to whomever I please with or without you present.” Her head tips back, and she closes her eyes a moment. “But since you insist on listening in, I was simply going to tell Logan that, yes, I will ask my mother to help furnish Ezrina with whatever technological advances we’ll need to fight the Barricade.” She swallows her anger in one giant gulp. “It seems critical we stay one step ahead. Don’t you agree?”


  His dimples dig in deep, no smile. A clear sign he’s not entirely enthused with what he’s hearing. No big surprise there.


  “I completely agree.”


  But I know what Skyla meant. Despite whatever bullshit happened tonight, and I don’t doubt it was exceptionally upsetting, she’s decided to take one for the team.


  She’s doing exactly what I pleaded for her to do.


  She’s staying with Gage.


  We still need him.


  The enemy is much easier to keep track of when he’s in our midst.
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  Apparently it isn’t easy for Skyla to get a moment away from her wet shadow, so I decide to visit her in my nighttime wanderings.


  “You up for hitting the Transfer?” I’ve made my way into her dreams before uninvited, but that was years before we met, and she lived in L.A.


  “Yes.” Skyla takes my hand, and I pull her into my dreamscape. She glances down at herself and plucks at her skirt. “Why am I wearing my West cheerleading uniform?”


  “I didn’t know if you were wearing clothes.” I would bet good money she wasn’t. “Besides, it brings back good memories.” The best.


  She glances up and down my body. “What’s fair for me is fair for you. Now let’s see it, Oliver. Number twelve was it?”


  “Fine.” I close my eyes, and when I open them I’m wearing my uniform sans the shoulder pads. “Is that better?”


  “Much.” A sheepish grin settles on her beautiful face. “And, you’re right, it does bring back good memories. To the Transfer?”


  I press my hand in the small of her back. “I thought we’d get there old school.”


  Paragon forms around us as we step out onto Devil’s Peak. The rocky shore below taunts us, dares us to dive deep with its razor like granite. The angry sea writhes and roars as it spits white foam over the shoreline.


  “Ready?”


  Skyla wraps her arms tight around my waist and lays her head on my chest.


  “Ready as I’ll ever be.”


  I inch us toward the edge of the cliff until our shoes hang off the side.


  “One, two—”


  And we fall.


  Skyla and I free fall into nothing as the dark clouds warp and twist above. The Paragon fog cradles us in the illusion of its safety as the spiked shoreline comes up in quick jags. Skyla intensifies her grip over me as we power through terra firma. A slight jolt of electricity washes over us as a new world forms, a world of ever-present darkness, of sinister deeds and desolation. We land on a grassy knoll and roll our way down, laughing like a couple of children as we land flat on our backs.


  “That was quite the adventure, Logan Oliver.” She gently swats my chest. “Thank you for that. I’ve really been tempted to jump off a cliff lately.”


  “Things are that bad?” In no way do I intend to play marriage counselor. I simply want to be Skyla’s friend through this tumultuous time in her life. “He tell you where he’s going at night?”


  “He won’t say a word, and I won’t ask. Aren’t we a pair?”


  “He will. Gage was born to do what’s right.”


  “Really? Do you think he gets that from his mother or his father?”


  “Skyla.” I help her up, and we start to make our way to the old lab. “He loves you. He’s inherently good. You and I can both attest to that.” We bypass the haunted mansion and pause a moment to look in awe at Wesley’s new and improved version looming over the horizon. “Why do you think he chose to live here?”


  “Simple. He could never live in a plane where Laken doesn’t choose him. His ego would never allow it. His heart is shattered. If he lives here, he doesn’t have to accept reality.”


  “Now that you put it that way, maybe I should join him.” I wrap an arm around her shoulders and jostle her. “I’m only half kidding.”


  “I know.” She lays her head on my chest as we walk to the mouth of the lab, spewing its harsh light like a beacon into this desolate night.


  “Who’s running the show here?” Skyla leans into me as we approach the place where she was once held captive.


  “Wesley himself. Turns out, the dude is a genius. Not as brilliant as Ezrina but a close second. Don’t get the wrong idea. I don’t think that highly of him. Personally, I didn’t know they stacked shit that high.”


  Chloe emerges swinging a set of keys like a prison warden. “About time. I haven’t got all night, you know.” She openly scowls at Skyla. “Why am I not surprised to see you?”


  “Why am I surprised to see her?” Skyla wants an explanation. I can tell she’s fed up with the secrecy that continues to plague her relationships.


  “I asked Chloe to let us in. Wes doesn’t know.”


  “Oh, he knows,” Chloe bleats. “Not much happens around here that gets past Wesley.” We follow her down the elongated corridors all decked out in laminate and steel. The lab I built under Whitehorse is an exact duplicate. I had Ezrina help me with the plans. I didn’t realize she’d be free at the time, but I wanted to give her a refuge to work on projects for Celestra if need be, and God knows we have hit the if-need-be phase.


  Skyla takes up my hand. “What are we doing here?”


  “I’ve come to see someone I haven’t seen in a good long while.”


  Skyla racks her brain for an answer. “Ingram?”


  “Nope.” Ezrina’s ex is the last person on my list to pay a midnight visit.


  “Here we are.” Chloe unlocks the steel door to a very familiar room. The summer Skyla first came to Paragon, she ended up here, a captive of Ezrina herself. “After you.” Chloe swings the door wide, and I pause.


  “Skyla”—I take up both her hands and look so deep into her crystal eyes I feel as if I’m falling right into her soul—“it’s me I came to see. I want to see the state of my body. I realize Gage handed me over for a reason, but a part of me is dying to know what, if any, is left of that shell that once housed me.” I don’t dare say it in front of Chloe, but what I’m really looking for is any evidence that might give us a leg up. I don’t have some narcissistic need to see if they’ve marred my face. “I’m not sure what’s in that room. I hope you understand, but I don’t want you to see me this way.” And that, too, is the truth.


  She gives a circular nod as a silent tear rolls down her cheek. “I’ll wait right here.”


  “I’ll be quick, I promise.”


  Chloe leads me in. The room is identical to the last time I saw it. A metal bed lies in the center, a sheet covering a body lies over it. Trays are set about the room, laden with barbaric devices.


  “It’s not that bad.” Chloe pinches the crisp white sheet from the top. “Are you ready?”


  “As I’ll ever be.”


  “Remember…” Chloe bears into me with those insane molten eyes. It’s the same way she looked at me right before she sliced my head off. “You, Logan Oliver, are a Celestra.” She whips off the sheet in a single bound.


  My body lies stiff. A pale blue cast clings to my skin. My eyes, my mouth are both partially opened.


  A heavy sigh comes from my chest as what’s before me comes into focus.


  The skin on my lifeless body fidgets. It moves in waves as my bloated, naked frame comes to life in this peculiar way. I touch my hand over my cold arm to affirm my worst nightmare. Stuffed beneath the surface of my skin are the Dolomite worms, eating, gnawing on me from the inside out—not one inch of flesh has been spared. A tiny pink worm peeks out from the corner of my eye, a dozen crawl from my mouth and make me want to vomit.


  “Their coming for the light,” Chloe says, returning the sheet to its rightful place. “Everything in nature is drawn to the damn light.”


  The light is the truth. We’re all bending, stretching to discover what the meaning of all this madness is—hoping to grow in the process—and those worms that are feasting on my flesh are no different.


  The truth.


  Maybe it’s time I beat the shit out of Gage to get it.
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  Skyla


  


  Paragon shakes and quivers under the supervision of what’s being billed as the super storm of the century. The days are dark. The nights are lost in water. It’s times like this I miss L.A. the most. I miss the round face of a peppermint moon, the sprinkling of stars lying over a velvet navy night—the warm scented breezes perfumed with salt from the Pacific. But when my father’s life was taken from him, the beauty of those balmy L.A. nights died right along with him. And, now, here I am on Paragon as the rain drives down, angry and menacing like an enemy hell-bent on destruction.


  Gage is the enemy. I’ve fought the concept for so long, and now the revelation is fresh again, staring me in the face by way of an empty glass casket that once housed Logan’s body. And now I want Gage to die. I want him to live. I want to wrestle him to the ground and make him tell me everything he’s holding back. So many questions, so many answers I may never have. I’m living in a hurricane of confusion with my emotions tossed in this violent storm of my husband’s making.


  Logan has tried his best to convince me that Gage is still the sweet, innocent boy he grew up with—that my husband’s seeming deception is nothing more than an illusion he’s unable to demystify at the moment. All will come to fruition, he assured. And, deep down, I want nothing more than to believe him. Logan has been an anchor through this storm. Had he not been here, had I been left to my own devices, or alone with Marshall—who would have certainly had me willingly in his bed by now—this life I’m living would look a whole lot different.


  As it stands, Gage and I have been staying with Emma and Barron for three solid weeks—correction, Emma, Barron and Kresley for three solid, insufferable weeks. Logan has wisely remained at Marshall’s although he mentioned in passing that he’d probably come back to the Oliver’s shortly after the New Year. I think that was his warning to Gage to find someplace else for the two of us to play house. And believe me, I’d like nothing more. Although, the thought of Kresley popping in as often as she does while Logan is living here makes my skin crawl. Why can’t she set her sights on Liam like all the other red-blooded girls on the island? The way he bounces between Lexy, Michelle, Grayson, and Brooke, you would think he had a lightning rod in his pants. And if he’s anything like the other two Olivers—he most certainly does.


  Speaking of Logan—a wave of grief washes over me—it’s the thirteenth of December. It’s the day that would have been our one-year anniversary. In a word, all that I can think of to describe this precious day is pain. Last year at this time we shared three intense passion-filled days that culminated in tragedy. Pain in acres. And now how horrid it must be for him to imagine me tucked in the arms of the one he considers a brother. I wonder how much agony I’ve carved over his heart simply by going on with my life.


  I cringe at my own audacity.


  The bowling alley is slow today with just a few group leagues willing to brave the storm. Some people are staunch that way with their carefully orchestrated lives, bowling on Saturday, come rain or shine! Not even bloodied limbs falling from the sky could put a hitch in their routine.


  “Are you listening?” Lexy barks from behind, and I jump.


  “Yes. Sorry, no. I’m a complete space case today.” I sweep my gaze behind her checking for Logan. He went to Cost Club to pick up a few supplies. Normally he wouldn’t go out in the late afternoon, in the middle of shift, in the middle of a storm, but a part of me wonders if I’m the reason. I fully plan on acknowledging our special day with him. He took off so fast I couldn’t get two words in. “Lex, what would you do for dinner if it were your one year anniversary?” She’ll probably say something romantic and impossible to implement due the fact I have another man’s ring on my finger. Impossible because it would be inappropriate. Logan and I had both changed like leaves in the fall.


  “It’s your anniversary.” Her shoulders sag in annoyance. “Make him a pizza.”


  “You know?”


  Her eyes close a moment. “He mentioned it last night.”


  “Oh.” I’m not sure I like Lexy and Logan having late night conversation about past relationships, especially since Logan and I happen to be in the past tense. “Thank you. I think I will.”


  Lexy follows me into the kitchen and pulls out a pan while I pluck some dough from the proofer.


  Logan and Lexy. I’ve always hated the way their names sound so cute and perky together. Logan and Skyla. There. That sounds refined, dignified, stately even. Gage and Skyla. My lips twist. Right about now it sounds sneaky—sinister even. The serpent and the butterfly. Now there’s a tragedy in the making. My heart wrenches just thinking of Gage that way.


  “Wake up, Messenger,” Lex barks. “I’ve said here you go like sixteen times.”


  She’s shakes a bag of shredded cheese in my face. Is Lexy actually helping me?


  “Why are you being so nice?” I’m not in the mood to try and decipher her kindness.


  “Because we’re friends.” Her lips twitch as she looks down at the pizza she’s constructing.


  “Since when?” I quickly toss on a variety of Logan’s favorite toppings, extra olives and pepperoni.


  “Since high school.” She takes both our masterpieces and throws them in the oven. “I was just thinking about how much fun we had.” She scowls as the lie bleeds from her lips. Lexy is pretty in an I’ll-slit-your-throat kind of way. Another reason I’m not crazy about her wiggling her way back into Logan’s life. “I know we were a little rough on you, but you were new—blonde and beautiful—and from snotty L.A. What did you expect?”


  We’re friends, and I’m beautiful? I’d laugh in her face, but right now I’m more tempted to put our so-called friendship to the test.


  “I guess you’re right. Everyone is entitled to razz the new kid a little. No harm no foul.” Just a missing limb—although in all fairness, the bitch squad wasn’t responsible for that one. “Say”—I step in close, backing her into the counter—“I’ve always wondered about that secret of yours. You know, binding a Fem. I’ve always thought you were so cool because you were the only one who knew how to do it.”


  “Oh, that.” She fans her hand and laughs like it were both cute and presently unimportant. Little does she know I’m married to a Fem who could use a little binding. I hold back a smile at the thought. Binding Gage sounds perfectly erotic.


  “So tell me—I’m dying to know. What is it? Some kind of mind trick? I’m going to bind you now…” I make my voice quiver like a ghost. It is kind of fun just hanging out with Lexy, getting silly in the kitchen while making pizzas.


  The smile slides right off her face. “Why is everything such a joke to you? It’s no wonder Logan practically ran out the door as soon as you arrived. He probably knew you’d laugh in his face about the whole anniversary thing.”


  “I would not!” More like weep in his face.


  “Get real, Messenger, everyone knows you can’t take anything seriously.” She starts to stalk off, and I cut her off at the pass. “Out of my way.” She tries to push her way past me, and I pin her to the refrigerator with a bang.


  “Is this serious enough for you?” I’m all done shitting around. Lexy knows how to bind a Fem, and by the time our conversation is through, so will I.


  Her knee comes up and kicks me in the gut, knocking the wind out of me in the process. I slap my hand over a long handled knife and snatch her back by the hair with the other. Lexy twists and turns until I pin her over the counter with my chest, the blade to her throat.


  “How’s this?”


  “Fuck you, Messenger.”


  “It’s Oliver. And it’s about damn time you started treating me with a little respect. I don’t know what that we’re-so-friendly routine was about back there, but I’m willing to overlook whatever you have planned down the pike if you tell me how to bind a Fem.”


  She hocks back and spits—warm and salty, right over my face.


  “Shit.” I squeeze my eyes tight a moment until the world comes back into focus. “Is it really that hard for you to cooperate with a knife to your neck?”


  Lexy gives me a firm shove and sends me flying into the refrigerator face first—for a second, I actually see stars.


  “You were never going to cut me.” She pants while speeding toward the exit. “You’re too nice for that.”


  “Yeah? Who do you think cut your friend?”


  She gets to the door and turns around. “Excuse me?”


  Crap. Should I really be admitting to a homicide I committed over four years ago?


  “You’re the one who killed Chloe?” Her mouth falls open.


  “I never said that.” I can practically hear the police sirens now. Double crap. Now I know exactly how I’ll be spending my one-year anniversary with Logan—in jail, booked on murder charges. God, it’s as if Logan and I are jinxed. And it took me this long to figure that out? I grind my teeth at the thought.


  A dull smile rides up her face. “By the way, Messenger, I just taught you how to bind a Fem. Happy anniversary.” She turns and mumbles, “I can’t believe she’s the one who killed Chloe Bishop.”


  Hell. I place my palm over my forehead in an effort to cool myself. The oven timer goes off, and I pull out our pizzas. Mine is a perfect homage to pepperoni—so magnificent in scope that nary a strand of mozzarella is visible. But Lexy’s…


  “Oh, my God,” I whisper as my hand lands over my chest. She’s made a heart out of julienned red peppers and inside it reads L + S. It’s perfectly romantic. And, if I didn’t know better, I’d think it were a friendly gesture.


  “Hey, beautiful.” Logan barrels in with his arms loaded full of buns and hot dogs all piled on an oversized box of napkins. He comes over and stares down at the pizzas with me. “You did remember.”


  “Of course.” I don’t hesitate wrapping my arms around his neck. Even ex-husbands are entitled to one sincere hug on what would have been our anniversary—although I hardly consider him an ex. “But in all fairness, Lexy made the clever pizza. I made the one on the left that’s going to sponsor a peperoni apocalypse in your digestive track.”


  “Lexy?” He looks as baffled as I am.


  “Don’t look so surprised. She told me all about that heart-to-heart you had last night.”


  “She did?” He looks a little less baffled.


  “She hates me by the way. So just know each time you spend a single moment with her, a little part of me dies.” That’s probably a little too much honesty, but I blame Lexy for irritating more than my retina.


  He bounces his nose off mine before pulling me into a nice strong hug. Logan smells like clovers mixed with fresh cut wood. I inhale his scent and hold it in my lungs, already high off the man I once called my husband for three short days.


  “Is it wrong of me to secretly love it when you’re jealous?” His chest bounces with a quiet laugh. “Happy anniversary, Skyla.”


  “Happy anniversary.”


  He pulls back and holds up his hands like a criminal.


  “I asked her to teach me how to bind a Fem.”


  “Did she?”


  “She claims to have, but all she really did was spit in my face.”


  He cocks his head to the side as he considers the bodily fluid offense. I bet he’s contemplating firing her. Spitting in someone’s eyes, their mouth, could have grave consequences these days.


  “So that’s how you do it.”


  “What?”


  “Spitting in their face. Years ago when I begged her to teach me she refused. I distinctly remember her saying I could never do that to you.” He considers it a moment. “Was she angry?”


  “Yes, but I was sort of holding her at knifepoint at the time. So rage might be a better word.”


  “That might be an important part of the equation.” His whiskey-colored eyes brighten. “Make sure you hit him just right, just the way she did. Build your rage first. That shouldn’t be too hard, just think of my body being eaten to nothing by worms.”


  My eyes close involuntarily, and I envision it just the way he told me. It’s a thing of horror. I can’t imagine how Gage has let this happen. Truthfully, there can be no justification.


  “What if it works?” It’s the last thing I expected to pop out of my mouth.


  Someone bowls a strike, and a series of congratulatory screams go off in the distance.


  Logan tugs at his chin a moment lost in thought.


  “I don’t know, Skyla.” He scoops the pizza I made for him onto a plate and heads to the office. “Call me later, and let me know how it turns out.”


  “How what turns out?” Gage comes in with his infectious grin and his glowing eyes. His hair and jacket are pebbled with rain as he comes over and pulls me into a tight embrace.


  “Just some silly advice Lexy gave me. Did you know she actually said she considered us friends in high school?”


  “Maybe she has a selective memory.” His eyes widen a moment, amused. “Michelle and Liam are here. You know what that means?” He tucks a kiss under my ear, and a part of me wants to pull away. If Logan sees us snuggling up, today of all days, it might gut him.


  “That Lexy has someone new to pick on?” And make a pizza for, but I leave that part out.


  “That Logan is way overstaffed. You want to split? If I remember correctly we have a blanket we painted with our bodies that we need to burn.” Gage runs his lips over mine, a little rougher than anticipated. “And I think it’s time I give you your birthday gift.”


  “I’d love to, but it’s raining body parts.”


  Gage stares out the window with serious intent, and the sound of the battering storm quells to a deafening silence.


  “You did that.” It wasn’t even a question because I’ve already had the privilege to witness his meteorological feats.


  A dull laugh rattles from him. “You up for a bonfire?”


  I glance back at the office. Logan doesn’t seem to be avoiding me, and we sort of did exchange as much of a sentiment as possible on this difficult day. My eyes drift to Gage, my Fem, my dragon, the serpent who I love.


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  Ironically, spitting in my husband’s face is the gift Logan really wants me to give him on this special day.


  I wonder if Gage can make me furious enough?


  I bet he could.


  In a lot of ways, he already has.
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  The air is brisk down at Rockaway, but it’s not overwhelmingly freezing like it should be. In fact, I can feel a slight warm breeze pumping over the island tonight.


  Gage and I run down the sandy beach, barefoot, hand in hand, laughing with carefree spirits, something we haven’t felt in a good long while. He teleported to the butterfly room and grabbed the blanket we destroyed plus a few others to snuggle up with. We settle in our usual spot just in front of the little shack Gage constructed out of palm fronds a few years back. This has been our special place since that first summer I came to Paragon. Back then, Gage and I decided we should get to know one another if we were going to deceive people into believing we were dating. It was all a rouse to hide my budding relationship with Logan from the Counts, but that backfired spectacularly. And, now, here I am married to a Fem, having a bonfire on what would have been my one-year anniversary. It all makes sense, after all this is my life were talking about.


  I sigh as we set the comforter down. Gage tackles me to the ground, and I fall back in a fit of giggles. I’m not sure what’s gotten into me, but something about Gage has me feeling better about today, about us in general.


  “Hey”—I give his ribs a quick squeeze—“you’re supposed to start a fire. We have a blanket to burn, remember?”


  “That’s right.” He plants a kiss over my mouth before prying my lips apart. Gage dives in and curls his tongue over my saliva. He turns toward the wood pit and breathes a fire that expands from the opening of his mouth six feet long and wide.


  “Gage!” I scream trying to get out from under his grasp.


  “I won’t hurt you.” He’s quick to reassure as he peppers my face with kisses.


  My mental shield erects a thousand times stronger than before. My heart beats a rhythm that sounds an awful lot like run for your life.


  “You’re so powerful.” I marvel with a slight thread of fear as the fire blisters into the night like an inferno. It’s so hot. My jeans feel as if they’re melting to my body. My face is getting singed.


  He glances over, and it dims by half.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  My wrists wrangle free from his hold, and I scoot back a foot before falling onto my elbows.


  “First the weather, now fire? Wow, you’ve got all the elements mastered. Anything else I should know about?” Here it is—his moment to come clean.


  He folds his hands like he’s about to say a prayer before touching his fingers to his lips.


  The ocean roars in one dizzying crash after another until it’s impossible to know if he’s answered or not.


  “You mind turning down the volume on that thing?” I nod toward the waterline, and Gage obediently glances over until there’s nothing more than a soft hum coming from the churning sea.


  “Color me impressed.” And equally depressed. It’s like he’s turned into some dark version of Marshall. “So what does this all mean? Are you in charge of everything now? Is Demetri laying the world at your feet so you’ll give him an heir? A power here, a power there, just supply him with dominion, and we’ll call it a wicked day?” I didn’t mean for it to come out bitchy, but who am I kidding? That’s all I’ve been around him ever since I found out about Logan’s body. It’s killing me not to confront him about that—about a lot of things. Logan doesn’t want me to. He swears that Gage will vomit out the truth when the time is right. Logan has the patience of Job. I’m a lot of things, but a biblical patriarch isn’t one of them.


  “Actually that segues nicely into your birthday gift.”


  I give several quick blinks, stunned by his segue.


  “Come here.” Gage pulls me up before scooping me into his strong arms. He closes his eyes a moment, and I can feel him wobbling on his feet.


  “Gage?” Before he can answer he’s levitated us right off Paragon soil. We rise into the sky and my stomach drops. “Gage.” I’m breathless, watching as the city lights twinkle below as if Paragon has been nothing but a fairytale all along. Gage propels us higher, faster until the curve of the earth is evident, and we can see the continental United States with its own city lights sprayed about the country in clusters. The air grows increasingly frigid. The freezer at the bowling alley has nothing on this. The icy breeze claws right through to my bones, burning like the hottest fire.


  “Gage?” We’re flying, straight up in an invisible elevator of his own making.


  “I got you.” His steely arms cage me in as we rise into the stratosphere. “We’re here.”


  “Here?” The earth sits small and beneath us, nothing but a fragile blue marble, alive and glowing like a radiant being. It’s as if everyone on that planet has been one entity all along. The earth’s splendor, her majesty, I can’t commit her to memory properly because of the sheer impossibility of what’s happening. This is more than a bird’s eye view. This is a holy vantage point. I can honestly say it is an honor to be God’s footstool.


  From this perspective, I can taste Gage’s power—see how much he enjoys wielding it. He’s already addicted. Demetri gave him the first hit of the most potent drug, and now I’m not sure he can ever quit.


  “Happy birthday, Skyla.” He melts a heated kiss off my lips as a mean shiver rips through me. “Here it is, the one thing I’ve always wanted to give you—the world at your feet.”


  A breath hitches in my throat. I bury my face in his chest a moment as a quiet sob pumps through me.


  “Thank you.” I glance up at his watery sapphire eyes. “I know you would do anything for me.”


  “Everything,” he corrects. “I would do everything for you, Skyla. And I will.” His lips find mine as he dives back into me, rushed and heated, filled with a determined passion, confessing his love in the most dramatic manner, his tongue bonding over mine as if they were one.


  When we pull away we find ourselves back on Paragon, right there on Rockaway as if we’d never left.


  “That, Oliver, was the most beautiful, intense experience I’ve ever had in my life.” My heart thumps in and out of rhythm both terrified and exhilarated.


  “I was hoping it would be.” His smile drips to nothing as his eyes burn into mine. “I wanted to be the one who gave you the most beautiful, intense experience of your entire life.” His dimples twitch just barely.


  Holy crap. Why do I get the feeling it’s no coincidence that Gage waited until my anniversary with Logan to give me my very belated birthday gift? I shove the thought out of my mind for now.


  Instead, I reach for the blanket that we painted with our love and rumple it into a ball.


  “Um, maybe we should do this now? Throw it in on three?”


  “Three!” We shout in unison and laugh as we pitch it.


  The seemingly innocent blanket explodes in a loud series of pops as it lights up the night like a firework, and I glance up wondering what it would look like from space. Gage has beyond impressed me. He managed to scare the living hell out of me, too, but I’ll keep that close to the vest for now.


  “It’s always the innocent ones you have to look out for.” I scoot into him.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” He pulls me onto his lap. I can feel him mentally trying to tear down my walls. Gage is aggressive in his pursuit of my thoughts tonight.


  “That means you’d better watch out for me.”


  “For you, huh?” His mouth runs a flurry of hungry kisses down my neck. Gage lets out a moan that sends that sweet spot between my legs trembling. It’s pointless for me to ever stay mad at Gage. Speaking of which, I believe I have some spitting to tend to.


  My hands glides down his rock hard arms until I come upon his wrists, and in one svelte move I pin him to the sand, missing the edge of the blanket by a head.


  “Sorry,” I say, admiring how achingly handsome he is with the fire blinking over his features in sharp hues of red and champagne.


  “You don’t look sorry.” He tries to break free from my grasp, but I implement my Celestra strength and hold him there with my fingers fashioned like a pair of iron cuffs.


  “That’s okay.” His head relaxes in the sand again as his eyes smolder into mine. “I kind of like this.”


  “That’s your problem, Gage—you give into the will of others a little too easily.”


  His dimples flex, no smile. Point taken, but he doesn’t say a damn word.


  Good. My anger is starting to percolate, and it’s just what I need.


  “I think we should play a game.” I pull him to his feet, easy as lifting a pebble off the sand. “I’ll race you to the old pier and back.”


  “That’s three miles out.” He shakes his head. “Both ways.”


  “Oh, come on. Celestra verses Fem.” I glare at him a moment as if it were his fault he fell into the Fem category. “It’ll be fun. I bet it’ll take less than five minutes.”


  His mouth falls open before rounding out into a smile.


  “I like this.” He nods into the idea a little too eagerly as if I had just challenged him to a quick game of tackle football. That would have thrilled the old Gage. This new version thrives off strength and authority. “It’s on, Oliver.” He crouches down in a runner’s position and bounces on his heel. “I’ll even give you a head start.”


  “Oh, honey, it’s you that’s going to need it. Either leave now, or it’s on three.”


  “Three.”


  We bolt down the glassy, damp sand like eagles diving off the highest mountain hunting for their prey. I wonder if that’s what I’ve become to him? An animal to trap. A trophy for his demented father.


  Gage and I hurdle an old evergreen that’s lying on its side at the exact same time, and something about the unified effort warms me. We hit the edge of the battered, rundown pier and pivot without so much as a blink. We’re neck and neck until we hit that fallen tree, and I eclipse him for a moment only to incite a roar in him that sends him flying past me in a blur. My legs carry me faster than they were ever designed to, and I still find Gage waiting for me by the bonfire, hardly winded from the effort.


  “Okay, you win.” I can barely get the words out. “For now.”


  “You don’t give up, Skyla. That’s what I like about you.” He falls to the blanket.


  I don’t know whether to be insulted or flattered that he didn’t slip me the victory.


  “What are you sitting down for? We’re just getting started.”


  Gage laughs as he bounces back to his feet. “What now? You want to leap the flames? See whose hair gets singed off first? Or maybe we should climb the highest pine tree. I’ll let you choose which one.” He says it playful enough, but layered beneath it is a mocking tone that lets me know he thinks there isn’t a thing he can’t dominate.


  “How about we do something a little more old fashioned? Like wrestle.”


  “Now we’re talking.” He walks toward me with a slightly hardened edge. His dark stubble has taken over, and he looks like a demented version of the clean cut, fresh-faced boy I fell in love with. Although, in all honesty, I’d like nothing more than to be ravished by this wicked being right about now. As heartbreaking as everything has been, sadly this bad boy version of Gage has lit a fire in me ten times hotter than I’ve ever burned before.


  Gage growls as his lips curve up. “I think we should add one more element to our little game.”


  “Wings?”


  “I was going to say blindfolds, but I like your idea better.”


  Gage flicks a finger in my direction, and a magnificent weight pulls my shoulders back as large feathered wings erupt from my back, iridescent with an ethereal blue glow soft as the sky. I take a breath as they fan out over me like a shelter—ten feet high, eight feet wide.


  “Beautiful.” Gage says it breathless before bowing his head and outstretching his arms. He lets out a mighty roar, and a thunderous sound explodes from behind him. A cast shadow surrounds him, black-feathered wings that magnificently dwarf mine.


  “Holy, holy,” I whisper. It’s all I can manage. There is nothing more stunning than a naughty Gage Oliver sporting dark wings. Now it’s me who demands to fall to my knees in worship, and I do. Gage comes over and kneels before me. He picks up my hands before slipping his grasp to my wrists and holding my arms stretched wide.


  “You, my bride, are far too beautiful for words.” He looks pained when he says it. “I worship you. You are the air I need to breathe.” He shakes his head just enough. “I don’t want to hurt you, Skyla. I’ve never wanted to hurt you.” And there you have it. Gage isn’t talking about any silly game we’ve landed ourselves in. He’s telling me all about his sins without using the proper words.


  He clears his throat. “Winner has to pin the loser for ten seconds in any one position.” His gaze snakes into mine and pins me efficiently. Gage has already won where it counts, in my heart. “My man parts are off limits”—he leans in and takes a gentle bite from my bottom lip—“for now.”


  “And go.”


  Gage and I wrestle. We bring it home, old school, one grunt after the other as we take turns thrusting one another to the cold, hard sand. We roll and tumble, slowly making our way closer to the waterline, our wings perhaps the worst idea ever. They’re cumbersome, and heavy, and an all-around burden, but I think Jacob had the right idea. Everyone should wrestle an angel at least once in their lives.


  Then the tide turns, and what was once a fun, playful activity becomes an exercise in systematic aggression. I’m weakening his defenses, wearing him down just enough. I manage to pin him for a few seconds at a time—getting all the way up to eight, twice before he roars back to life.


  “You won’t win,” he says it like a fact.


  There it is. The trigger I’ve been waiting for to infuriate me to no end.


  “Maybe I won’t.” But I already know I have this in the Celestra bag.


  His cheek cinches in a maniacal half smile. “That’s your problem, Skyla. Maybe it’s you who gives in to the will of others a little too easily.”


  “Very funny, Oliver.” I give a mean grunt as I struggle to flip him off me.


  “What’s the matter?” His dimples dig in deep as he bears down with all his weight to keep me from bucking him off. “Your Celestra strength waning?”


  “You wish.” I battle to move him an inch, but he’s right. I’ve depleted myself far more than I ever have before. My muscles relax, and he lands hard over me. “Okay, get off, you win.” I turn my head toward the ocean and watch as the whitewash inches toward us.


  “Make me.” Gage hooks his gaze into mine until I’m caught in the vortex of those night sirens of his. “Let’s do this, Skyla.” His jaw tightens. “You want this. I can feel it.”


  “Stop!” My voice reverberates into the darkness. “I said get off.”


  “It’s going to be a long night because I’m not going anywhere.” There isn’t the slightest hint of sweetness in his voice. And, unnervingly, something about his sinister attitude, his smiling, mocking eyes, reminds me of Demetri.


  “You just love this, don’t you?” I seethe as a wave sizzles up and spits in our faces. Spitting! I almost forgot the most important part of Lexy’s amped up lesson plan. “You’re getting off dominating me like this—letting me know that you’re the one in control.”


  “You get in control, Skyla.” He grits it through his teeth as if his own strength were straining. “Prove to me that you are who you say you are.”


  I glare at him.


  “What exactly is it that you’re questioning?” My voice shakes with anger. “Say it.” My fingers dig into his flesh. I want to hurt him. I want him to cry out in pain the way my heart demands that I do. “Say it!” I roar over his face, and he closes his eyes a moment.


  “Prove that Celestra is better than a Fem.”


  A scream rips from my lungs so loud and shrill it burns its way up my throat like a razor, lacerating my voice box in the process. I hock back my reserves just the way Lexy did this afternoon and spray his face as far and wide as the deep blue sea.


  He blinks back and closes his eyes tight.


  “All right you got me.” His dimples ignite, falling away as soon as they came. Gage looks down at me in horror and gives a quick grimace as if he were in pain. “What’s happening?” He whispers mostly to himself as he rolls over and takes a seat with his head between his legs like he’s about to be sick.


  “Gage? You okay?”


  The fire dies a quick death, and Rockaway claps to darkness. The sea churns up again like a violent creature full of piss and fury. Rain collapses over our heads as if it were building the entire time, pooling in a giant sheet that finally burst from the pressure.


  Gage thrusts his head back, outstretching his arms and lets out a furious, utterly useless roar.


  Our wings turn to ash before they blow away with the wind, out of our lives, out of existence.


  They were the last to go.
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  The storm rages overhead with lightning fracturing the sky in brilliant white shocks while the thunder roars its ominous threat, causing the world to tremble.


  Gage and I make a run for the truck. Gone is the giddy laughter, the jovial newlyweds that had first arrived. Gage helps me in first before climbing in on the driver’s side.


  “I couldn’t do it,” he pants as he slams his door.


  The windows bloom with fog as the rain prickles the glass with a million needlelike bites.


  “I couldn’t teleport us over.” He shakes his head into the steering wheel. The muscles in his jaw pop as his anger percolates. His eyes shoot to mine, white hot and furious. “You’ve done this, haven’t you?”


  And there it is. My efforts to bind a Fem inadvertently caused me to hand my husband his manhood on a platter.


  A ragged breath escapes me as I slide over to him. The truck has an optional third seat between us, big enough to fit a cat, although I’ve sat there on occasion. You can pull the console down and use it as a cup holder if you like, but Gage hasn’t bothered. Usually I like it this way, me closer to Gage is a good thing—tonight I’m not too sure.


  “Why?” He says it flat while staring vacantly at me. He’s looking through me, playing out the scene again in his mind, I can tell.


  “I didn’t know I could do it, I swear. I didn’t know it would work. Lexy taught me.”


  “To bind a Fem.” His head falls back as he takes a breath. “And you bound me.” His brow rises as if he’s amused, but the underlying emotion that’s plain as table salt is anger.


  I’m not sure how to mollify him. I’m not sure I want to.


  Gage slams his palm into the steering wheel in a fit of frustration. The world outside illuminates in a burst of pale afternoon light, showing off the hard lines of his comely features. That five o’ clock shadow he sports 24/7 peppers his face with darkness. No sooner did Demetri tap him over the shoulder as one of his own than Gage morphed into a villainous version of himself. Gage as the villain—I want to laugh, but my body demands a good cry over this new reality. Had he been one all along?


  “You’re my wife.” He says it low like a threat as his fingers glide over the wheel.


  “And you’re my husband.” I’m all for establishing ground rules.


  Gage turns to face me fully. His breathing grows erratic as his anger fuels him.


  “You took away my power.” Gage scoops me in his arms like he’s gathering sheaves of brush for the fire.


  “Am I’m going to have to pay?” I bite down on my lip, inadvertently flirting, wanting him far more than I can ever recall wanting him before.


  His brows twitch like the wings of a bird. “Yes, Skyla, you’re going to have to pay.”


  Gage comes at me hungry, insatiable, with hard fervent kisses. His wild tongue dominates mine.


  The tugging and pulling of jeans and sweaters ensues as we struggle to disrobe our sticky, wet clothes in the close quarters. We’re all tongues and teeth. His arms writhe over me, wild, like twin serpents that just had their tails hacked off. I cut off far more than Gage’s tail, and now I’m happily paying the price.


  Gage flips me onto my knees as my face smashes into the cool passenger’s side window. He holds my thighs out like a vice with his legs, and I can hear the sound of a condom rolling over him. He’s in me rough and greedy, thrusting with an aggressive assault. My face rolls over the glass as the cool precipitous beads roll to my lips. Gage pulls out and hikes my knees over his shoulders. His mouth lands over that tender part of me delivering its hot wild kisses, that tongue-lashing he was administering to my mouth just moments ago. I struggle to catch my breath in this awkward position—my mind and body too hopped up on delirium to care.


  “Gage.” His name bites from my lips in a whisper. My fingers wrap themselves around the door handle, and I secure myself from falling off the seat. Another cry of ecstasy washes over me as he holds me open, exposes me in this non-ubiquitous way. My eyelids crack, and I watch as the windows bleed with sweat. My face presses to the glass as he brings me to the height of my universe far faster and with more determination than ever before. I let out a cry as my body gives into a vigorous quake. His mouth rides lower, and I can feel him drinking me down. Gage lowers my knees to the seat once again, and he’s in me, pumping away like he never left. His hand glides up my body and he slips a finger in my mouth and I trap it there, holding it hostage with my teeth.


  “Shit.” Gage takes a hold of my hips and digs into my flesh so deep I can feel him right there over my bones as his body shakes into mine.


  The rain sizzles around us as our panting subsides. Gage pulls me over his lap, and I lay my head over his chest, looking up at my handsome prince—the king. I want to say we’ll get through this, whatever this may be, but I hear different words tumble from my lips.


  “You don’t belong to Demetri, you never will.”


  His eyes steady over mine with a smile buried in each one. “Who do I belong to, Skyla?”


  “You belong to me.” A moment thumps by. “I own you.”


  His lips curve with the slight impression of a grin. “You’re right. I’ve belonged to you since before we ever met.” He sweeps his thumb over my cheek. “You, Skyla Oliver, are the air I breathe.” He lands a solemn kiss over my lips. “It’s only you my eyes search for when I wake up in the morning. It’s only you my arms ache to hold at night. Not one moment goes by without you on my mind. You’re the object of my obsession, Skyla—I confess—always have been, always will be. I promise you—we are not a mistake.”


  My eyes fill with tears. He’s still in there. The boy I love still hides behind that dense-as-limestone wall he erected the moment he took a sip from that chalice.


  “I was wrong, Gage,” I whisper. “You own me, not the other way around.” My lips crash to his, and I fold.


  If Gage Oliver is off the rails then so am I. If he’s committed to beating his father at his own game then I’ll do the same with that insane mother of mine in the sky.


  All holy shit is about to break loose.


  Who am I kidding?


  It already has.


  


  


  Gage


  


  Damn storm.


  Every incessant drop of rain reminds of what I wasn’t capable of doing. If Skyla can shut me down like that, it only proves this power is nothing but temporary—nothing but bullshit. I plan on paying a visit to dear old Dad to let him know exactly that.


  Skyla wanted to pick up a few things for the night, so we head over to the Landon house.


  “So how vanilla did that taste?” My cheeks rise with a smile as we drive through puddles deep enough to swallow all four of the tires on my truck.


  “Like vanilla dipped in erotica.” Her lashes lower with that naughty look I’ve come to adore more than sunlight in the morning. The things we’ve done—the things we did tonight at Rockaway—they’re bonding us in ways I could never have imagined. Brielle’s insult was a challenge that both Skyla and I took on with a vengeance.


  A familiar car is parked down by the mailbox.


  “Look who’s here,” I say as I bypass my father’s sedan and pull in high on the driveway.


  Skyla and I make a run for the house. The heavy scent of fresh-baked cookies lingers in the air. Brown sugar and chocolate melt my senses, but Skyla was enough dessert for me.


  We head down the hall, and Skyla places her finger over her lips as we hover for a moment, listening in.


  “So what’s the big idea?” Tad croaks with curiosity.


  “Well…” Mom begins with that nervous tone in her voice that says she’s hesitant to go on.


  “I’ll take it from here.” Dad sounds even-keeled, always a good sign. “Emma and I were thinking that perhaps the two of us and the two of you could kick in some funds to help the kids purchase a little something of their own—say a condo.”


  Silence.


  “Funds?” Lizbeth asks meekly as if she’s never heard of the term.


  Shit. I’m feeling bad for everyone involved right about now.


  “Just a hundred thousand dollars or so,” Dad continues. “Emma and I were going to take out a second mortgage. If you’d like, we could use the same loan officer and perhaps work out a deal on the fees?”


  Skyla slaps her hand over her mouth while looking up at me wide eyed. I can’t tell if she’s excited or horrified at my parents’ suggestion.


  “Of course, we only have their best interest at heart,” Mom interjects. “You know—to get them off on the right foot. They are newlyweds after all. They could use all the privacy they can get.” Her voice grows tight as wire. “It could be a Christmas gift.”


  Ah fuck.


  “A hundred thousand US?” Lizbeth gasps at the idea.


  A choking sound emits.


  Skyla looks up. “God, I think they just killed Tad!”


  “Ha!” Tad bellows, proving he’s alive and well with his sense of humor still intact. “Would you look at that, Lizbeth? They’re sick of hearing the mattress squeak all night. I bet that little love song they belt out until all hours of the morning is costing you both a pretty good night’s sleep.”


  Uncomfortable silence.


  I’m mortified enough to croak, and I’d consider it if Skyla weren’t here in my arms.


  Skyla tries to barrel into the room, but I pull her in close.


  “Maybe we should go?” I whisper directly into her ear. “Let the mattress springs fall where they will.” I doubt we’ll be getting a condo out of it.


  Her eyes squint out their disapproval before she smacks me and barrels on in.


  “What’s this?” She hops slightly as she heads to the refrigerator seemingly oblivious to what’s going on.


  I give a slight wave at the folks. I’ll admit, it’s more than unnerving seeing them all gathered around the table—discussing my lackluster financial future no less.


  “There are some fresh baked cookies on the stove!” Lizbeth points with her head while bouncing Misty on her lap.


  Tad lets out a grumpy huff. “No need to tell him where the food is. You can bury it six feet deep in a steel casket, and he’d still fish it out before midnight.”


  Mom flattens her palms over the table. “Why are you constantly insulting my son?”


  “Crap,” I mutter. “I’m not insulted, I swear. He’s just stating a fact.” Not really, but I’ll proverbially eat it in an effort to keep the peace.


  “You’re just being polite.” Mom gives a thin-lipped smile.


  “Tad, apologize!” Lizbeth snaps so loud the baby starts in on a hacking cry.


  Tad squawks like a bird. “I think these people should apologize for trying to squeeze a hundred grand out of the Landon turnip. Did you hear that, Skyla? Your in-laws here think we should all pitch in and buy you a palace. What do you think of that? Not one person in this room is interested in listening to the two of you grunting like apes.”


  A round of gasps circle the table, even Misty looks at her father shocked by his crass mouth. I’d shut it by way of slamming his face in a plate full of cookies, but Skyla has my balls in a vice.


  “We came with good intentions.” My mother stands, and Dad is quick to follow.


  “Persnickety intentions!” Tad harks.


  “Gage, Skyla”—Dad nods—“we’ll see you at the house. You’re still welcome at our home.”


  Lizbeth stands and slaps her hand over the baby’s back repeatedly. “I have a feeling you’re a little more welcome at the Landon house.”


  “Speak for yourself,” Tad balks. “The only thing they’re welcome to do is erect a teepee in the backyard.”


  “You may not kick my daughter out of this house!” Lizbeth bellows, and the baby screams. My parents make a run for the exit as a riotous argument ensues.


  “Let’s get out of here, Gage.” Skyla leads me to the door. “I can’t believe your parents did that.”


  “Offered to buy us real estate for Christmas?”


  “No—put my mother and Tad in a position that made them uncomfortable. Everyone knows they’re near destitute, with dozens of mouths to feed, and hardly a dollar in the bank.”


  “You’re right. I don’t know what they were thinking.”


  “They were thinking they can’t stand another minute of our jungle love.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “I know just the thing.”
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  Freaking Dudley.


  “Just one night.” His liver-colored eyes glare at me an undue amount of time. “Separate bedrooms.”


  “Marshall.” Skyla waves him off as she makes her way in. “So where are the boys at?”


  By boys she means Logan, Liam, and most likely Ellis if he has the balls to show his face. I’m not in the mood to see “the boys.” I’ve already had my dick hacked off and stuffed in my mouth for the night. I just want to bury my head in a pillow and figure a way out of this mess. I don’t want to spend the night at Dudley’s with Skyla any more than I want to be sleeping at my parents or the Landon’s. It’s time to grow the fuck up. I just can’t seem to figure out how.


  Dudley growls. “On the back porch in what the Pretty One refers to as the stoner’s circle. Would you kindly pass the word along that the eviction stands for each of you? I’m afraid I’ve reached my limit of dolts for the year.”


  Skyla zips out the back, and a plume of smoke snakes its way into the house as she opens the door.


  “I appreciate this.”


  Dudley bears into me with those poisoned eyes of his and doesn’t crack a smile.


  “You’re shaping up to be quite the man about celestial town.”


  Here we go.


  “Has your father apprised you of the misfortune you stand to acquire should you and my lady love bring forth a child into the union?”


  “Dominion.” Enough said. We both know it only benefits Demetri in the end. “Skyla and I have decided not to have children.”


  “You’ve decided?” He tilts his head, amused at my word choice. “How dutiful of you. About how many persons on this planet do you assume were conceived on the heels of a well thought out plan? How about you, Mr. Oliver? Were you brought to be by your mother’s grand design? Perhaps your father’s?” He takes off, disappearing into the dining room.


  Perhaps my fathers. He got that right.


  But this is one fire Skyla and I aren’t playing with.


  Once we graduate and get on our feet, we’ll adopt. It’s noble. Everyone should do it. But deep down, it kills me that our bodies will never unite in that special way to create a perfect beautiful being with Skyla’s heaven-washed eyes and cute little nose.


  Breaks my damn heart.


  I head out back.


  Ellis is seated between Skyla and Liam, and I try not to let my temper get the best of me. Instead, I take a seat next to Logan. It hurts to know how bad my betrayal has been. I lace my fingers behind my neck and stare up at the fog, willing it to tunnel out so I can see the stars, and slowly, ever so slowly, the sky opens up above me.


  It’s back.


  I’m back. I don’t say much, just listen as Liam and Skyla talk about ways to save the bowling alley from financial peril. I scoot my chair closer to the house to get out of the stream of voices for a moment, and Logan scoots right along with me.


  “Everything okay?”


  Logan. I close my eyes. He was everything to me growing up. My freaking idol. In a lot of ways, he still is. He’s my brother at heart. But after what I’ve done, I can’t even look at the dude.


  “Yeah, everything is just dandy.” I don’t ask how he is. I think it’s about time I went down and saw for myself. I’ve asked Wes on a few occasions, but he swears it needs to be a sterile environment, or the worm shit turns to dust. I squeeze my eyes shut tight. How sterile can it be if there’s a fucking corpse in the room? And it breaks my heart that my true brother is the corpse. It shatters that cold block of ice in my chest like glass.


  “I know it’s rough for you guys. The offer still stands. Move into Whitehorse.”


  “No.” I don’t miss a beat.


  “Then let me give you both a healthy raise.”


  “And let the bowling alley tank? Nope.”


  “Then what are you going to do?”


  “I don’t know. I’m an English major. Skyla and I are never going to be billionaires with my income. I guess I’d better invest in a good sturdy teepee.”


  “What?”


  “Never mind.”


  “So you’re going to write?”


  “That’s the dream—leave my indelible stain on the world by way of shuffling the alphabet.” A herd of little girls, all with Skyla’s smile, waft in and out of my mind. That will never be my legacy. A set of twin boys that look identical to Wes and me blink in and out. Not that either.


  Logan puts his arm around my shoulder and touches his head to mine. His breathing is heavy. I’m afraid if I open my eyes I might see him tearing up. Liam and Ellis are still murmuring away a million miles an hour, and every now and again Skyla laughs. Whatever is happening between Logan and me is just between the two of us.


  “Write a good book, Gage. Write fifty of them. Words matter. The people who read them matter. You matter to me, buddy.” A hot tear dots the side of my face as he gets up and heads on in.


  My eyes remain sealed. I’m afraid if I open them, Skyla might see the tears were mine all along.
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  Late that night, Skyla comes into my room.


  “If Dudley finds you in here, he’ll saw off my balls and feed them to the llamas. His words not mine.”


  “He will not.” Her sweet perfume chases me down. “Besides, there’s not a thing he can do to stop me. I sleep best in Gage Oliver’s arms.” She plants a kiss on my cheek, and I slide my laptop off my legs. “Whatcha’ doin’?”


  “Working on my book.”


  “Ooh! Let me see! Let me see!”


  “Nope.” I swiftly shut the monitor and offer up a dimple-digging smile that I know she can’t resist. It’s the best weapon in my arsenal. The only weapon, but it works every time.


  “Why not?”


  “I can’t let you see my writing.” I scoop her onto my lap. “I’m embarrassed as hell.”


  “Please? I’m so proud of you, and I know I’ll love whatever words you happen to pen. I want to be your first reader.” She purses her lower lip. “Well, don’t just sit there dimpling at me, tell me what it’s about.”


  “You—me.”


  “You and me? It is fiction, right?” She raises her brow as if asking a question.


  “Yes.” A dark laugh rumbles through me. “But the main character’s name is Gage.”


  “You can’t name the main character after yourself. I’m sure there’s some author code of ethics regarding that. Plot please. What happens to sweet, innocent Gage?”


  “It’s suspense—lots of murder and mystery—I threw a love triangle into the mix just to keep things interesting.”


  “Love triangle?” She wrinkles her nose. “I’d be wary. Those are so yesterday. Everybody hates them. It’s not like they’re reality based—I mean what girl has two hot guys pining after her?”


  This time it’s me raising a brow.


  She bites her bottom lip, withholding a smile. “You win. You can keep the love triangle, but change your main character’s name. You’re my private reserve. I don’t want every woman in the world lusting after you.” She pulls me in by the chin. “Only this one.”


  “This one is all I’ll ever need.”


  Skyla and I slip beneath the covers and make quiet, beautiful love, far more discrete than we’ve been at either of our families’ homes. Skyla latches around me with a full bodily hug, and I thrust in nice and slow. This is nothing animalistic like in the truck earlier. This isn’t fueled by an erotic fury. This is simply me loving my high school sweetheart, the girl I was lucky enough to marry—the girl who would leave me in a heartbeat if she knew what I had done—what I’m still doing—even if I have the best excuse in the world.


  Maybe there are no excuses.


  I wait until she’s fast asleep before I slip away to the bathroom and transport myself to what I’ve unaffectionately dubbed the Bat Cave.


  I step out of the corridor and out onto a pedestal built just for me and raise my hands at the burgeoning crowd of the Viden people—my people. Their voices escalate in union. They chant my name like a victory song—only it’s not Gage, or Oliver, or anything that I’m remotely used to. It’s Master. Over and over again they call me their master, and my adrenaline pumps ten times harder than it ever has on any football field. I feel a rush that I’m certain doesn’t hold a candle to any synthetic high that drugs or alcohol can provide. This is what I’ve been craving. This is my new sick addiction—the adulation of strangers, the call of Master as they look to me with wonder.


  Wesley steps forward and leads us into the New Moon ceremony. I’ve convinced Wes to skip the sacrifice of peacocks he’s accustomed to as a Count and suggested we drink fermented spirits instead. The Counts have a plethora of wine from ages past that would make the finest collectors claw to get their hands on it. Tastes like shit from a moldy barrel if you ask me.


  “Son.” Demetri steps over as the ceremony drones on. “I had the pleasure of speaking with Lizbeth this evening. She seemed frazzled, upset with her betrothed. She filled me in on the difficulties you’re having.”


  “Okay.” Not sure what to do with that. I’ve always known that he and Skyla’s mother had a thing. I’m not sure Skyla would like to hear Lizbeth has been running to Demetri with her problems although that’s nothing new. “Have you thought about my offer?”


  “Cash and prizes? I’m pretty sure Skyla wouldn’t agree to it.”


  His eyes widen before they’re set into their permanent squint, laughing at me and the rest of the world. That’s what he does best.


  “There is six hundred thousand dollars in a savings account with your name at the Paragon Island Credit Union. Simply show them your ID. They’re instructed to service you and your bride if you wish. Or, you can simply make a withdrawal as needed—say once a month when the rent is due? You are my son. I trust you can get creative.”


  Get creative. A visual of me offering Demetri up on that sacrificial stone bounces through my mind.


  “There you go.” Laughter brews from his throat.


  “I don’t like the fact I have virtually no privacy with you. I also don’t like the fact you let Skyla take me down like that tonight.”


  “There was nothing I could do.”


  “So it’s true. She has the ability to bind me at a moment’s notice.”


  “Not true. There’s a level of rage that needs to be achieved. In the future, you’ll have more than a moment’s notice. Why do think I keep this smile on my face? You’ll learn to defuse her soon enough.”


  “I don’t know, rage seems easy for her these days.”


  “Love her. Let her love you. Enjoy your life, your wife. Enjoy the new life that destiny has carved for you.”


  “I won’t be here long enough to enjoy it.”


  “What kind of love do you have for this woman that you’re so eager to give her away?”


  I choke on my response. The stock answers I had already spewed out a thousand times before seem stale in the harsh light of the truth. I could have everything—more than I ever wanted or imagined. Why the hell am I so eager to piss everything away? All I know is that I’ve grown—grown up, or simply woke up, and am finally starting to realize there isn’t a damn thing I want to throw away—least of all myself. My love for Skyla is strong. And the last thing I want to be is dead.


  “I gave Wesley what he requested.” I drill my angry gaze into his. “Your end of the deal was to make sure all of my damn birthday wishes comes true.”


  Demetri opens his mouth to answer just as Wes comes over and slings his arm across my shoulders.


  “They’ve agreed to vote tonight.”


  My heart thumps wild. The three of us spent the last month trying to convince the Videns to join the Barricade. And, now, perhaps it’ll happen. I try to block the fear I feel for these people from Demetri, but I’m sure that too is futile.


  “That means they won’t petition the Justice Alliance for their place as the sixth faction.”


  Wes looks past me at the masses. “Not if they join the Barricade.”


  “And if they don’t?”


  “They’ll suffer the fate of the others. Their markers will make them prime suspects.”


  “How are we going to do that?”


  He looks to Demetri a moment as if hesitant to fill me in. Demetri gives a quiet nod allowing him to proceed.


  “Do you ever pay attention to the news, Gage?” Wes holds his face to wind, hard as flint. “Are you aware of all the mysterious lights in the sky that have been plaguing the world? Strange phenomena have brought entire cities to the brink of madness.”


  A jolt of terror pulses through my body. If I’ve never thought of Wes as sinister, as some evil genius that I’ve yet to fear, I do now.


  “Drake and Ethan keep up with that shit.”


  “I’ve got the planet under siege, and I’m about to amp up the terror.”


  “That’s the big plan? A few strange lights in the sky? Let me guess, you’ve got little green men ready to take over the planet.”


  “No, I have something better—something that lives among us, people that have abnormal super powers that are bent on destruction. I have a small army of volunteers that are about to show this planet exactly how dangerous we can be.”


  My face drains of color. My feet turn to ice. “So the world goes haywire until every last one of us is captured.”


  “Of them.” Wes gives me a swift slap on the back. “I’m glad to see you’ve pieced it together. You’re not just another pretty face after all.”


  “I want to see the body.” I’m shaking. It’s becoming impossible to keep my emotions in check.


  “No can do. The first batch is still holding strong. All one hundred of the prisoners that were administered the initial dose still exhibit clean cells. Logan was the exact donor we needed.”


  Demetri gives a slight bow to this monstrous half-brother of mine. “And when will you have enough for the masses?”


  “I’ll have five hundred thousand doses ready to administer by mid-spring. Five hundred doses will be available every two weeks after that. The others will have to lay low until they receive the elixir. We’ll have to act fast. The government is already beginning to twitch. I plan on initiating the full operation come summer.”


  Shit.


  “And when do I get Logan back?”


  A violent shout erupts behind us. The Videns chant with an audacious roar Barricade, Barricade in the same unified voice.


  Demetri raises a chalice as he hops onto the Stone of Sacrifice as if it were a coffee table at a party.


  “Tonight a new era rises”—his voice booms over the sea of people—“one in which the Videns unify with the Steel Barricade in an effort to remove the Nephilim who have chosen the way of oppression and seclusion over our rightful place as heirs to the world alongside our human brothers and sisters.”


  The crowd thunders in approval.


  “Well done, little brother.” Wes gives my arm a quick squeeze. “It looks like your people have made their decision.” He takes off to join Demetri.


  He never did answer my question.


  


  


  Logan


  


  The rain lets up just enough to disqualify this storm as a typhoon. Paragon is drowning—sinking into the sea under the pressing weight of water and soon all that will be left of us are the tips of the evergreens. It’s still coming down in sheets, pouring its wrath over the island with intermittent bursts of passion. That’s how I feel about Skyla. My emotions for her are a driving force that have the ability to relent slightly now and again. If my emotions never let up, if my burning for her continued day in and day out at furnace levels, I think my Treble would combust taking the whole world down with it.


  Liam is upstairs with either Michelle or Lexy in his bed—both with his dumb luck. Dudley took off for work, and Gage just announced he had to run an errand.


  “So finals were a real bitch,” Skyla sighs as we sit at the dining room table. “The truth is I’ve been blowing off History because of all this Gage-related stress.” She plucks apart a piece of toast with her fingers until it’s spread evenly over her plate. I haven’t seen her eat one bite.


  Her hair is drawn up in a messy bun, her mascara smudged a finger’s breadth. She’s wearing a pink Host sweatshirt with a wide neck that drops off one shoulder, sexy as hell, and jeans so tight it’s a wonder how she ever squeezed into them. I shift my gaze to the window as the rain blurs out the landscape.


  Gage’s wife. Gage’s wife. I have to keep repeating the phrase just to keep my hard-on in check.


  I nod toward the door. “You want to fuck?”


  “What?” Her forehead wrinkles in horror.


  “Oh, shit.” I give a hard blink. “I meant get in the truck. Sorry.” I hold up my hand and try not to stare too hard at those stunning eyes.


  Again, whose stupid idea was it to come back before my time? I really need to stop trying to control everything. It only gets me in deeper. It’s like I haven’t learned a thing since high school. Same stupid kid. Same stupid mistakes.


  She waves her hand in front of me, and our eyes connect in that special way they always do. Who am I kidding? Coming back to Skyla will never be a mistake. Nothing about us is a mistake.


  “What are you thinking?” she whispers.


  “That we’re not a mistake.”


  Her jaw clenches as she takes a quick breath.


  “You think we are?” My heart breaks at the idea.


  “No, it’s not that. It’s just that someone said those words to me last night. And with that person, I’m not so sure anymore.” She swallows hard. “So what’s with the truck?”


  “Gage.” I take in a deep breath. As much as my balls say find a bed in this overgrown brothel, my head still knows whom she belongs to. “I thought we could see where he’s headed.”


  She jumps up and whisks me to the door by the hand. “I bet he hasn’t reached the guard shack yet.”


  Skyla and I hop in my truck, and it feels familiar, like old times. The light catches that necklace she wears with my grandmother’s pendant and the mirrored heart I gifted her last year on her birthday. A dull smile rides on my lips at the sight. I still mean something to her. Deep down I know I do, but there’s so much of Gage clouding the picture, it’s hard to tell anymore.


  “There he is.” I lift a finger at the light just ahead of us. We’re on the main street downtown, first left outside of the Estates, so I knew the general direction he’d take. “I have no real reason to suspect foul play in daylight hours,” I say, mostly talking out of my ass. “But I figure he’s got my body, I may as well know where his is at.”


  “Sounds fair enough to me. I’m just glad he’s not at Demetri’s. The thought of those two bonding makes my stomach turn. It’s bad enough my mother can’t get enough of her favorite Fem although now that Gage is one, he might be tied for the position.”


  It’s true. Lizbeth has always preferred Gage to me. “Do you think she knew?” I chew on the inside of my cheek. “You know—your mother—that Gage is Demetri’s son?”


  “I’ve questioned it. I mean she seems unnaturally obsessed with both. Although she seemed ripely pissed that Emma actually got to do the deed with the devil. And then there’s—” She holds a finger in the air a moment before closing her mouth and facing the road again.


  “No, go ahead. Nothing can surprise me anymore.”


  “I’m too ashamed.” She bows her head and her hair hangs like a curtain.


  “All right, how about I tell you something I’m ashamed of? You go first.”


  “Okay—but don’t repeat this to anyone.”


  “Got it.” Gage makes a left, and by the time I get to the intersection the light turns red.


  “I’m not so sure that Mystery is Tad’s biological daughter.”


  “Really?” I’ll admit she threw me there. “Your mother doesn’t seem the straying type. What makes you suspicious?”


  “Misty has these—I don’t know, powers.”


  The light changes, and I see him up ahead about two blocks.


  “When my mom was trying to get pregnant, it was taking forever. She even went to this clinic and had to take all these shots. I just remember her wanting a baby so bad and it not happening for her. Then, around nine months before Misty was born, she and Tad were having problems. Anyway. My new sister looks an awful lot like Gage, and she’s a little freakier than your average diaper dweller. That’s all it took—suspicions aroused.”


  “Now that I think about it, she does look like Gage. Maybe he’s the one to blame.” I give a little wink as Gage himself, pulls into a strip mall parking lot. “Speak of the devil, there he is.”


  “Ooh, pull over.” She motions toward the back near the poorly manicured hedges. “He got out of the truck!” She marvels as if it were a feat. “What’s that building he just went into?”


  “Paragon Credit Union.”


  “We don’t belong to the credit union. Does the bowling alley or Barron have an account there?”


  “No. In fact, the bowling alley and the morgue are both at the Bank of Paragon. Barron mentioned once he didn’t like the credit union because of its Countenance ties.”


  “There you go. I bet it has unsavory ties to the wealthiest Fem in town as well.” She tucks her thumb to her lip and watches the entrance to the building with intensity. Her sights are set on Gage. There’s a look in her eye that says she’d pin him to the wall with her rage if she could. “I wonder what kind of lie would fly out of his mouth if we confronted him?”


  “Maybe he’s applying for a job?” I doubt it but there is a Now Accepting Qualified Applicants sign in the window, plus I feel like a jerk for fostering Skyla’s suspicions. Why couldn’t he just go to the damn gym like a normal person? Does every step he takes have to be shady?


  “I don’t think he’s looking for a job, Logan. He has one.” The rain dies down as we wait for Gage to emerge. “I don’t want anything to do with Demetri’s dirty money.”


  “Can’t say I blame you. He could provide a nice life for you if you wanted. But it’d be tainted. Dirty is a good word for it.”


  “Do you think Gage is tainted?” She whispers, staring catatonic out the window.


  “No, Skyla. I don’t. It breaks my heart that he’s jumping through all the wrong hoops, but I’m certain he has good intentions.”


  “Why are you so quick to defend him? Hasn’t it crossed your mind once that he’s changed—that he’s become a dark shadow of his former self?”


  My jaw tightens. “I have to believe he’s good.” I take up her hand and chase down her gaze until she’s locked over mine. “The second I stop believing that Gage is anything but good is when I say to hell with this treble and take you back.”


  Her mouth opens, the faintest sound comes from her throat, but she doesn’t say a word.


  “If I didn’t think you were safe, you’d be back in my arms, Skyla.” I swallow hard. I shouldn’t have driven home the point but it’s the truth and I needed her to hear it, to believe it.


  “Thank you for loving me.” She shakes her head, placing our conjoined hands into her lap. “I know this is extremely difficult for you. It is for me.”


  Gage emerges and stuffs something into his wallet before heading to his truck. He hops in and stalls.


  Skyla’s phone buzzes in her lap, and she picks it up.


  “It’s Gage.” She shows me the text.


  You up for lunch?


  “Looks like someone has a few dollars to rub together.” I start the engine and hightail it out of there.


  “What should I say?”


  “Say yes. Tell him to meet you at the bowling alley. I’ve got Ezrina and Nev waiting for us. She’s been busy crossbreeding worms, herself, and she’s anxious to fill us in on her progress.”


  Skyla glances back as the rain swallows all signs of Gage and his truck.


  “You think it’s a good idea to let him in on any of this?”


  “I think it’s a great idea for him to know we’re fighting back. But mostly that we would never think to exclude him from the fun.” I grimace into the road. “And, if it backfires, you can always blame me.”


  “If the Steel Barricade succeeds, and the Nephilim suffer, it’s not you I’m going to point the finger at—it’s Gage.”


  I hate to say it, but she’s right.


  The blame most definitely belongs with him.
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  Skyla and I arrive at the bowling alley seconds before Gage does. There’s a malfunction in the arcade, so I grab my tool bag and head over to make a quick repair just as Ezrina and Nev step inside waving an ominous tool that slightly resembles a steel banjo.


  “Whatcha’ got there?” I’m mildly interested. Now that Ezrina and Nev have made a home in the lab, they’ve grown accustomed to decorating it in the most peculiar manner. Let’s just say that Nevermore’s obsession with taxidermy is unnerving on an inhumane level.


  “Bed warmer.” Ezrina holds it up to the light.


  Nev gently takes it from her. “There’s an antique roadshow in town. I’m afraid we’ve tapped the well for this one. Seventeenth Century artifacts are difficult to come by.”


  “C.M.” Ezrina runs her finger over the initials etched over the back. “I bet it was Clara’s.” Her eyes light up with a touch of delight.


  “Who’s Clara?”


  Her eyes slit to mine. “Someone who tried to steal from me.” She curves her lips to Nev. “But true love never dies.”


  Nev wraps his arms around her. “That’s one thing you can never truly steal.”


  “Never mind love.” She turns to me with her perpetual frown. “Progress has been made.” Ezrina tries a smile and fails. “I’ve brought samples. We’ll need volunteers.”


  “Boy, you just get right down to it.”


  I nod over at Ellis and ask him to finish up for me as I escort Ezrina and Nev to a table near the back. Skyla and Gage join us, and I do a double take at the fact they’re holding hands. Of course, they’re holding hands. They share the same bed at night, too. But that last tidbit slices a little closer to the bone. I let out a breath, sinking into the seat. Is that what bringing her to the empty vault was about? Was I secretly hoping she’d leave him for me? For our true love that will never die—and ironically never fully live again? Skyla wants her forever with Gage, and I can’t blame her, except when I can. I grimace at the thought. When did I become a seventh grade girl? I’m a fucking man, and it’s time to man up. Skyla wants Gage alive because she hates death. I lose. The end.


  A yelp emits from the lane to our left. Brielle’s sister is here along with Chloe’s brother. They’re within earshot, and suddenly I’m regretting not pulling us into the office.


  Skyla follows my gaze. “Oh, him.” She makes a face. “He’s pointless and useless and just about every other negative modifier you can think of. I wouldn’t worry about it.”


  “Not only that”—Nev tugs at his collar—“I do believe the Barricade is apprised of more than we think.” He struggles not to glance at Gage. “Wesley is fixated on letting Ezrina know any bit of progress he seems to make.”


  “Game.” Ezrina says while busily plucking papers from a ratty looking leather briefcase and laying them all out on the table.


  “What’s this?” Skyla runs her fingers over the rows and rows of mathematical equations.


  Gage pulls a sheet toward him. “Looks like my statistics homework.”


  Ezrina pulls a jar out of her overstuffed bag and plunks it down on the table.


  About a dozen black fuzzy caterpillars writhe over one another and peck at the lid.


  “Caterpillars.” Nev says triumphantly.


  “Dolomite caterpillars?” Skyla asks hopeful as she picks up the jar and rotates it in her hand.


  “Better.” Ezrina glares at Gage a moment. “We need a Nephilim volunteer—preferably with strong bloodlines. A Celestra would be best.”


  “You?” Gage offers Ezrina up for sacrifice without hesitating. “I mean, you have Chloe’s body, and she was the strongest. Logan is in a Treble.” He looks nervous as hell as if any moment now Ezrina is going to suggest we run down to the lab and pluck my body from its watery grave.


  “Yes.” Ezrina looks to Skyla. “As the overseer I suppose your mother wouldn’t approve of your services in this arena. Nevertheless, I, myself, am unable to accurately perform a trial on my own body. Someone else.”


  A smile cinches up my lips. I’m always a little amused when Ezrina strings whole sentences together.


  “Someone else?” I shake my head. “There aren’t many Celestra that have strong bloodlines. How about Coop?”


  “Perhaps. But there is a risk—an identifiable factor that I’m unable to account for.”


  “What’s that?” Skyla is already petting her phone with her thumb, ready and willing to summon Cooper at a moment’s notice.


  “Weakening of abilities?” Ezrina shrugs. “Severe allergic reaction. Death.”


  Skyla lets her phone drop to the table. Coop’s out, and he doesn’t even know it. I’m proud of her. I love the way she cares for her friends.


  “I know just the person.” Skyla’s face brightens. “And I guarantee he’ll do anything to impress the woman he loves.”


  “Not Coop,” I ask in disbelief.


  She shakes her head. “Brody?” she calls, and both he and Brooke head over. “We need a volunteer who’s strong and brave enough to take a trial of Ezrina’s new drug. If it works, the Steel Barricade won’t have a leg to stand on, and all of the Nephilim people will tout him a hero.” She looks at Brooke when she said the word “all.”


  Ellis pops up from behind. “You need a fucking hero? I’m in.”


  “Not you, Ellis,” Skyla hisses. “It has to be a Celestra. Someone with very strong bloodlines.”


  Brody’s chest expands with pride as he grins wildly at his lady.


  “It looks like I’m about to become a Nephilim hero.”


  Brooke coos and giggles while relaxing over his shoulder. “Color me impressed.”


  “Color him as good as laid,” I say under my breath, and Gage gives a little laugh.


  My heart warms. Gage and I on the same page is something I miss.


  “My office is just across the street.” Ezrina offers Brody her version of a smile. “We’ll administer the elixir at once.”


  “When will we know if his cells are clean?” Skyla fidgets in her seat as if she’s about to jump out of her skin.


  “By morning.” Ezrina loses the smile.


  “You’ll be a hero by morning!” Brooke jumps up and down over Brody.


  He’ll be something by morning.
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  A couple of hours into the shift I invite Gage to run a bogus errand. He gives Skyla a quick kiss, and the two of us jump in my truck. That simple peck rings out in my mind like a gunshot.


  The rain has let up. The island has been washed clean of all its impurities, and it feels like the perfect moment for Gage to come clean, too. It’s been killing me that he’s been keeping things from Skyla and me, keeping us on a need to know basis, taking my body and giving it to Wes to stuff like a Thanksgiving turkey—with fucking worms no less.


  I drive us down the long, lonely stretch of Paragon highway and make a turn into the parking lot above Devil’s Peak. We hop out and head to the overlook, pretending that neither of us minds sitting on wet granite.


  “So what kind of errand is this?”


  “One that involves you and me.”


  “I thought so.” He sags as he stares out at the stormy sea. His eyes are the only color in this monochromatic world. “So, what is it?”


  “You seem impatient. You got somewhere to go?”


  “Not if you like keeping me on the clock while I do some whale watching.”


  A few moments thump by with nothing but the sound of the churning waves below.


  “I just miss this. I don’t see you much anymore. It feels like an entire lifetime has injected itself between us. I just wanted you to know that you’re still important to me.”


  “I’m important to a lot of people.” There’s an arrogance in his tone I’m not familiar with, and I’m guessing neither is he. “Look, is this about Skyla? I know it’s hard for you to be around us.” His voice grows in agitation. “I swear on all that is holy, I do my best to keep my hands off her when you’re around. Is that what you need to hear?”


  “What the hell has you so testy?”


  “I saw the way you were looking at her this morning when we came downstairs.”


  “So why’d you leave her with me?”


  “Because I trust her.”


  A simple huff pumps through my chest. “Maybe it’s me you shouldn’t trust.”


  Gage glares at me, making his dissatisfaction with my word choice perfectly clear.


  “I’m kidding.” I hold up a hand between us before things get physical. “That’s not why I brought you here. This isn’t about Skyla. In fact, I’m not surprised you dragged her into this. You want me to look everywhere but here—believe everything but the truth.”


  He folds his arms across his chest with a resolute boredom. “And what’s the truth?”


  “The truth is, this is where it all began.” I glance down at the rocky shore below. “That’s where Chloe’s body was buried in a shallow grave.” I nod toward the harbor. “That’s where the Skyla first stepped off the ferry. Those two things shook us to the core for the worst and for the best. “Chloe started a path of destruction all because of her hatred for Skyla. She knew how important Skyla was before any of us had a clue.”


  “What are you getting at?”


  “Skyla is the reason both you and I are in existence.”


  He closes his eyes with a look of disbelief on his egotistical face.


  I shake my head. “You actually believe you’re here for another purpose, don’t you?”


  “What’s the fucking point?” He barks so loud his voice vibrates through my clothes.


  The urge to throttle him—to toss him to the waiting rocks below is overwhelming.


  “I’ve figured out exactly what Wesley’s game is.” I pant the words out in jags. Not long after Gage took my body, I knew where this was headed even if Wes or Gage couldn’t see Demetri’s twisted tracks. “Demetri is hand feeding him every thought, his every next move. That’s how he works. He walks you along and speaks his refined words, whispers in your ear until you believe his ideas are your own. It’s a brainwashing technique, and it’s not even a good one.”


  “You don’t know Wes.”


  “And you do? Do you know him like you know me? Do you trust him like you trust me? It’s like I’m shouting into the wind because God knows Demetri isn’t around to tell you to listen.”


  He bolts up and twists his fist into my shirt, bending me over the railing while the rocks threaten us below.


  “You listen to me, and you listen good,” he seethes. “I know what I’m doing.”


  “If we step to the left, there is no rail. You could toss me over like you want, just know that I’m taking you with me.”


  He gives a little smile. “You think we’d end up in the Transfer?”


  “I’m not feeling that lucky.” The one thing about a Treble that sucks is that I can feel all the pain and never quite get killed. I’m pretty sure I don’t want to live out the rest of this Treble in a coma. His features harden to flint. His eyes slit to razors of hate—into the eyes of a stranger. “I’ve lost you, haven’t I?” A vibrant pain radiates through me. I feel like tossing myself over the edge just to escape it.


  “You’d like to think so, wouldn’t you?” He lets go of me with a gentle push. “You can convince Skyla that I’m too wicked to be with and step right into my shoes. You’d love that, wouldn’t you? My DNA is the perfect set up for your little plan.”


  My little plan. I want to laugh in his face. I’m not the one stealing corpses and gifting them to the enemy.


  “You and I both know you joined the Barricade, Gage. Who’s your enemy?”


  His head cocks to the side. His curious eyes never leave mine.


  I twist my fists in his shirt, mimicking his actions. “Remember this in your darkest hour”—I boil the words right over his face—“and it will arrive, Gage—once you come to your senses and realize how many left turns you’ve made—how fast and efficiently you’ve managed to fuck everything up—I want to you to remember these words. Skyla is the answer to everything. And then I want you to put on your big boy pants and act fast because by the time you realize this, it will already be too damn late.” I head back to the truck and fire up the engine before zooming out of the lot. He could teleport home in broad daylight for all I care.


  And since Skyla is the answer to everything then she’s in a lot more danger than any of us ever imagined.
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  The Gift


  


  [image: img2.jpg]


  


  Skyla


  


  Brody is human—one hundred percent angel free. I’ve always suspected those Bishops were anything but angels, but, unfortunately, this reverse exorcism was performed at the hands of Ezrina.


  “A couple days ago he was a perfectly good Celestra,” I say to Laken as we sit outside a coffee shop at the mall. The carolers are out in force, and people are pushing and shoving their way to find last minute treasures to regale their loved ones with. Tomorrow night is Christmas Eve. “And, after Ezrina administered the elixir, she washed his cells clean—just not like she was hoping. Chromatophobia really does seem to be the key.” I pause to take a nice long swig of my eggnog latte. “Mmm…How come I can’t seem to replicate this at home?” I hold the cup out to the light as if it held the answers I was looking for.


  “Would you stop?” She giggles taking away my coffee. “You were just getting to the good part. So is this real? Ezrina’s stripped him of his angelic standing?”


  “I don’t know about that, but for sure he lost his powers. You should have seen him ranting and screaming, I didn’t sign up for this! And then shedding bona fide tears in front of Brooke like a baby. Technically, he did sign up for this. Ezrina told him he was going to be a hero, and, believe me, he would have been, but things sometimes don’t turn out the way we imagine. He still holds the Nephilim marker with the exception he’s completely human in every capacity—subhuman if you ask me. He is a Bishop, you know.”


  “Believe me, I get it.” Laken looks sickened by the idea. “I may not want Wes, but something about that demon he’s hooking up with really gets up my craw.”


  “Mmm.” I moan as I take another sip. “I know. Chloe has a way of corroding all she comes in contact with. I really don’t know how Wes can stand her.” I do a quick sweep of the sky for Holden. “Damn useless bird. I should pluck off all his feathers.”


  “Maybe a feather is all you need. And if it works, give one to me would you?”


  “Not a bad idea. So how are things with you and Coop?”


  “Never been better.” She twirls her cup. “He’s been acting a little secretive lately. Still not sure what that’s about. But he’s been extra attentive in every capacity. I’d say we’re more in love than ever.” She bites her lip for a moment. “Our alone time is off the charts if you know what I mean.”


  My mouth falls open. “Good for you. Gage and I have been a little wild in that department too, and it’s all thanks to Brielle.”


  Laken glances over my shoulder, and her smile is quick to dissipate.


  “What’s because of me?” Bree swoops in with a hug and falls into the seat next to me. Giselle pops up from behind and gives a sheepish wave before pulling up a seat as well. We haven’t said much since the incident. Freaking Ellis.


  Two things are very wrong with this picture: One, Bree and Giselle are not shopping buddies per say. And two, they happen to hold in their possession matching Naughty Hawty No peeking until Christmas! shopping bags. Laken and I, on the other hand, did very little shopping. There was a sale at Penbrooks, and they had rows of Tiffany’s bangles on sale—cool, sleek silver bracelets that looked amazingly beautiful. I so wish I had the money to buy one for all the girls in my life. I even thought of popping it on my emergency credit card, just one for Emma. Maybe then she wouldn’t look at me like some predator who’s holding her son’s head hostage between my legs.


  Laken leans back in her seat and folds her arms as she gives Brielle a tired look. “Skyla and I were discussing something private.”


  “You said I helped.” Brielle looks puzzled by the fact she could help with anything.


  “It was that vanilla thing.” I nod and enlarge my eyes because I don’t want to discuss it in front of Giselle. I want no part in gifting her the thirty-one flavors of sex ed.


  “Oh?” Bree’s lips part with the epiphany. “Oh! Tad’s been telling us all about your wild monkey sex. He says that’s the reason you had to scoot on over to the Oliver’s.”


  A growl rumbles through me. I hate that Tad is saying anything about my sex life. I hate that Tad is aware I have a sex life.


  “Yes, exactly that.” And what I hate most of all is staying at the Oliver’s. “Maybe we should change the subject.” I glance to Giselle, hoping Bree will get the hint.


  “Are you nuts?” Bree squeals with titillation. “You had animal sex with Gage, and you want to shut me out of this barnyard action? I’m the one that pointed out the two of you were vanilla. I should be rewarded with every delicious detail.”


  Giselle smirks. “Gee, Skyla, it must be nice to run through the barn whenever you feel like it with my brother while Ellis and I get scolded the second we try to get some relief.”


  “Gage and I are married.”


  “Ellis and I are married in our hearts—where it counts.”


  She says that last part like a barb, and I’m not sure why, but I feel it.


  “That does sound like something Ellis would say.” I try hard not to roll my eyes at exactly how big Harrison’s blue balls are. “Have you let him put his mitts on you again?”


  Giselle grows suspiciously quiet.


  “I’ll pretend I didn’t understand what that bout of silence meant. I suppose there’s no point in ignoring the fact that the train Ellis has in his boxers has long left the station. Are you at least using birth control?” Ellis is so the kind of guy who would say it doesn’t feel the same with a condom. If Giselle gets knocked-up, he may not live to see the next decade of his life. “Say, maybe you and I should head to the free clinic next week and get on the damn pill?” I didn’t mean for the expletive to trickle out, but, still, not happy with Ellis.


  “The pill?” A familiar voice shrills from behind, and for a moment I think it’s Emma until a baby bleats a tiny lamb-like cry, and I realize it’s my own mother. “You will not put those chemicals in your body, Skyla. I refuse to stand by while you render yourself infertile at the hands of synthetic hormones. They can do all sorts of evil things to your blood chemistry.”


  Blood chemistry? I take Misty from her and make her wave at Laken.


  Brielle snorts. “All I know is those birth control pills are proof that God loves me. If I had to rely on anything else, I would have popped out twelve of those puppies by now.”


  An image of a dozen little Beau Geste doppelgangers all crying fuck, fuck, fuck runs through my mind. Sounds like the good Lord spared us all.


  “Well, you should get off it right this minute,” Mom scolds. “I’ve heard horror stories of diseases that were birthed from those things.”


  Birthed? I can’t help but enjoy the pun. I can tell she’s passionate about me staying off any magic pellets that might thwart a sperm invasion to my ovaries. Little does she know I’ve actually thought of having my entire baby making station surgically removed. I’m sure if I shared this idea, I’d kill her on the spot.


  “In fact, it can make your brain go haywire.” Mom makes eyes at me as if I should realize how large the implications can be. But all it really makes me want to do is ask if she was on the pill when she married Tad. That would explain a lot. The only way a person can go from my father to Tad Landon is if their brain went severely freaking haywire. “You know all the difficulty I’ve had with conception,” she drones on. Lucky for me I’m past the point of being embarrassed by my mother. Secretly, I hope Giselle is dying on the inside because my mother is alternating her pointing finger between the two of us. “Why are we discussing this?” She looks to Bree for answers as if she’s suddenly come to.


  “Skyla and Gage are having barnyard sex!” Giselle gives an accusatory shout. Her face is fifty shades of red as she does her best to hide her Naughty Hawty bag.


  Mom looks mystified for a moment. “You do realize I’d like a few grandchildren from the two of you.” That silly grin pops back on her face. The silver lining for just about everything in Lizbeth Landon’s life is an infant. She’d like nothing more than to turn my uterus into a clown car.


  “Gage and I aren’t having children,” I blurt.


  “Don’t be silly.” She runs her fingers through the black feathers pluming over Mystery’s precious little head. “With genes like this? You’re going to have striking children.” She gazes at Misty with a dreamy look in her eyes. It’s that same ridiculous look I’ve seen her give Demetri a million times.


  Wait—what did she mean by genes like this?


  I stop breathing. I hold Misty out like she’s soiled the both of us.


  Oh, my God. I close my eyes a moment. Can this really be Demetri’s child?


  Misty gives the cutest giggle, and the entire table breaks out in a choir of approval.


  I look deep into my baby sister’s cobalt blue eyes with my hand touching her bare arm.


  Who’s your daddy? I ask solemn as shit.


  He hand slaps my chest as she claws the flesh just below my neck with her sharpened fingernails.


  “Oh, dear.” Mom gasps as she plucks her off me. “It looks like she got you. She’s going through a bit of an aggressive stage. I’d better go find your sisters. I still have a million gifts to wrap.” She drops a kiss to my forehead before disappearing.


  “I’d better go, too.” Giselle pulls Bree up with her. “Ellis says he’s going to put something long and hard in my stocking. I’m very excited about Christmas!”


  “Gage is going to have something long and hard for Ellis—the barrel of a shotgun,” I say as they take off.


  “Here.” Laken hands me a napkin. “I think you’re bleeding.”


  I touch my hand to my chest where Misty clawed me, and sure enough my fingers are pink.


  “It kind of looks like she carved letters onto your flesh. That’s one talented baby.” She laughs it off as she finishes her drink.


  Slowly I pull a compact from my purse and position it at the carnage on my chest. “Son of a bitch,” I whisper. “She did.” There, in plain sight, sit a perfectly carved D and E. The D is facing the right direction as if it were carved into my chest for the very purpose of inspecting myself in a mirror.


  “You don’t actually believe she did that on purpose? She’s not even a year old.”


  “I stopped believing in coincidences a long time ago, Laken.”


  She swoops in close and looks in the mirror with me and gasps.


  “Why would she carve those initials over your chest, Skyla?” she asks lower than a whisper—her breathing just as erratic as mine.


  “Because I asked her who her daddy was.”


  And now Laken and I both know.


  Mystery solved.
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  Christmas Eve.


  Gage and I are spending the holiday with the Oliver’s, and since my family traditionally celebrates on the sacred day of, it works out great. I’m not sure why I’m dreading tonight—why all day the phrase Christmas Evil has been running through my mind. Could it be because Emma has made it no secret that I’m an unwelcome guest in her home by way of sighing and gesticulating her displeasure whenever I’m around? Of course, if you ask Gage, he’ll deny it. Emma is the perfect mother in his eyes. And why wouldn’t she be? The woman makes him a stack of pancakes that touch the ceiling every single maple syrup lovin’ morning. She hand squeezes his juice with nothing but the best organic blood oranges that her overpriced boutique market can find. She even made it a point to teach me how to fix a proper bed. This was something pertinent I needed to know “if I was going to be Gage’s wife.” That was an amusing morning, considering I’ve been his wife for an entire season now. Gage wasn’t around to witness that little spectacle. He would have loved the part when I had to bounce a quarter off the sheets. Of course, my quarter didn’t bounce, it sort of thumped and rolled. I clearly failed the pillow fluffing challenge. How couldn’t I? Emma sets impossible standards to live by. She makes Martha Stewart look like a drunken frat boy.


  My eyes flit to the mantel where the stockings all hang with glee, or more like something vindictive that Emma drummed up. I’ll be honest, it hurts to see that everyone has a stocking except for me—and I mean everyone. Gage, Kresley, Giselle, Logan, Liam, Emma, and Barron. You would think hers would read Mom and Barron’s would read Dad but no. I frown as Charlie circles around my legs.


  “Don’t you worry, buddy. Santa’s got you all taken care of.” Even Charlie has a bone shaped stocking. Not that I’m gunning for gifts from the Oliver’s, I just sort of want to feel included.


  All day I’ve offered my services in the kitchen, and all day Emma has shooed me away while she happily put Kresley to work. Kresley, who arrived dressed as Santa’s pornographic helper in her busty red sequin sweater. Can you say North Pole trash? Giselle was called forth to mash the yams but she declined the honor, opting instead to play footsy with Ellis in the living room. I’m shocked Gage watched silently instead of initiating a double amputation of Harrison’s size twelve paws like I thought he might.


  Dinner is a bore just like Emma. Even Logan openly yawns a few times—and, swear to God, I don’t think it’s physically possible for him to get tired. Just saying.


  Once dinner convenes Emma attempts to herd us all into the living room while she clears the table, but we’re all too stuffed to move. Sometimes I think Emma prefers spending more time with her fine bone china than she does her family.


  Charlie comes in and begs at my feet.


  “Don’t you worry”—I scratch his pretty little head—“I’ll get a Christmas bone for you yet.” I glance at my plate, but Emma has already snatched it away.


  “I’ve got you covered, little dude,” Ellis whispers and dips a half-eaten turkey leg to the patient pooch. Ellis and I exchange a covert high-five. Emma can be a real witch about feeding Charlie table scraps. But it’s Christmas. Charlie can thank his lucky stars that Ellis and I aren’t a couple of Scrooges.


  “Oh, please let me help!” Kresley creates a skyscraper of dirty dishes before Emma can answer.


  “Me, too.” I jump up and try to pull the plate from Gage, but he tugs back, offering a dimple-laden grin.


  “That won’t be necessary, Skyla.” Emma frowns at the current tug of war Gage has incited. “Please do be careful with my mother’s fine china.” She snaps the plate up with ease and nearly decapitates me in the process.


  “Busted,” Gage mouths. I like this version of my husband, playful, sweet, in every way the person he used to be.


  We head to the living room where Barron dons a Santa hat and cues the Christmas carols over the speakers.


  Logan puts on a movie, quiet in the background, some old comedy about a bunch of high school girls. Every now and again, a bout of laughter circles the room.


  Emma’s tree is immaculate. Stark white—lit perfectly from top to bottom with matching white lights. It’s artificial, of course. God forbid a single needle touch the ground. Plus she says it’s better for the environment because, apparently, plastic always is. Gold ornaments bejewel the tree, perfectly spaced at ten-inch intervals. And then there are the bows. Bright cherry red bows set every third row, again economically spaced just so. A mechanical angel is set on top with fiber optic wings that repeat a rainbow of colors on a loop. My mom would love this tree, but she’s wise enough to never have one like it. Where are all the cute macaroni angels and glitter balls of Styrofoam that young Gage and Logan made in school? I should ask Emma for them. She would never appreciate them like I could.


  “Now remember!” Barron shouts over the happy holiday tunes belting out a little too loud. “It’s not the gift, but the thought that counts!”


  Giselle leans into me. “I sure hope one of those pretty blue bags have my name on it. That’s my favorite color.”


  I crane my neck and gasp. A row of three tiny aqua bags line the underbelly of the tree where the nativity would sit at the Landon house—the word Tiffany’s emblazoned proudly on the front.


  “Dear God up in heaven! Yes, please,” I whisper back.


  Crap. I can feel myself getting hot over the pricey little packages.


  “Who do you think they’re from?” I ask as covert as possible.


  “Santa.” Her shoulders rise to her ears with excitement. “And my mom. Santa is very busy this time of year. He dropped some presents off early so she could help wrap them.” She wrinkles her nose and giggles. “Isn’t that the greatest? Santa has already been to my house!”


  Wow. Emerson Kragger would probably beg me to stick a thousand little pine needles in her eyes if she knew how adorably innocent Giselle is being while running around with her hardcore Goth body. Not that Giselle is hardcore, and she’s certainly not Goth. I’d roll my eyes at Emma for keeping up the Santa farce, but, in all fairness, Giselle never had that bit of Christmas magic when she was little.


  “Hey.” I wrap my arms around the handsome man next to me, my husband. “Do you think our gifts are lame?” Our gifts are lame, but I’m hoping he’ll say something positive that will make me feel instantly better about them. We literally bought every single person on our list the exact same thing—a tin of butter cookies from the dollar store because that’s what poor married couples do. And, if we save real hard, next year we might even upgrade to a popcorn tub with three different flavors.


  “It’s fine.” He pats my knee. “Speaking of gifts—hey, Ellis, are you busy next weekend?”


  “Next weekend? That’s New Year’s Eve. Damn straight I’m busy. I’ve got six different DJs lined up for an all-night, all-morning extravaganza.”


  Gage frowns, and his dimples dig in. God, this man is gorgeous any way you slice him.


  “Why don’t you ask Logan?” I whisper. It breaks my heart that they haven’t been getting along. Although, I can hardly blame Logan. If someone turned my body over to a mad scientist, I’d be pretty pissed, too. “Or Liam?”


  “They’re sort of a package deal.” He groans as he mulls it over. “I was just thinking we could double date. If he’s that serious about Giselle, I want to be around the two of them a little more. You’re a good influence on my sister. She needs a girl who can steer her in the right direction.”


  “You literally just melted my heart. Of course, I’d love to double date with them.”


  Ellis flicks off his shoes and sets his sock feet up on the coffee table. Whenever Ellis does something questionably uncouth at the Oliver’s house, I secretly cheer him on. Both Drake and Ethan have done that on numerous occasions at home, and no one ever says boo.


  “Ellis,” Emma sings as she enters the room with her dutiful little elf by her side. It’s really no joke. Every time Kresley hitches her hair behind her ears, I try not to laugh. It’s not that they’re pointy and cute—she wishes. They’re disturbingly huge. Donkey ears is more accurate. So I guess technically that makes her the Christmas ass.


  “Ellis, your feet stink.” Liam kicks them off the table.


  Giselle smacks her uncle’s shoulder. “They don’t stink.”


  “Thank you.” Ellis nods into her with an adorable grin. Despite the fact he’s Ellis, I really do love the way he cares for her.


  Giselle touches her finger to his nose. “They smell like potato chips. Those funny triangle ones.”


  “Doritos.” Ellis affirms. “That’s right. Face five, baby.”


  “All right.” Barron holds up a gift before the lip smacking can commence. “It’s time to pass out the presents!”


  “Yay!” Giselle bounces up and down in her seat, shouting and clapping as if the jolly old elf himself just materialized into the room.


  “Logan why don’t you help?” Barron tosses his brother an additional Santa hat. Logan happily sinks the red cap over his head, and my heart cinches. Logan Oliver puts every other Santa in existence to shame. I lower my lashes, trying to look everywhere but at Logan Claus. And, despite my efforts, I can feel my face heating to crimson. He comes straight over and sets a neatly wrapped package in my lap—candy apple red with a svelte silver bow.


  “This is from me, to the both of you.” Logan offers a warm smile first to me then Gage. Sometimes it feels as if this just gets harder.


  “Thank you,” I whisper.


  The gifts get evenly dispersed, and Logan and Barron take their seat.


  “How shall we open gifts? Oldest to youngest?” Barron teases, causing Giselle to protest a little too loudly. “Very well. Youngest to oldest—one gift each until we’re done.”


  I lean into Gage. “Is this how you’ve always done it?”


  “Every year.”


  “Nice.” Sort of. Emma has a way of sterilizing the holiday. For some reason Christmas at the Oliver’s seems sanitized of all its fun.


  I glance down at the pile of gifts in front of me and melt when I read the tags. Most read to Gage and Skyla.


  “We’re getting couple gifts!” I whisper.


  His arm warms my waist. “Because we’re a couple.” He dots my ear with a kiss. “A perfect couple.”


  I’d have to agree. Almost.


  Giselle gets straight to business and holds up her tiny blue Tiffany’s bag with a victorious taunt. “I hope it’s a new cell phone case—the one with all the sparkles like Brielle has.” She’s all about Bree these days. Not so sure I like that. Gage gives my side a squeeze as if he’s thinking the very same thing.


  Shockingly, it’s not a sparkly cellphone case. It’s not even one of the gorgeous bangles I saw while shopping with Laken. It’s a pendant.


  “Do you know who Picasso is?” Emma over annunciates while shouting at her daughter. Sometimes I want to shake her and tell her to treat Giselle like any other quasi-adult, or she’ll stagnate in this half-child phase forever. “A relative of his designed that pendant. Isn’t it beautiful?”


  I’m too far away to properly gawk, and it’s only then I note that Giselle has two Tiffany bags in her possession. Barron probably gave her mine by mistake.


  “If you open the other one, it has the necklace in it. It’s just a silver chain.” Emma shouts once again in a staccato like manner.


  “Way to spoil the gift,” I whisper to Gage.


  My eye falls over to Kresley who’s fisting one of the little precious bags in her hand. My Tiffany’s bag. Certainly Emma wouldn’t gift her my silver Tiffany’s bracelet, would she?


  Ellis goes and opens a radio. A radio. What the hell is that thing anyway? I almost feel sorry for Emma. But really I should feel sorry for Ellis because it’s becoming obvious she doesn’t care for him either.


  Gage goes next and opens a gorgeous blue silk tie the exact color of his eyes.


  “Thanks, Santa!” Gage waves it at his parents.


  “Isn’t that amazing?” Giselle bops with the enthusiasm of a three-year-old. “Santa knew you would be needing it for your new job at the bank!”


  The room stills a moment.


  “What new job?” I’m not sure why, but the revelation feels like a punch in the gut. “Did you get a new job?”


  “It’s just a few hours on Saturday.” He gives a sinister look to his sister before turning to me. “I was going to tell you. It was a surprise.” His dimples flex. “Surprise.” He dots my lips with a kiss.


  “All right you love birds,” Liam grumps. “Skyla is next.”


  “Open the one from Santa!” Giselle shrieks it out like a threat.


  “Yes, ma’am.” I hold the softly wrapped gift in my hands. It’s a far cry from a Tiffany’s bag. It’s Emma’s signature plaid wrapping paper that I’ve seen her use both in and out of the holidays. She has a roll in the guestroom large enough to wrap the entire house with two times over.


  “What can it be?” I wave it at Giselle before slipping my finger through the paper.


  “I bet it’s not from Tiffany’s,” she shoots back so innocently I almost want to cry.


  I really did want something from Tiffany’s. Hey? Maybe Emma will realize the mix-up and snatch my true gift from Kresley?


  I peel back the wrapping paper rather unceremoniously and reveal a pair of size ten men’s ski socks. They’re soft, and the package has a picture of a smoking hot chili pepper on the front, promising my feet the heat of ten hell fires.


  “Socks.” I wave them at Emma and Barron. “How thoughtful. Thank you.”


  Emma gives a single nod. “Gage is always telling us how cold your feet are.”


  My elbow flexes into his ribs as the attention moves to Logan. Gift after gift is unwrapped, and I get the pleasure of watching Kresley offer to serve pie with my Tiffany’s bracelet on. She hobbles behind Emma as they trot off to the kitchen. No sooner do they leave the room than a series of hair-raising screams ensue. Every single one of us rushes to the scene.


  There, lying on the floor, with his head cocked, eyes staring vacantly at the ceiling, tongue out, is Charlie. Dead as a doornail.


  “Oh, my God!” I spin into Gage and bury my head in his chest.


  “Do something, Barron!” Emma starts pounding on the poor lab’s chest, and his eyes open wider than they already are.


  Barron pries open Charlie’s mouth, and dear God is he—can he—do mouth to mouth? Instead he does a finger sweep.


  “There’s an obstruction.” He grunts as he struggles to free something from the poor dog’s throat.


  “Come on, buddy.” Logan lays his ear to Charlie’s chest before shaking his head with the grim prognosis. “I’m sorry, Emma. We lost him.”


  Barron excavates a broken piece of a turkey leg. “It looks like he got a hold of a bone.”


  “Shit!” I hiss so low that Liam blesses my imitation of a sneeze.


  Ellis and I exchange dire looks. Emma is a going to make sure we pay for the rest of our lives. We are so going to fry in hell for this.


  “Who would be foolish enough to give him a bone?” Emma shakes her hands to heaven in frustration. Her voice shrills through the house long after she’s through.


  “He probably helped himself.” Ellis is quick to relegate guilt to the poor dead dog.


  Barron shakes his head. “Emma is staunch on making sure all table scraps are hermetically sealed before throwing them out. This isn’t an accident.” He looks up from over his glasses.


  Holy shit. Why do I get the feeling Emma and Barron are going to conduct a full scale CSI investigation?


  “Skyla made me do it.” Ellis points hard with one hand while burying his face in his palm with the other. “I loved you, man.” He drops to his knees and weeps like a baby.


  Dear God. Every person in the room is staring at me blankly. Should I drop to my knees? I swear on all that is holy, no one loved that dog more than me. I’ve even contemplated breaking him out of the Oliver prison a time or two.


  “I…”


  Emma gasps in horror at my barely there admission. Something tells me I don’t need to utter another word. I’ve already been convicted.


  “Do something,” I whisper to Giselle. Truthfully, only she can defuse this volatile and potentially criminal situation. And shouldn’t we all be in mourning?


  “Like what?” She does her very worst impression of a ventriloquist as Emma’s rage continues to fester. God, it looks like she’s going to hang me by the tinsel, only Emma is too uptight to have any around, thankfully for me. For a moment I imagine myself strung from the chandelier with that pricey fresh garland she has imported from the mainland because God knows we don’t have a single evergreen for miles. There’s going to be a Christmas hanging, and I’m going to provide the body.


  “Just change the subject,” I blurt to her in frustration. God, it’s like we’re all in a trance, and every single person here wants me to admit my guilt and get on with it.


  “Guess what?” Giselle gives a contrived clap right over her dead dog’s body. “Skyla is going to take me to the free clinic next week and put me on the damn pill!”


  I close my eyes and moan.


  I knew this evening wouldn’t end well.
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  The rest of the night was lost to the tragedy. I offered to take poor Charlie to Ezrina. I even offered to give him my Celestra blood. But both of my ideas were effectively shot down by a single glare from Emma.


  Christmas morning at the Landon house is much more civil and absolutely not one person pretends to love our cookies. In fact, I think Drake said the words you suck. And that is far more heartfelt than any thank you we received at the Olivers—with the exception of Ellis who may have mumbled something about regifting to Dudley. Last night Logan generously gave Gage and me a gift certificate to Admiral Rusty’s, a pricey surf and turf restaurant on the east side of the island, so at least we have that to look forward to.


  “Tad and I have one more present!” Mom wades through the sea of wrapping paper with Misty in tow. I give Gage a knowing look. I came home the night Misty clawed her father’s initials into my chest and told him the whole thing. He said he’d look into it, but he’s just as convinced as I am that it’s true. “It’s for Skyla and Gage, and it just so happens to be upstairs.” Mom’s eyes fill with tears. Most likely from relief that this entire festive ordeal is over with. Unlike the Oliver house, everyone sort of opens their gifts as soon as they can run down the stairs. Mom makes scrambled eggs and bacon, usually accompanied with very strong coffee. This morning it was a hit.


  “Oh, God!” Emily bellows, and I’m stunned because I’ve never seen her so animated before. “Somewhere in all this crap I lost Ember.” She swan dives into the wrapping paper.


  “Whoa.” Gage reaches down and pulls up a cute chubby foot no bigger than an apple. “I think I found her.” Baby Ember coos and giggles before curling around Gage’s leg like a cute little Koala bear.


  “Come here, you.” Emily scoops her up and presses Ember to her chest. Her eyes close, and she actually smiles with relief. Wow, who knew Emily Morgan would be mother of the year?


  “You’re a great mom, Emily.” I try to hitch her hair behind her ear, but that Brillo pad of hers isn’t having any of it.


  “Thanks, Messenger.” She bounces her baby over her hip. “You’ll be okay at it yourself.”


  Before I can correct her, Mom and Tad hustle Gage and me upstairs. The smell of Drake’s stale, unaired bedroom, the scent of Melissa’s not-too-subtle perfume reminds me of home, and, sadly, I want nothing more than to be right back here at the Landon house.


  “Now, don’t get any ideas,” Tad barks as he grips the doorknob to my room. “In no way does this mean we need to add another coffin to the nursery.” Tad and Mom have a mini burial ground in their bedroom, or at least they used to. It’s all Brielle’s fault for ditching the traditional cradle for a tiny white casket. From what I hear, the trend has really taken off. She’s forever showing me tons of Pinterest photos of tiny newborns cooing away in their very own death boxes, sans the lid, of course. She and Drake are looking into starting a line of their own alternative nighttime accruements for edgy parents to be. Dr. Oliver has wisely agreed to be their supplier. By the time Drake and Brielle figure out they don’t need a middleman, Dr. O will be swimming in green.


  “Don’t worry. No babies here. That will never happen.” I give Gage’s hand a reassuring squeeze.


  “On three!” Mom sings.


  “One.” Tad swings the door open, and I gasp.


  “What’s this?” I give the room a quick visual sweep. Gone is my twin-sized bed with its cheery pink gingham canopy, and in its place is a much larger bed with a dark cherry wood stain. A warm brown jacquard comforter fluffs out over the top. And is that carpet on the wall?


  I step inside to get the full effect. Gone is the infamous dresser replaced with a fatter, pregnant looking version. My old rickety desk has been exchanged for a side-by-side office suite with cushioned pin boards at the helm.


  “This”—Mom waves her hands around the makeshift showroom—“is what I’m hoping will be your new bedroom.” She gives her lip a nervous nibble. “Your father, along with Tad and myself, pitched in to gift this to you. We sincerely hope you’ll stay as long as you like, and should you move away, you are more than welcome to take the set with you.”


  “Oh, wow.” I run my hand along the soft wood of the footboard.


  “See that, Lizbeth? She’s admiring how sturdy it looks. And guess what?” He turns to Gage. “I had the girls come in last night and do a bunch of jumping jacks on the mattress, and we didn’t hear a darn thing!” He hammers his fist into the fuzzy tan wall. “Not only that, but we soundproofed the damn thing. You can belt out an entire opera, and we wouldn’t hear it.” He pats Gage on the shoulder. “You’re good to go, big guy.”


  Gross.


  A tiny pang of grief shoots through me at the thought of everything changing so quickly.


  “Skyla would you look at this?” Mom pets the pot-bellied dresser. “It’s twice as big as your old one, and it’s Bombay! Isn’t it cute? Doesn’t it look like it’s about to pop out another dresser in just a few months?”


  “It is darling.” Why doesn’t it surprise me that my mother felt inspired to purchase gestating furniture?


  “So where’s my old set? Did you give it to one of the girls?” I’m hoping its Mia. I’ve had enough of Melissa’s shit quackery. The thought of her bouncing on my bed with her boy toy makes the eggnog I inhaled for breakfast want to reprise itself.


  “Heaven’s no.” Mom fans the residual tears from her eyes. “I sold that old ratty set at a garage sale last week.”


  “What?” Gage and I cry in unison. A sad smile trembles on my lips as I offer him a spontaneous kiss. It’s nice to know he misses the old set as much as I do. We did make some great memories with it.


  “Don’t you worry. It went to a very good home,” Mom scolds. “Now get.” She shoos Gage and I toward the mattress. “Let’s really put this big boy to the test.”


  Dear God, I don’t know if she’s talking about the bed or Gage.


  Tad steps out of the bathroom. “Just installed a new fart fan for you, too. The shower was full of hairballs. I went ahead and sucked those out.”


  Every word I never wanted to hear from his mouth all at once. He never ceases to amaze me.


  “Thank you.” Gage and I answer in unison again although far less enthusiastically.


  “I’m taking off in the morning.” He bounces on his heels with pride. “Got another very important business meeting with agents from some la-di-da human interest agency.”


  “Sounds important,” I say, lying back on the mattress and moaning with approval. “I’ve never felt a bed this soft!”


  “It is important.” Tad wheels right over my insightful comment. “In fact, Gage—”


  Gage and I both exchange glances because it’s the first time Tad has actually said his name that we can remember.


  “I’d feel better with you here looking after Lizbeth and the girls.” It’s amusing to hear him leave his own two sons out of the equation, Beau Geste, too, for that matter. “Make sure all the doors and windows are locked at night, and see if you can’t get everyone to bed at a decent hour. And make sure the little woman here”—he gives Mom’s rear end a tap—“is up early making the entire lot of you breakfast!”


  Gage opens his mouth and closes it. Wisely.


  “Come on, Tad.” Mom pulls him toward the door. “I’m sure these kids are exhausted after staying up all night waiting for Santa.” She gives a little wink. “Have fun testing those mattress springs! There’s plenty of room. It’s a queen!” She marvels as they close the door behind them.


  “You’re my queen.” Gage tucks a kiss behind my ear. He glances over his shoulder, and the dresser inches toward the entry. “It’s a bit heavier than the last,” he muses as it seals us inside the room. I’m secretly happy that his powers came back after I bound him even though I probably shouldn’t be.


  “So what do you think? Can we be happy here for a while?” I’m practically begging with my eyes. Every cell in my body is crying out for an Emma-free environment. I take his hand and plunge his finger into my mouth, nice and slow, sucking the hell out of it on the way out.


  Gage moans. “A part of me wants to say there aren’t enough blow-jobs in the world.”


  “I can prove you wrong.” My hand floats down his jeans.


  “I beg you to.” Gage rolls me over his rock hard body. “And I think we should definitely test these mattress springs.”


  I pull him up until we’re both on our knees.


  “Merry Christmas, Gage.” I pull off his shirt and run my hands over his steel cut abs. Gage may not be playing football, but he’s been working out like his life depends on it.


  “Merry Christmas, Skyla.” He peppers my neck with his kisses, soft at first then with an intensity that rivals anything we shared last night. It was more grief counseling sex, something therapeutic in nature since we both loved Charlie so much.


  “Tell me again how much you love me.” His arms lock over my body, tight like a seatbelt.


  I run my fingers through his smooth hair, touching my cheek to his rough stubble. So much has happened, and, yet, I can’t help but feel like the sickle is yet to strike.


  “I love you more than there are words to describe.” The words whistle from my lips lower than a whisper, weighted down with a question mark at the end.


  He buries a hot kiss in my neck and kneads my bare hips with his hands.


  “Show me.”


  I undo his jeans and dip my hands into his boxers. I plan to show him exactly how much I love him.
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  A seam of moonlight tickles my lids as I reach over to grab onto Gage and come up empty. We made love luxuriously today and well into the night, but now he’s nowhere to be found.


  “Gage?” I whisper, trying to adjust my vision to the dark. I pull my phone over. It’s just ten o’clock. It feels like three in the morning, but that’s what making love to Gage all day and night will do to you—wear you out until you pass out good and satisfied. Swear to God, I feel like I just ran a marathon. I spread my limbs out on the bed. I can’t remember the last time I did that. I fan my arms and legs as if I’m trying to make a snow angel. Speaking of which, I have a mother to visit. I get dressed and snatch the keys to Gage’s truck off the entry table. The downstairs is dark and quiet which is unusual for any other night, but Christmas at the Landon’s typically ends this way. It may start out with a bang, but it most definitely ends with an exhausted whimper.


  I pull my coat on and bear the rain until I jump into the truck. The drive over to Marshall’s is uneventful, and the simplicity of it all brings a smile to my face. I remember the days when I wouldn’t know what to expect. A clown Fem? A hatchet through the windshield? In some small way my life feels gloriously normal.


  The lights are all on at the estate. The twenty-foot noble Marshall stuffed into his cavernous living room peeks through the octagon shaped window that faces the street. It looks stately and yet oddly homey at the same time. I pull in as close to the entry as possible and make a run for the house.


  A bout of laughter comes from inside, and I can hear the most glorious music known to man pulsating through the double mahogany doors. I touch my hand to the doorknob, and that glorious feeling Marshall emits strums through me, light and orgasmically exciting.


  “Hello?” I say softly as I enter the house. The aroma of perfectly browned turkey hits me, and I take in a deep lungful of the heavenly scent. There’s a kick of pumpkin pie in there, too. God I really missed a good one. Not that I was invited to this shindig.


  I hear Marshall say something about the Transfer, and more riotous laughter ensues. I head over to the step down living room and find Ezrina and Nev—Wesley of all people, and that Marlena chick. Wait. Holy heck. If that’s Wes, odds are that’s Bishop.


  “Skyla?” Chloe stands tugging down her silver micro mini. “Here’s the little witch now!” A small chortle circles the room, and I glare at Marshall a moment for participating.


  “We’d better get going.” Wesley stands and shakes Ezrina and Nev’s hands before slapping Marshall on the back. “That was great. We’ll have to do it again.”


  Chloe pulls Marshall into a hug and gives him a peck on both cheeks. “Thank you for thinking of us.”


  Kisses? Thank you for thinking of us? I’m horrified at what I’m witnessing. And I thought the Oliver’s had strange traditions.


  “Merry Christmas, Skyla,” Wes says as he nods his way past me, and I can’t help thinking that we just made love for the last twelve hours, damn straight it was a merry Christmas.


  “Wait.” I follow Wes to the porch as Chloe drones on about something in Nevermore’s ear. Wes turns, looking eerily like Gage. In this dim light, I can’t quite tell what color his eyes are. “I want you to know that I’m going to shut down the tunnels before New Year’s.”


  “Is this a fair warning?” His dimples ignite. “Skyla. It’s practically a ghost town. Be happy that the kids have been set free.”


  “You have no purpose for anyone down there. The war is over. You personally don’t need their blood.”


  “Others do.”


  “I’ll donate once a month. I’ll give an oath in front of my mother. One sip from me is worth pints from someone else. You of all people should know that.” I’ll drag Brody into this, too. He already has a binding agreement with the Counts as far as anteing up at the blood bank.


  My heart drums into the night, so loud, it’s giving that wonderful music Marshall has streaming from inside a run for its heavenly money.


  “Laken wants this more than anything,” I say. Really we both do, but I’m well aware that my most effective currency with Wes will always be Laken. “You’ll be a hero to her if you comply.”


  “Just like Brody was a hero?” His brows rise just the way they do with Gage.


  “That was an accident.”


  “They always are.” He pats me on the back as he descends the stairs.


  Chloe saunters out, looking every inch her vexing, witchy self. How is it that she wins in so many ways?


  “My brother was a moron for ever trusting you.” She spits it in my face.


  “He takes after his sister. Tell me something new.” I head inside not interested in whatever lunacy Chloe is trying to sell. It’s Christmas not Halloween. And where the hell is that damn bird? Him I’d like to roast.


  “You’ll pay for that!” She howls as I slam the door behind me.


  “So nice to see you, my dear,” Nevermore offers a quick peck on the cheek. “I’m afraid we’re up well past our bedtime. I hope you had a wonderful holiday.”


  “Same to the two of you.” I wave them off as they head out the door. “Glorious music,” I say as I peel off my jacket.


  “It’s the Cherubs’ latest offering. Nothing says the holidays quite like a heavenly choir.”


  “Nice! So what’s the deal? Why were you entertaining the demon who wears my husband’s face? And let’s not forget Skank a Claus! She should be off limits to planet Earth in general.”


  He dips his gaze, disgruntled a moment and sends off a slow burn deep inside me. Damn all those erotic dreams he claims to have no part in. What is it about my inner psyche that insists on having my way with Marshall night after night? I’m half tempted to take a peek into his boxers and affirm that birth mark that resembles a butterfly right next to his— Never mind, Gage is enough to keep me satisfied, and his are the only boxers I should ever be inspecting. I give a private smile at exactly how satisfying this particular day has been. A lifetime with Gage could never be enough.


  “Is that what you’ve come to do? Wax poetic regarding the use of your husband’s impotent instrument?” He gives the underbelly of my arm a quick rub with his thumb.


  “He’s not impotent. We’re simply not having children by design.” I plop on the couch. “Merry Christmas.” It comes out flat.


  “Come, dear.” He bounces me right back to my feet and sits me close to the fire. It’s so hot it scalds the side of my face, but I don’t say a word because I know this is Marshall’s version of being romantic.


  “It’s time for the exchanging of gifts. But first”—he pulls me close until I’m right by his side with his arm draped over my shoulder—“Merry Christmas, love.” Marshall gently pecks his lips to my cheek before pressing in harder with a lust-filled exchange albeit one sided at the moment, and I’m half afraid he’s going to start tonguing my face. “And you.” He taps his finger over his lightly stubbled cheek, and I oblige, lingering a few extra seconds to show him I care far more than Chloe ever could. Where in the hell does she get off kissing both his cheeks? Too bad for her, Chloe will never get a chance to morph into the faux European socialite she’s apparently aspiring to be.


  Marshall laughs at the idea before offering me the other side of his perfect chiseled face.


  “Thank you.” I offer another sweet kiss, and his entire body hums like a motor. “Now, why were they here?”


  “It was a motley crew, wasn’t it?” His hand strums up and down my shoulder, soothing as a harp. “Since Rina and I weren’t invited to any of your holiday gatherings, we thought we’d have our own.”


  “And Wesley made the cut? We need to find you better social circles to run in. As soon as I get my own place, you’re on the guest list each and every time. That goes without saying for Ezrina and Nevermore. We can eat Holden for dinner. He’s pretty useless on a regular basis. I bet he tastes like chicken. And why was Bishop here? You say you loved my father, and, yet, you broke bread with the one who ordered his head on a platter.”


  “Ezrina requested their presence. She prefers to know the enemy. She and Wesley have quite a lot in common.”


  “Outside of their unconventional appreciation of the Bunsen burner, I don’t think they have a lot in common.”


  “That may be true, but the flame of the Bunsen burner can lead to a larger fire. They compared notes this evening.”


  “What? Why? Does she really think he’s willing to put it all on the line? It’s obvious Wes just wants to know what we’re up to.”


  “I’m afraid Ezrina’s latest botch-up alerted the enemy himself. So what do you propose to do now that you don’t have a Celestra leg to stand on, oh great overseer of the factions?”


  I take an incredulous breath. “Well, didn’t you just relish smearing my hard-won moniker with sarcasm?” I poke him hard in the chest. “I’ll have you know, I have a great plan—a damn good one in fact.”


  A tiny comma-like dimple goes off in his cheek when the expletive rolls off my tongue.


  “What is this plan, Ms. Messenger?”


  “I’ll tell you, but first answer me this, are you ever going to call me, Mrs. Oliver?” I’ll never tell him, but I secretly love it when he says my maiden name. It makes me think of my father, and I warm from head to toe. And now, heartbreakingly enough, there’s not a Messenger left on the planet.


  “No.” He holds up a finger. “Until, of course, you become Mrs. Dudley.” A slow spreading grin spans his well-chiseled features. Marshall is a God. He should be gracing billboards with those gorgeous looks. He’s an underwear model that accidently dropped from heaven and pointed that divining rod in his pants in my direction. I never said I wasn’t lucky. “Right about now I’d demand you head upstairs to the master chambers and disrobe immediately. I prefer to find you waiting and willing, lounging on the mattress.”


  “Demand?” I’m amused and alarmingly more than a little aroused. “Naked and waiting in your bed? My, my, this is going to be an interesting arrangement. And where will you be while I’m making snow angels over your comforter in the nude?”


  He looks perplexed and lustfully entertained at the same time. Figures.


  “I, my sweet love, will be on my way up with chilled champagne and our finest crystal. The Master’s birthday will conclude with a consummation of our union as will every other night of the year. I have a few carnal pleasures to catch up with.” He growls that last part out as if he were going to catch up on them now.


  “Yeah, well”— I brush my fingers over his strong jawline—“I hate to break it to you, but I’m still gunning for Gage to make it to the finish line.”


  “Are you so afraid of death you’re willing to curl up with the enemy for the rest of your days?”


  “Yes. Death equals a horrific separation. Besides, I still have you and Logan—as friends. I feel like I’ve won the lottery.”


  “Considering the other two options, I can safely say you haven’t.”


  Marshall buries his face in my neck a moment and inhales deeply.


  “But with you I have?”


  “With me you’ve struck celestial gold.”


  We watch the fire a moment before he reaches under the tree and pulls out a gift.


  “Those branches are precariously close to the flames,” I point out. “I suppose a house fire isn’t out of the equation.”


  Marshall nods at the beautifully decorated masterpiece, and it glides clear across the room to the piano.


  “This is why I need a woman in my life, Skyla.” He holds out the small, gold box. “For you—the only woman I’ll ever want or need.”


  My heart melts, and a swell of tears blurs my vision. Marshall’s love for me, his verbal expression of it, tenders me to the bone.


  “You are very important to me.” I pull his hand over my heart. “You will always live here. I swear it to you. Our lives are already like one. Our bond is stronger than concrete.”


  “Than steel.” His serious gaze, his crimson eyes burn a hole right through my soul. A smile bounces on his lips. “But one day you will become Mrs. Dudley. Delphinious doesn’t dabble in half-truths. Enjoy Jock Strap while you have him. His death just might be the answer that you’re seeking.”


  I shake my head at his half-cocked philosophy. Gage’s death will never be the answer.


  His gaze shifts to the box in my hand. “Please, do the honors.”


  The box unfolds itself in my hands as if it too were begging to be opened. A lavender velvet bag waits patiently inside, and I hide the burgeoning smile. Take that, Emma. I’m sure this is a million times better than anything she could have picked up on sale—on Earth for that matter.


  A thick bracelet sits inside, and I gently pull it out.


  I suck in a never-ending breath. It’s stunning, dark silver with black shading in the creases. Twin roses sit on either side of the slit, and there’s a hinge in back to open the cuff. I marvel at its beauty before slipping it on with ease.


  I take in a breath and cradle the bracelet clipped to my arm as if it were a newborn. Marshall has a heart after all.


  “I forged that just for you, Skyla. I fashioned it for hours with my own hands. The very hands that will shower you with far more intimate gifts one day soon.”


  I shoot him a reprimanding yet playful look before inspecting it further.


  “I’m in love with this. Your kindness, the way you show me you care by always being there. I’m without words.” Tears come, and I blink them away. “You do love me.” I meet up with his gaze, and he bears into me as if he were fusing our souls together.


  “Always.”


  And there it is. Happily ever after. Forever. Always. Marshall seems to have grafted his own mantra over my heart right along with Logan and Gage.


  “The last time you gave someone a rose, it was haunted,” I tease with tears still threatening to fall.


  “It was, wasn’t it?” A slippery grin plays on his lips. Marshall clasps his fingers over my chin and pulls me up ever so slightly until my eyes meet with his. “You are the only one true rose, Skyla. Shelly was but a mere imitation. The roses I’m gifting you are no Fem playground.”


  “No—ironically, that’s what I’ve become.” I clear my throat, shaking the idea out of my head. “I’m afraid all I have for you is a tin full of stale cookies back at the Landon house. I’ll try harder next year.”


  “Give me your hand.”


  I do as I’m told as Marshall interlaces our fingers, giving me a gentle squeeze.


  “Don’t look away, Skyla.” He bears his beautiful eyes into mine, and a power surge rips through me. A current so wild and strong fills me that I have to fight to keep my lids from closing.


  An image appears in my mind’s eye. It’s Marshall and me in this very room surrounded by older versions of my sisters, and stepbrother’s, Brielle, too. I see my mother and a herd of people with their backs to me as they chortle over something at the distal part of the room. Then as quick as it came it disappears.


  “The future?” The words stutter out of me.


  “Our future.” He dips his chin, sad for me. “Delphinius gifted the vision to me this morning.”


  “It gives you hope.” I glance to our conjoined fingers as they loosen.


  “It gives me the truth.”


  Marshall and I say goodnight at the door.


  “So what do I do about this whole mess with Gage? How do I untangle this horrific knot Demetri has fastened us in?”


  “The answer lies with one person and one person alone.”


  “That’s very esoteric of you, but I need an answer. Is that person me?”


  He shakes his head with tired disappointment. “Your mother.”


  “Well, then aren’t we all in for a shit ride. Will you take me?”


  “Not with that vocabulary.” Marshall closes the door. “Ask the Pretty One.” He shouts as his shadow walks up the stairs from behind the murky glass window.


  “Will you come with me?” I press my hands to the door as the rain sizzles over the driveway.


  “If you insist!”


  “I insist,” I whisper.


  Christmas has come and gone, and Gage is still keeping things from me, still disappearing on a nightly basis, still quiet when it comes to who he really is. The rain hardens, falling over the concrete with its deafening slaps as I make a run for the truck with my jacket pulled over my head.


  A mild jolt pulses through. The water needling from the sky darkens, thickens as the heavy scent of rusted iron clogs my nostrils.


  I stop cold and hold out my hand to the monstrosity pouring down around me. The salty brine makes its way to my tongue. Gone is the pure heavenly reserve, and falling from the sky is red, sanguine blood. This has happened before on Paragon. A phenomenon only available to me at the time, and I’m hoping now as well.


  I jump into the truck and start up the engine. The inside of the cab looks as if a massacre occurred.


  Holy shit. This means something. I glance down at the bracelet Marshall crafted, and it’s clean. There’s not a spot on it as if it were protected. And I know for a fact, that, too, means something.


  There is going to be a bloodbath. And somehow Marshall will be a shelter, a savior.


  In other words—himself.


  


  


  Gage


  


  The Transfer is neither cold nor hot. It’s neither day nor night in the Counts’ special hell. I stomped through Wesley’s overgrown hovel, shouting for either him or Chloe. I came to ask for an update on the Dolomite elixir. Who am I kidding? I came for an update on Logan’s body. I gave Wes until Christmas to work his dark magic, and then I told him that I wanted it back, in the same condition I surrendered it. I’m lucky as shit that no one has gone down to the vault. Skyla would have had a heart attack if she knew Logan’s body was missing. I’m sure my ass would have been the first she’d want answers from. And, sadly, I don’t know how I would have done that. I’m in too deep, playing a game with no rules—with destruction around every corner.


  I’m not about to wait all night, so I jog out of Wesley’s tribute to his ego and head straight for Ezrina’s old lab. That’s one shithole I know my way around. The door to the facility sits wide open, so I continue through the long, white halls that run in every direction like the neuropathic mapping of a brain. There’s a fork in the road up ahead, and I pause. Go right and end up at the old body farm where Ezrina kept the corpses of dead Counts bottled up in blue goo—or head left and hit the chop shop. I opt for the chop shop and find it locked. Who the hell is locking anything around here? I know for a fact the only one roaming these haunted halls is Wes. And him I wouldn’t mind locking up for good. Who knew I could actually grow to dislike an alternate version of myself. Half the time when I pass a mirror I scowl.


  My fingers curl around the metal lever, and I give a hard pull until it cracks beneath me. Crap. If I break my way in, Wes is going to wonder why I didn’t wait for him. We are playing a game of trust—a losing one on his end, but he doesn’t know it. I’d teleport, but my Levatio skills have always been on lockdown in this place. Since Wes took over, it’s been binding spirit central. A thought hits me. I’m not a Levatio anymore. I’m a creature straight from the fallen angel himself—Demetri.


  My hand lies over the door as if I were checking for a pulse. It should be easy enough to walk right through it. I’m a Fem. I strike myself over the chest like I’m amping up for a play. A flurry of nerves hits me. This reminds me of the first time I went diving, I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact I needed to breathe under water, albeit in a tube but the fact water was pressing up against me from all sides still made it unnerving. I’m going to do it. I can do it. I will do it.


  I shove my hand through the door with ease and draw it back as if I touched a flame.


  “Shit,” I hiss. I take a few steps back and walk purposefully right through the quarter inch steel wall that stands between Logan and me. My body lurches forward as I enter the room, and it takes a moment to regain my balance. “I did it,” I pant triumphantly. “Fucking A.” I glance around as if I had just arrived in another country. It’s all still here, all of Ezrina’s prized steel collectibles she once used to hack her way into infamy. A metal bed lies in the center of the room with a sheet drawn over it. There he is. My eyes snag on the sheet a moment as it vibrates over the frame of Logan’s body. This is where I laid him all those weeks ago.


  A breath escapes me as I carefully peel it back.


  “Shit!” I jump a good two feet away as an anguished moan comes from deep in my gut.


  Logan lies in state with his eyes opened wide, worms crawling out of them edging their way to the light. His arms, his legs—nothing but bones remain. His chest cavity is sunken. There’s not much left of his body.


  “Dear God,” I stagger a moment. “I’m so sorry, man.” The room spins. My stomach boils hot, and I puke in quick bursts all over the slick, white floor. “Shit.” I spit, looking back at Logan’s quivering frame. Buckets full of worms roll in and out of him, feasting on what little is left.


  I do the only thing I can think of. I roll his body in a sheet and haul ass all the way to Ezrina.
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  “What a mess.” Nevermore helps unfurl Logan’s body from the twisted linen, causing it to rain Dolomite worms to the ground. I wipe down my tear-slicked face with my shoulder as Ezrina comes by to inspect him.


  “Big mess,” she says, prodding the exposed bones of his lower arm with a pencil. “But this is good.”


  “What?” I step back inspecting her for signs of humor. “How is this possibly good?”


  “We have a fine sampling of Dolomites in our possession.” Her lips expand with the idea of a smile.


  “Dolomites?” I bang my fist over the metal table. “Are you kidding me? What about Logan? He’s going to be okay, right?”


  Ezrina prods at his jaw with her pencil and a half dozen worms crawl out.


  “Shit.” My fingers grip the hair at my temples. “You have to fix him.”


  “I can fix him.” She plants her fists in her hips.


  “Really? How?”


  “Incinerator.”
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  The Landon house is dark and unnaturally quiet when I materialize in the shower. One of these days, Skyla is going to be on the toilet, and I’m going to send her through the roof if she doesn’t have a heart attack first. So far so good. Each time I’ve come home I’ve found her curled around my pillow, peaceful and beautiful. She’s my real live sleeping beauty. I swipe a condom off the counter and slip into the bedroom without making a sound. My toe hits the hard edge of the new bed Lizbeth and Demetri gifted us. I’m shocked Skyla didn’t protest the idea. I thought for sure she’d flip out and chop it to matchsticks with one of Ezrina’s old hatchets. Speaking of Ezrina, I talked her out of the incinerator and made her promise to preserve the rest of Logan’s body until I can talk to Candace. I begged the shit out of both her and Nev not to fill Logan in on the state of his body, and they reluctantly agreed.


  My hand smooths over the covers before I glide into bed with Skyla. I’ve woken her up this way and feel bad every single time. The bed is so spacious I still haven’t touched her. I slip my leg over to the side and am greeted with nothing but cool crisp sheets. The bed isn’t that big. I flip on the light.


  “Skyla?” The room is empty. The dresser is pushed out just enough to squeeze her body through the door.


  Crap. She must be out looking for me. I switch off the light and close my eyes in horror. I knew it was coming. One day she’d wake up and find me missing. I roll over and pull back the curtain, only to find the truck gone from the driveway. My heart races as I reach for my phone. Something in me says don’t call her. Hang tight. She’s safe—probably with Logan. If she’s not back in an hour, I’ll do whatever I can to find her. My eyes close, and slowly all thoughts of Logan’s deteriorated body, Skyla’s whereabouts melt like butter. Sleep finds me. I’m enveloped in a world of strange dreams, me on a throne, Charlie licking Logan’s bones at my feet. My body writhes as I claw at the sheets. Logan rises with the flesh dripping from his broken body. His fingers dig into my neck, and he hisses, “You’ve done this. You’re a monster, Gage. I have to protect Skyla from you. She’s mine. She always has been.”


  I sit straight up out of a dead sleep, cold sweat trickling down my back.


  “Whoa,” Skyla moans, pulling me to the bed again.


  “Skyla.” I dive over her and dot her face with kisses. “Where were you?” My chest thumps over hers like knocking on a door.


  “Nowhere, why?” She inches back, confused, and for a second I think I’m losing it.


  “I came out of the bathroom earlier, and you weren’t here.”


  “Oh?” Her lips curl on one side the way they do when she’s disappointed in me. “I slipped downstairs for some eggnog.” She pulls me over her again and grazes her lips against mine. “I’m sorry. I should have brought some for you. That was very inconsiderate of me.”


  We curl up in one another’s arms, and, for the first time in our marriage, I wonder why in the world Skyla would lie to me.


  That afternoon, I offer to take her for a drive. I let her know I have a surprise for her, and she’s bouncing in her seat, giddy.


  We drive past my house, and I can feel her mood deflate before she sighs with relief.


  “It’s not that I don’t want to see your parents, it’s just that”—she tucks her fist under her nose—“I killed Charlie.”


  “Ellis killed Charlie.” I scowl at the Harrison’s estate in the rearview mirror. “He also killed Giselle’s virginity.”


  “Well, that’s Ellis for you. He can be a real asshat sometimes.”


  “That’s putting it mildly. Speaking of asshats,” I mutter as we drive by Dudley’s. I’d rather chop off my own arm than spend the night in that haunted castle again.


  “Be nice. You should be glad he’s tolerating you.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Her eyes round out a moment as if she’s let that slip.


  “Oh, nothing. It’s just that, well, you’re married to me.”


  I give a brief nod because, sadly, that makes all the sense in the world. If I ever caught Dudley with his hands on Skyla, I’d probably be headed to the Justice Alliance for murdering a Sector. The act itself is most likely impossible, but something tells me I can find a way.


  “Hey, where are we going? The Paragon Estates eventually dead-end, don’t they? One way in, one way out?”


  “There’s an exit over by the old post office.” I tap my hands over the wheel. “No one uses it much because it drops you off in the middle of nowhere.”


  “Are we headed to the middle of nowhere?”


  Demetri’s estate looms large in the distance.


  “Actually—we’re headed right here.” There’s a sense of dread in my voice that I don’t bother hiding. I pull into the obnoxiously long driveway and curve around the back, down a paved embankment to an old barn that’s been converted into a state of the art cottage. Demetri gifted it to me last week as an early Christmas gift and, oddly enough, I didn’t tell him to shove it up his ass. I simply shrugged and said I’d talk to Skyla.


  “No way.” She doesn’t hesitate in rejecting it.


  “I swear—it’s not as bad as you think.”


  “If it involves that bastard it most certainly is.”


  Something in me flinches when she calls him that. Am I actually starting to have feelings for the guy? He’s a master manipulator—a killer.


  We get out of the truck, and Skyla reluctantly makes her way up the walk. The door is open, and I flick on the lights before entering.


  “Should I carry you in?” I’m teasing. Judging by that scowl on her face, I know for a fact this is going to be a tough sell.


  “Not if you want to go home with arms.” She steps inside, hugging herself as if she were afraid to be here and she probably is.


  It’s cheery inside with white polished floors and planked wooden walls. It has a rustic appeal with antique cabinetry in the kitchen, but the appliances have all been upgraded.


  “Two bedrooms,” I say. “We can use one as an office. There’s a bathroom off the kitchen and one in the master.” I pick up her hand as we walk a small circle taking it all in.


  “It is beautiful.” She shudders. “But it belongs to him, so I’m out.”


  “Skyla.” I close my eyes a moment and see a thousand years of living at the Landon house flash before my eyes. “I know it belongs to him, but we can make it our own as long as we need it. We can have all the privacy we want.”


  “Boy, he’s got you wrapped around his finger.” Her hand slips from my grasp. “Are you even aware of how far into enemy lines you’ve drifted?”


  “I’m not the enemy, Skyla. This belongs to me, to us. He gifted us this house. Whether you like it or not, this is our place.” My voice is a little rougher than I intend it to be. But why can’t she see the light? “It’s free, Skyla. I won’t have to work two jobs, and, on the upside, we never have to wear clothes when we’re behind these walls.”


  She gives a slow blink and smiles. “I’ll admit you almost had me, but then I realized we’re on the property of the man who killed my father, and not only do I want to crawl out of my clothes, I want to jump out of my skin. What don’t you get?” Her voice spikes with anger. “Wake up! He’s an ass, Gage!”


  “And no matter where we live it won’t change that fact.” My voice ticks up a notch, harder, more agitated than I ever remember being with her.


  “I don’t want anything from him.” She twirls toward the door in frustration. “He lies. He cheats. He steals.” She screams so loud, her voice reverberates off the walls.


  “He stole everything from me!” I pick up a vase and pitch it at the wall until it rains glass confetti. “When do we start stealing from him?” My voice roars around the room long after I stop shouting.


  Skyla backs into the door, staring at me in fright from top to bottom.


  “Gage?” Her voice quivers lower than a whisper.


  “God.” I stagger over to her. “I’m sorry.” I scoop her in my arms and hold her like that a very long time. “I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into me lately.” I look around as if waking from a nightmare and get Skyla the hell out of there.
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  New Year’s Eve at Ellis’s is a rocking event that hardly anyone under twenty five misses out on each and every year. And apparently neither do the Transfer dwellers. Chloe is hanging out with Emily, Michelle, and Lexy just like the old days, and Skyla is dancing with Bree. It’s as if nothing has changed since high school, and, yet, in some ways, everything has taken a turn for the worse—with the exception of Skyla accepting my proposal, of course. That was a blessing from God that I will never deny as anything short of a miracle.


  The music thumps through my skull like a hammer. I lean against the wall and watch Skyla dancing up a storm. She’s smoking hot in her tiny, white skirt, her silver sweater that catches the light like a star each time she moves. Giselle grabs my attention, and any delight, any inkling of a good time I’m having dissipates. She’s wearing a short skirt that makes the one Skyla’s wearing look like a Burqa, and she keeps flipping her long hair in Ellis’s face as if she’s trying to put out a fire with it. More like start one in his pants. He’s so high half the time it’s a wonder he can get it up. He’d better not think of getting it up, at least not while my sister is in the room. I know she’s old enough to make her own decisions, but she’ll have to put off any additional sex she plans on having with Harrison until she’s fifty at least.


  A hand falls hard over my shoulder, and I turn fully expecting to see Logan or Liam, but it’s neither, it’s Cooper.


  “Coop, my man.” I offer up a fist bump. “We need to get the girls together and do something.” Coop’s a great guy. It’s a wonder he can stand to be around me after what Wes put him and Laken through.


  “We should. They get along great.” His chest expands as he takes in the scene with a little tug on his lips as if he’s judging the venue. “In fact, they have a lot in common.”


  “Mostly.” Laken is a Count but Skyla never lets that little wicked detail get in the way of any of her relationships.


  “And, after tonight, they’re going to have one more thing in common.”


  “What’s that?” My mood tenses. For some reason I’m not into head games. I’ve been mulling over the fact Skyla still hasn’t copped to taking my truck last week when I came home to an empty bed. Something is definitely up, and I’m afraid to admit the truth to myself.


  “I’m going to ask her to marry me.”


  My eyes dart across the room to Wes, and he nods in my direction. He’s watching us. Of course, he is. Wes has his finger on the pulse of anything that has to do with Laken. He’s going to love tonight.


  “Congratulations, man.” I knock my shoulder into Coop’s. “So right here at Harrison’s, huh?” I don’t want to tick him off, but I can suggest about a dozen far more impressive locales.


  “It’s more the timing than the place. I thought I’d drop to one knee at midnight. You know, start the New Year off with a bang.”


  “You know he’s here, right?” No use in pussy footing around the fact Wesley is openly glaring at us.


  “I’m not too worried about it. He couldn’t change anything if he tried. Laken and I are solid.”


  “Sounds good.” But what I really wanted to say was you don’t know my brother. He’s a monster just like his father, and perhaps just like me. Logan catches my eye as he chats with Nev, and that sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach goes off.


  “How are things with you and Logan?”


  “Why? Did he say anything?” I’ve seen Coop and Logan together a few times. I won’t lie, I wish it were me hanging out with Logan instead.


  “No, I just never see you together anymore. But I get it. School and work can be a one two punch to your social life. Plus you’re married—to the woman he loves.” Coop shrugs it off. “I guess it doesn’t get more complicated than that.”


  “It gets a little more complicated.” I pat him on the shoulder as I make my way to Ezrina.


  “Hey.” I catch her as she tries to sneak out the door. “Any news on Logan’s body?”


  She takes a full breath before glancing over her shoulder at both Logan and Nev. “The Dolomites have potential. So far the Nephilim markings have remained hidden a little longer than I expected. It looks to me like Wesley has succeeded with his intentions. The Nephilim have much to fear.” The smile on her face wavers.


  Her words punch me straight in the gut. A sense of relief follows. “But now you have the body. It’s loaded with worms.” Logan will be a hero after all. And maybe, just maybe, he won’t hate me for what I’ve done. Wesley said I’d have the final say in all decisions that involve the Steel Barricade. My intention all along was to stop the project after he achieved his goal. Otherwise, when I leave the Barricade, and I plan to, he would have achieved the same results without me. “And now we have the worms.” There’s a beauty in the brilliance of it all if I don’t say so myself.


  “No, Gage, we don’t.” Her eyes draw downward, weary, exacerbated with me. “You see, the Dolomites alone are not able to achieve the end result. Only Wesley has the serum that can unlock their true potential.”


  “Then how do you know it works?”


  “I had dinner with him last week. He told me so himself. I’ve seen the cell samples. If this is true, the Nephilim don’t have to fear the future. They have to fear the present.” Ezrina takes off as the storm rages around her with a tangle of lightning. A roar of thunder rattles the house with its wrath, and I feel like it’s me God is looking to scold.


  I head back into the party and spot Wes with Kresley dancing by his side.


  “Isn’t this amusing?” Chloe pops up. “It looks like my fake man has one hardcore fan he can’t seem to get rid of.” She purrs in my ear while running her finger up and down my cheek.


  “I know the feeling.” I don’t hesitate in snatching her hand and placing it by her side. “Sorry—this face belongs to someone else.”


  “Yes, how could I forget the Mrs.? Where is she anyway?” Chloe leans into my shoulder. “Three o’ clock. Right there with her first husband. Don’t they just look cozy?”


  Logan and Skyla stand near the bar. He has a hand over her shoulder and is busy whispering something intently into her ear. Skyla nods as she glances around superstitiously.


  “They’re just friends.” That night she took the truck comes back. They were together. I know it.


  “Friends? Please. If you believe that, you’ll believe anything that Wes will tell you.” Chloe takes a step over and blocks my vision of Skyla. “There. That’s better. I like all of your attention focused in on me.”


  “So what’s he lying about?” Wes is nowhere in sight, but I know he’s watching. He’s like a demonic fly on the wall at all times.


  “Everything.”


  “Okay, that’s pretty broad.”


  “Who’s a pretty broad?” Skyla hikes up on her heels and plants a kiss just below my ear.


  “You,” I tease. “Come on. I want to dance with my wife.” I’d rather chop my limbs off with a rusted razor than shed some moves on the dance floor, but I’d do anything to get Skyla away from Chloe.


  “Not so fast.” Chloe steps in. “I haven’t congratulated my old friend on successfully stealing the man I love.” She blinks a smile to Skyla.


  “No need to congratulate me, Chloe.” Skyla lays her hand over my chest. “I didn’t have to steal him. He was never yours to begin with.”


  Chloe’s features elongate unnaturally. There’s a darkness in her eyes that taints her with an evil intent I’ve never seen in her before.


  “There is a time and place for everything, Skyla. Gage and I are about to collide. We’re on a trajectory that you should very much find alarming. Sometimes, Messenger, the things you believe in your heart and the things that are real are two disappointingly different realities.” Chloe turns her full attention to me. “I’ll steal you later, Gage. I always do.”


  Fuck.


  “What’s she rambling about?” Skyla pulls me by the hand to the dance floor as some audacious loud and proud rap song stutters through the room. I glare at Ellis’s sound system for a moment until a slow, soothing song comes on and wrap my arms around my beautiful wife’s tiny, tiny waist.


  “That’s better.” I give her a full on smile that makes her eyes brighten each and every time.


  “Are you changing the subject?” She flicks a finger back toward Bishop.


  “Nope, just the music. I have no idea what she’s rambling about.”


  “Are you going to see her later?” Her voice drops down to its serious octave. Crap. How in the hell am I going to get out of this one?


  “Maybe.” I tip my head back. “She’s like the plague, constantly showing up wherever we are.”


  “Bind her.”


  “Do what?”


  “You heard me. I may have extended her leash, but you can cinch it right back up again.” Her eyes glow, pale as river stones in this dim light. “I’m convinced there is no one more powerful than you on this planet, Gage.” Her bottom lip quivers as if this very fact makes her want to cry.


  A strange sensation fills me. It’s as if a part of me has always craved those very words.


  “I’m proud of you.” She gives the slightest nod. “I think that if you harness all of that power, that influence, for the good of the Nephilim people, there isn’t a thing we can’t do.”


  My eyes close as I bring a kiss to her forehead. My thoughts are on lockdown. I haven’t let Skyla in for months, and she knows it. I want to tell her that I have a plan. A plan so reckless, so dangerous that I can’t possibly let her in on it until I’ve executed it, and I almost have.


  “Thank you,” is all I can manage as we slow dance for the next solid hour.


  The lights flash on and off as the countdown begins. Brielle stands on the coffee table in her heels and a silver foil dress, shouting out numbers with a bullhorn in her hand. I spot Giselle dancing at her feet, and feel a sense of relief that Harrison is nowhere to be found.


  “Three, two, one!”


  The room explodes with the sound of party horns as couples all around us lock lips for the first time in the New Year.


  “Happy New Year, Skyla.” My mouth crashes over hers as we engage in a long, loving exchange that promises a better year up ahead than any words could ever do. I mean it. This year is going to be different. In fact, I’ll set the final phase of my fucked up plan in motion tonight just to ensure exactly that. I pull back. “Just a moment.” I glance around and spot Coop down on one knee over by the indoor fountain. “Check that out.”


  Skyla looks over just in time to hear Laken scream and bury her face in her hands.


  A crowd quickly grows around them, and we head on over.


  “Yes!” Laken drops to her knees and grabs Coop by the cheeks. “I would love to be your wife.”


  The room breaks out into applause as the two of them roll around the floor tied at the tongue. It takes a few minutes before they’re up on their feet and surrounded with congratulatory embraces.


  “Can you believe this?” Skyla squeals. “God, that was so romantic.” Tears sparkle in her eyes. “Let’s go welcome them to the club.”


  Wesley catches my eye. “I’ll be there in just a sec.” Skyla bolts as I make my way over to my brother. Wes looks as if someone just dipped his dick in vinegar and made him suck it.


  “Tough stuff,” I say, nodding at the swelling crowd around Laken and Coop.


  “What do you want?”


  “Nothing. Just letting you know I understand how bad something like that can feel—that’s all.” It’s true. “When Skyla was with Logan, every day felt like I was lying on a bed of rusted nails.”


  “And now she’s lying in your fluffy new bed. Things always seem to work out for you don’t they, little bro?” His cheeks cut in.


  “You can have anyone else you want. Pick a girl, and I guarantee it’ll happen.”


  “So can you. You didn’t give up on Skyla, though, did you?”


  “Look, Laken is in love with the guy. You can’t force her to be with you.”


  “I don’t have to. Laken still loves me. What we have doesn’t fade away. I get it. She loves Coop, too. He’s the lesser evil in her eyes, so, being the noble, upstanding person she is, she thinks she made the right decision. But her heart still wavers.”


  “And you know this because?”


  He cocks his head to the side and slices me with those lime green eyes.


  “Because I know everything, Gage.”


  “So why don’t I? When were you going to tell me that the serum has finally been declared a success? Have you been washing people this entire time?” The concept alarms me.


  “When were you going to tell me that you stole Logan’s body?” He knocks his shoulder hard into mine as he heads deep into the crowd.


  “Get back here,” I roar, and half the room turns around.


  Wes drills his hatred into me a moment. “I’ll be outside.”


  Skyla bounces over, still high on Coop and Laken’s upcoming nuptials.


  “We’re going to have married friends!”


  “Great. When’s the wedding?” It’s going to go off in Wesley’s face like a bomb.


  “She’s thinking summer.”


  “I’m thinking it’s time to ring in this New Year the right way. You ready to head out?” I clamp my lips onto her earlobe and roll it over my tongue. Skyla shivers and moans.


  “Let’s do it.”


  We head out the door and linger on the porch a moment as the sky pours its wrath over Paragon. Caskets might as well be falling from the sky.


  “It looks like the New Year is off to a wet start.” Laken comes up cinching her coat. “Coop went to get the car.”


  “Always the gentlemen.” I’ll be teleporting Skyla and myself home in a second. I can always get the truck in the morning. “Congratulations to you both.”


  Wes emerges from out of the shadows and bleeds a slow smile at Laken as he makes his way over.


  Skyla steps in and holds out her hand. “Unless you’re here to congratulate the bride to be, you can leave.”


  “I’m here to do just that.” Wesley steps forward with a determined look in his eyes. He doesn’t break his gaze with Laken’s. He pulls her into a rather unassuming embrace. “Congratulations, Laken.” His lips find her ear, and he takes his time whispering into it.


  Laken’s arms retract as if she’s about to push him off before relaxing over his shoulders again. Her face ashens as she drinks down his words.


  “Don’t listen,” Skyla snaps. “Whatever he’s saying, it’s toxic.”


  “Oh, Skyla.” Chloe pops up. “You were never good at sharing your toys were you?”


  “Shut up,” Skyla seethes, her hands reach to snatch at Wesley’s jacket just as he voluntarily takes a step back.


  “Goodnight.” Wesley says it directly to Laken before taking off, and we watch as the rain swallows him whole.


  “You’d better hurry along, Chloe,” Skyla snips. “Your express train to hell is leaving without you.”


  “Shut up, Skyla.” Chloe tucks her chin in the air. “Gage may be going home with you, but it’s me he longs to see.” She runs her fingers across my jaw as she walks into the storm. “Love you later, babe.”


  “She’s full of shit.” I wrap my arms around Skyla, but it’s that hurt look in her eyes that makes me wonder if my wife is buying a word I say. “Laken” I nod over to her. “You mind sharing what Wes said?”


  Coop pulls up, and an uneasy smile falters on her lips.


  “He wished me a very happy life.” She gives a quick wave as she hops into the waiting truck.


  I rock Skyla in my arms and give her a kiss. “You think she’s telling the truth?”


  Her steel eyes settle over mine. “I don’t think anyone knows how to tell the truth anymore.”


  And there you go. If I don’t fix this mess quick, it’s game over for Skyla and me.


  The truth is just around the corner I want to tell her.


  It’s going to hurt, but it’s going fix everything in the end.


  I hope.


  


  


  Logan


  


  Ringing in the New Year alone is a lot more satisfying than ushering it in with a room full of people you hardly want to be around, with the Skyla being the exception, of course. She sent a text and asked me to take her to Candace tonight. I tried talking her out of it but no such luck. She asked if I’d join her at the Council of the Superiors first. I’m not particularly looking forward to it. Not that I have anything against the Council, it’s just that it’s become a gossip chain as of late.


  I wander aimlessly through the long halls of the lab beneath Whitehorse. I didn’t name the house, per say, but it’s easier to refer to it by its street name. Whitehorse. I like it. I like the sick idea of being Skyla’s white knight—of being Skyla’s anything. But a part of me wishes Gage could step up and be that for her right now. I’ve spoken with Dudley and Liam about it, and they both seem to agree to let nature run its course. No use in me trying to shake things up. Gage is a big boy, and it’s his big mess. He’s going to have to clean up when all is said and done. Besides, we don’t even avoid one another anymore, we simply don’t have a thing to say to each other.


  The longest room in the lab comes up, and I step in. Ezrina installed a few glass tubes and filled them with blue keeping solution. The tanks are empty, but she said it helped her feel at home. I glance around at the miles of cold stainless countertops, endless macabre looking tools and appliances. It’s a wonder anyone can feel at home in this haunt.


  My hand thumps over the long row of human-sized refrigerated shelves that run along the underbelly of the counter on the west-facing wall. It’s a part of a much larger refrigeration unit that sits in the next room. Ezrina requested the system after admiring the one Barron has at the morgue. She likes the idea of housing bodies. I guess you can take the girl out of the chop shop, but you can’t take the chop shop out of the—


  A tiny white plaque is slipped in the fitted window where Barron would normally put the deceased’s name and it catches my eye. I pull up a rolling stool and take a seat as I inspect it.


  Count


  “What the?” I slide the drawer open, shocked to see my own opened eyes staring back at me, blank and wide. “Shit.” I open the drawer further to find my naked, half eaten body with a Y incision on the chest, nothing but bones inside, the skin and muscle on my arms and legs eaten away to nothing. “Oh, God,” I whisper. I’m done. There’s nothing left here but some bad Halloween prop. I slam the drawer shut and stagger the hell out of there.


  Gage Oliver did this.


  It looks like we have something to talk about after all.
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  Deep in the night as the rain hums the island to sleep with its ever-softening lullaby, Dudley and I wait for Skyla to emerge in my dreamscape.


  “Why an annoying hillside?” Dudley bitches. “Install a few benches. A café would be nice. I’ll have to bring you back to the Soullennium. That’s a perfect city in my opinion—one that Skyla very much enjoyed while spending time with me there. We had a friendly visit.”


  “I’m not gifting you a bench, Dudley.” I lie back and make shapes with the clouds. A hand with a middle finger pointed right at the friendly Sector.


  “I’m not gifting you a ride to the Decision Council if you don’t paint the sky with a more respectful image.”


  I morph the clouds until Skyla’s face smiles down at us.


  “Much better.”


  “I agree.”


  “What is this?” Her voice rises from behind me, bubbling and laughing. It turns my stomach a bit to know she was just with Gage, most likely in the most intimate way possible. But, nevertheless, just the sight of Skyla makes me smile.


  “You ready?” I jump to my feet and offer her a quick peck on the cheek. “Happy New Year.”


  “You think it’ll be happy?” She tilts her head as if the idea were farfetched, and, judging by the last year, it just might be.


  “Let’s find out.” Dudley takes up her hand and flicks me hard on the forehead.


  The landscape changes. Blue skies are exchanged for the dismal cavern behind the falls where the Council of the Superiors meets once a month. A fiery tornado burns bright in the back, and a muggy heat fills the space around us.


  All of the usual suspects are here, already seated in their crystalline chairs. I start heading toward the rear, and Skyla stops me by the hand.


  “You can sit here.” She motions to the seat beside her. Dudley doesn’t hesitate sitting on the other side.


  Nicholas Haver, a Nephilim that lives behind the gates at the Paragon Estates, picks up his ruby gavel, and, just as he’s about to slam it down over the black granite, Skyla plucks it from his hand.


  “I think my time as an observer has come to an end.” A slight smile plays on her lips. I’ve never seen her this confidant, shoulders back, even keeled, eyes slit with a look that says listen up or die. Here she is, the woman I always knew she could be. “As the overseer, I want to be the first to congratulate each of you and the members of your factions for staying strong during this difficult time of regrouping. There are a few changes I’d like to make, starting with a few teaching programs I’d like to implement.”


  The table enlivens with chatter.


  Dr. Booth nods with a long blink. “There are rumors swirling, Skyla. I bid you to put them to rest before you have full-fledged anarchy on your hands.”


  “Et tu, Dr. Booth?” Skyla curls her fingers around the gavel as the room breaks out in grumbles. “Silence.” Her voice resonates clear and high, and I’d swear on all that is holy that Skyla is morphing into her mother right before our eyes—a more palatable version, of course—the hottest version. A dull smile plays on my lips.


  Nicholas leans in. His belly spills over the stone, gobbling it up as he draws near Skyla.


  She holds a hand up, stopping him from swallowing the rest of the table with his belly.


  “I’m here to tell you all, with assurance, that not only will the Steel Barricade not prosper, but the tunnels are in the process of being permanently shut down.”


  The room grows silent. The crackle of the fire snaps through the silence as if openly refuting her words.


  “Are you dragging us into another war?” The tall Noster chick with black lipstick is ready to slit Skyla’s throat.


  “No. This is a private matter that I plan to resolve on my own.”


  “So the rumors aren’t true?” The greasy looking Count knocks his knuckles over the counter. “The Barricade poses no threat?”


  Skyla looks right at him as if she were steadying her aim, ready to shoot him with a poisoned dart. “No threat.”


  “Liar.” He stands. “I move to call Skyla Oliver, the overseer of the factions, to the Justice Alliance. I charge you with full knowledge of the danger awaiting the Nephilim people, with no manner in which to stop the enemy from prospering.”


  A wild rumble breaks out as Skyla slams the gavel, filling the cave with her thunderous drumming.


  “That’s mutiny, and I won’t stand for it,” she hisses.


  Dr. Booth shakes his head, pleading. “Skyla, tell the council this isn’t true.”


  Her mouth opens. Skyla takes a breath before closing it again.


  Shit.


  Nicholas reaches over and plucks the ruby gavel right back out of her hand.


  “All overseer duties are to be suspended until the Justice Alliance determines this to be factual.” He officiates his statement with the slam of the gavel. So much for her observation period coming to an end. Her overseer duties might be heading in that direction, too.


  “On what grounds? Hearsay?” She pounds her fists into the table. “This is bullshit! You have no evidence to back up this rumor whatsoever.”


  The Count in the corner stands. “That may be so, but I do have one damning piece of evidence that not even you would be foolish enough to deny.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “I’ve discovered who’s in charge of the Barricade.” He lifts his chin. His eyes pour out the wrath of every Count who has ever hated Celestra.


  “Well, who is it?” The Goth Noster barks it out like a threat.


  “The name is Gage Oliver.” The greasy Count bites his yellowed teeth over his thin lip. “Her husband.”


  Skyla doesn’t deny it. She can’t.


  Another few minutes stretch out like hours as the meeting adjourns. Everyone stands to leave, and Dr. Booth heads in our direction.


  “Skyla, what’s going on? Is Gage in charge of the Barricade?” He pinches his eyes shut. “Geez. The pieces were all there. So it’s true what Demetri was babbling on about that night. He is Gage Oliver’s biological father.” Dr. Booth runs his fingers through his hair before clutching onto the back of his neck. “They’re going to lynch you, Skyla. You realize that by marrying him you’ve stepped in a huge pile of celestial crap.”


  Skyla looks from Dudley to me a moment. “Look, Dr. Booth, I’m not losing anything.” She pulls him into a tight embrace. “I promise you, I’m not letting my people down. I know for a fact everything works out for the good of the Nephilim.”


  He pulls back and holds her by the shoulders while his signature calm smile takes over. “It had better.”


  Dudley waits until Dr. Booth is long out of sight.


  “Ms. Messenger?” He threads his arm with hers. “Shall we see your mother now?”


  They dematerialize right before me.


  Freaking Dudley.
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  Lucky for me Candace keeps court right around the corner. Actually more like down the celestial street, which on Earth would be the equivalent of a country. I run all the damn way there with laughter in my throat. I’d run through time and space for Skyla and, now, in a small way, I’m proving it. When I finally come upon them, Dudley has them both in stitches.


  “Logan?” Candace wipes the tears from her eyes. “So glad you were able to make it. Skyla insisted we wait until you could join us.”


  “Don’t worry”—Skyla wraps an arm around me—“Marshall kept us quite entertained.”


  “Glad to hear it.” I glower at him a second.


  Candace bears into her daughter. “What can I do for you? Is this regarding the case that’s been brought against you?”


  “You already know?” Skyla deflates at the thought of disappointing her mother.


  Candace strokes her fingers through her daughter’s hair. “I know so much more than I wish I did on occasion. I’m sorry.”


  “Well, if that didn’t sound ominous.” Skyla drops her face in her hands a moment. “Look, I know things look pretty crappy right now, but what I really came to speak with you about is shutting down those tunnels. It’s past due. You and I both know that. Wesley has already let the children go. Now I need to get the rest of the people out of there. What authority do I have? And if I’m being dragged to court, why the hell can’t I take Wes?”


  Dudley closes his eyes a moment when she says the expletive.


  “Dear Skyla.” Her mother picks up her hands and swings them. “There’s no need for you to worry about those tunnels. All captives shall be set free in just a few short weeks.”


  “What?” Skyla shrieks with joy. “Really?” She clamps onto my shoulder and Dudley’s. “Did you hear that? They’re shutting down in just a few weeks!”


  “Permanently?” I ask. This just seems a little too easy.


  “No one said it was easy, Logan.” Candace sharpens her talons in my direction. What’s easy is to forget our thoughts are fully known here. “And to answer your question, yes, the tunnels will free all prisoners at that time.” Her lips curve in a disappointed smile as she touches her fingers to Skyla’s neck. “It’s because of you, Skyla.”


  “Because of me?”


  “Wesley said to credit you for the suggestion. He’s doing this for the woman he loves.”


  “For Laken.” Skyla sags with relief. “Yes, I did suggest it. And I’m sure Laken will be thrilled to hear it.”


  “Laken is already apprised of the situation. Her commitment to the cause is what had her agree to the terms.”


  “Terms?” She jumps in her mother’s face. “Reverse them. I swear to you, let me do whatever it is Wesley had her agree to. Please—I don’t want to put Laken in harm’s way again.”


  Dudley growls. “And yourself, Ms. Messenger?”


  “That’s my job,” she shouts. “Those are my people,” she pleads with her mother. “And, not just that, but I need a way to stop Wesley from washing the cells of those in the Barricade. I’d like to take him to Justice Alliance for that. We’re going to turn into a bunch of government lab rats if this isn’t nipped in the bud. He’s dangerous. This is my game. The ball needs to stay firmly in my court.”


  Candace openly balks at Skyla’s declaration. “Know this. You are not playing tennis with God. The ball is never in your court. The ball is always in His court. He is in control.” She takes a in a long, calming breath. “That being said, the Master does prefer nature take its course both in the human realm and the angelic. The Barricade has a self-appointed overseer.” Candace nods. “What you ask is entirely up to him.”


  “Is that Gage?”


  “What do you think?”


  “Shit,” Skyla seethes.


  Dudley coughs. “I’m afraid you daughter, Candace, is unaware of the ramifications of speaking profanity in the presence of your holiness.”


  “Yes.” Candace examines Skyla, up and down, with a bored, slightly vengeful look. “It would appear that way. As for bringing Wesley to the Justice Alliance, chromatophobia isn’t a crime, Skyla. For now, be gone. I’ve lots to do on my end with preparing for the trial in which you are starring.”


  “Will you defend me?” Skyla asks with caution and rightfully so.


  “Only when you learn to respect me.” She tosses her hand in the air and disappears in a trail of glitter.


  “I take it that means no.” She looks to Dudley.


  “I do believe you’re catching on.” He smacks his lips with disdain. “Perhaps the Pretty One here is willing to vie on your behalf? It seems he rather enjoys embroiling himself in legal matters with you. Does anyone recall the bloodbath that brought you both to court?”


  “Come here, Skyla.” I wrap my arms around her as she buries her face in my neck. “I’ll always be on your side.”


  “I wish I could say the same for Gage.”


  Me, too.
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  A Kiss Like That
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  Skyla


  


  Valentine’s Day. That’s when Laken assured me the tunnels would be closed forever, and here we are on the sacred day that glorifies chubby little Cherubs chasing doily-laced hearts. Our world is immersed with the idea of love. Ironic. I wonder if Gage and I are holding fast to the idea rather than the genuine emotion. What else could come of unspoken truths? The fact we’ve spent most of our short marriage keeping things from one another doesn’t bode well.


  The wind whips my hair in a frenzy, light and fluffy, leaving it spinning toward heaven like cotton candy. I’m making my way from my psychology class to the student café before the sky slits its wrists and bleeds out all over the place. But spring looms just around the corner, and, God knows, the entire island is trying to buy into the illusion of warmer days. The maples have already started to form new buds. Their bare branches hold the promise of a new beginning. I hope Gage and I can have a new beginning soon. Logan and I decided it would be best not to start any fires before those in the tunnels are released. And I won’t until every last person in that petrified hell is home with their family. There’s one tiny detail I may have forgotten to fill Logan in on. My hand floats to my neck. I’ll be drained once a month to keep the Counts in red blood cells.


  A shiver runs through me as the bitter air slices right through my wool jacket. I need hot coffee and fast.


  I’ve texted Laken at least twelve times today. She didn’t bother showing up to our biology lab, and I’m starting to worry. I pluck my phone out and my fingers are so cold it fumbles right out of my grasp.


  “Looking for this?” A familiar dirty blonde scoops it up and hands it to me.


  “Yes, Laken.” I sharpen my brows. “I’ve been looking for a lot of things—for a lot of people.”


  “I know.” She pulls me in and my face gets buried in her smooth long curls. Laken holds the scent of cherries in springtime—everything fresh and beautiful, and yet my heart breaks because she’s yet to tell me what terms she’s agreed to with Wesley in order to free those in the tunnels. The only thing I know for sure is that Coop is completely unaware of this entire process. And to ensure he stays that way, her lips are sealed. I have no idea what Laken has gotten herself into.


  “So are you ready?”


  Her eyes close as the mist does a little dance between us.


  “Are you ready?” She lobs the question right back at me. Laken seems to think I’ll simply go in blind, and truthfully I would. But I don’t care much for her arrogance in that arena.


  “Why should I go with you when I still have no clue what’s going on?”


  “Because I’m about to tell you everything.”


  “Great. Let’s grab some coffee.” I try to pull her in the direction of the café and smack right into Bree. “Brielle?” I’m more than a little surprised to see her. For one, she doesn’t attend Host. And two, she said the Made in Paragon label was being looked at by several buyers today. If Drake and Bree sell the label to department stores, they stand to make millions. At least according to Gage—and Gage is never wrong, at least not about finance. He’s wrong about the Barricade, and once these tunnels are closed I plan on telling him just that. It’s like a holiday I’ve been waiting for has finally arrived. A very bad, terribly dark, wicked holiday that ends on an up note for every single captive.


  “Hey, bestie.” She plucks me away from Laken.


  I swear it never ends with Bree.


  “How did it go with the buyers? Are you rolling in green?”


  “You bet we are. In fact, Drake says he’s going to make it rain tonight if you know what I mean. It looks like someone’s going to get their freak on while rolling in it.” She points to herself and gives an awkward grin.


  The last couple on earth I want to envision getting their freak on is my stepbrother and the girl close enough to be my sister.


  “Speaking of freaks, have you seen Bishop?”


  “What?” I glance to Laken apologetically. “Chloe doesn’t go to Host.” Thankfully. “She’s banished. She goes and stays in hell.” Not really, but it does have a nice ring to it.


  “That’s weird because she mentioned she was going to the OBGYN on Host this afternoon. I just thought it was some new frat house.”


  “OBGYN?” Laken steps in. “That’s a maternity doctor.”


  Brielle stares at her vacantly.


  “Pregnant women see them.” Laken sighs, exasperated.


  “Oh, that’s right!” Brielle honks out a laugh. “I never did bother with that. I mean, I was in cheer, so already I knew I was getting plenty of exercise.”


  I snatch Bree by the sleeve. “Why is Chloe seeing a baby doctor?”


  “I don’t know, maybe that new hottie who’s stoking the flames with her down under has filled up her tank? Can you imagine, Chloe Bishop as some poor child’s mother?” Brielle gives a loud, dizzying laugh. And, believe me, I’d join her if it weren’t so hurtful, for Laken—if it weren’t so unfortunate for the poor, innocent child.


  “Look”—Laken pulls me forward—“I wish I could say we care, but we don’t. If Chloe wants to have a dozen babies with Wes, she can be my guest.” She tugs me along until my feet stumble to keep up with her. “Excuse us, Bree. My bestie and I have something important we need to take care of.” Laken sets her face to the wind. “How do we get to where that expecting little devil dwells with Wes?”


  “We jump off a cliff.”


  “Hey, where are you going?” Bree shouts after us.


  “To hell,” Laken shouts back.


  I have a feeling the rest of this day will be exactly that—hell.
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  Laken and I finally arrive at Devil’s Peak, and no sooner do we get out of the Mustang than she bursts into tears.


  “Whoa, come here.” I pull her in as she sobs over my shoulder. I’m not so sure I’ve ever seen Laken shed so much as a tear. “Is this about Wes?”


  She nods into me before pulling back.


  “It’s stupid. Chloe told me they were trying. I knew that it would eventually happen for them, I just didn’t imagine that the reality would leave me feeling so gutted.”


  “I get it. I really do.”


  “No, Skyla,” she says it sweetly. “You really don’t. I’m living your worst-case scenario. Imagine if Gage were wicked.”


  I swallow hard and don’t say a word.


  “Imagine if he were the one who knocked up Chloe.” Her eyes expand at the horror.


  “God, I would die. No wait, I would kick in his balls, and then I would die.”


  Laken blows a breath into the wind. “I’m not disabling him from having any more children with that wench. In fact, that’s exactly how I’m going to prove I’m above this.” She eyes the fractured space in the railing and nods. “Let’s get this over with.”


  “Not until you tell me what he’s up to.”


  Laken softens. “As soon as we touch ground in the Transfer, I’ll give you all the details you want.”


  “Done deal.” I take up her hand and count to three.


  Laken and I race to the edge of Devil’s Peak and leap off solid ground like a couple of girls playing a schoolyard game. Our bodies sink like lead weights, and I watch as her surprise quickly grows to terror as the wind knifes over our skin.


  We drill through the rocks, past the cushion of earth, into the belly of the underworld as the dark plane of the Transfer forms around us—lavender sky, bleak, gray landscape—nothing but a cemetery for the soul.


  Laken and I land on a charred hillside and roll our way down to the bottom in a morbid continuation of our schoolgirl fantasy.


  “Wasn’t that fun?” I moan, helping Laken to her feet. “Now”—I sharpen my tone—“leave no detail unturned. Go.”


  “Which details are those?” A deep voice laughs from behind.


  We turn to find Wesley staring at Laken as though she were a hard-won prize—his prize. Honest to God, with this crap lighting and his spitting image impression of my husband, if he were looking at me that way, I would have sworn it was Gage.


  “I’m afraid I’ll have to tell Skyla the terms of our agreement.” Laken takes up both his hands and smiles.


  She’s afraid she’ll have to tell me? Why is she touching him?


  Dear God. I can’t stop starring at the way her fingers curl lovingly over his. No wonder she wanted this kept from Coop. Cooper Flanders is going to kill a Fem very, very soon.


  “Why don’t I tell her?” Wes pulls me in by the hand, and suddenly it feels like a love fest I want no part in. “As soon as we arrive.”


  The earth beneath our feet shifts and gyrates until that familiar stench fills my nostrils. The lavender sky is a deeper shade of purple. The earth is dry and cracked as the evergreens root themselves to the parched earth, touching the sky with their charred branches.


  “The tunnels, how appropriate,” I muse. “Where are the people?” I’m curious to know how this will work.


  “Once Laken fulfills the final phase of our agreement, they’ll all be transported to the location of their disappearance. It’s all very civil, Skyla.”


  “I’m sure. Just about as civil as they’ve been treated. Now what’s this agreement?” I swipe Laken out of his grasp. “All of it, right now, or I’m going to turn into one celestial diva that you have to see to believe.”


  They share a quiet laugh, and it feels intimate. I’m not so sure I like Laken and Wesley getting along. Especially not when she’s wearing that rock Coop gifted her a few weeks ba—


  “It’s gone,” I whimper, taking up her left hand. “Where’s your ring?” I’m horrified she’s done this. Hopefully she left it in her pottery class, or on her dresser, or accidentally flushed it down the toilet because anything is better than the alternative—taking it off for Wesley.


  Laken retracts her hand and touches her naked finger. “It’s safe.” She turns to Wes. “Go ahead. I want to move things along. I know those who are waiting are anxious to get home.”


  “On New Year’s, when Coop proposed”—Wes swallows hard, and, for a second, I envision her engagement ring lodged in his throat—“I thought about what you said, Skyla. I was reminded that what Laken wanted more than anything was to have this hell shut down. So here we are.” Wes gives me that shit-eating grin I’ve seen Gage sport a time or two—usually in bed after he’s done something fantastic, but I digress. “The terms were as follows—date me.” He picks up Laken’s hand again, and she curls into him with a resolute sadness in her eyes. Sad because she did it? Or sad because it’s come to an end? I’m starting to suspect the latter. God, who is this woman?


  Wes runs his fingers through the back of her hair, and I resist the urge to smack him like a housefly.


  “Once a week I drove her out to the forgotten end of Paragon, and we sat by the three falls just getting to know one another again.”


  The three falls? Gah! The Falls of Virtue! That’s where Logan and I had one of our first dates. That was our special spot, the exact spot where we were joined in holy matrimony, and now Wes has defiled it.


  “There were no Count politics”—Wes takes up both of her hands and gazes into her eyes as if he were exchanging vows of his own—“no mention of powers, not a word about our time at Ephemeral or anything or anyone that might have come after Kansas. We were simply Laken and Wes again—hanging out, letting our feet dangle in the water while we watched the day melt into the night and counted stars when we could see them.”


  “We hardly ever saw them.” Laken swallows her grief.


  “I asked Laken to spend some time with me, Skyla. Once a week until this day”—he swings her hands between them—“Valentine’s Day.” He’s looking lovingly into her eyes, dimpling at her exactly the way Gage does. Sorry, Coop. Laken doesn’t stand a chance.


  “And what makes this day so special?” I step forward and poke Wes in the side. “Why do I smell a proposal coming?”


  They share another laugh and look a lot more like a happy couple than a hostage negotiating with a terrorist.


  “No, proposal.” He locks those grass-colored eyes over Laken’s. “Not tonight, anyway. What I really asked Laken for was one last kiss—but only after spending time with me. I wanted everything we had back—if only for a moment. I know she’s with Cooper.” He leans into her with intimate intent. “But I won’t make a secret of it, Laken. I’m hoping you’ll change your mind.”


  “And choose you?” Laken tilts her head as if she never considered he’d ask. “Share a bed with you?”


  Oh, come on. I’m about ready to dropkick them both.


  Her lips twitch. “I suppose Chloe and the new baby can sleep between us.”


  Ha! She got him. Zing!


  Wesley’s chest broadens as he takes a long, pissed breath.


  “So you know.” He closes his eyes. Wes looks to me. “Do you ever feel like you work so hard to get something, and, right when it’s almost in your grasp, Chloe pulls out her claws and kills it?”


  “Welcome to my world, Wesley.”


  Laken relaxes her hand over the side of his face. “Chloe didn’t kill anything. I’m still here. Still waiting for what comes next.”


  This is all an act. It has to be. Wesley is simply preying on Laken’s desperation. I can hardly wait to say I told you so.


  “What comes next?” I step in. “You take her like a beast on the stone of sacrifice?” That visual of Em and Gage comes back to haunt me. His large black wings, her eager parting thighs.


  “No.” Wes presses his lips tight as he bears into Laken with all the grief he can muster. “Laken agreed to gift me one last kiss.”


  She offers a gentle smile. “I did.”


  Wes steps in, and Laken closes the distance between them voluntarily.


  This is going to be harder to watch than Chloe kissing this Gage lookalike. Hearts are on the line, engagements, and apparently babies are in the bounds. I’m sure Laken will keep it brief and chaste. She is in love with Cooper after all.


  Their lips touch, and I’m relieved all mouths involved are closed. Laken is probably just letting it linger to ensure the safety of all those captives. I can’t believe Wesley is giving it all up for a kiss. But then this is the love of his life—soon to be someone else’s wife.


  Wes brings his hands up over her hips, and, just when I think Laken is going to smack him, she touches her hands to his cheeks, holding him there. That simple kiss melts into a smearing, moaning, groaning, love fest, and before I know it their mouths fall open, and Wes invades her with his tongue. For sure now she’ll throw him to the necrotic ground—but she doesn’t. Once again, Laken lingers. Wes pulls her in by the small of her back as their mouths writhe over one another in a haunting, passionate exchange I’ve yet to witness. In fact, I have to rack my brain to remember the last time Gage and I went at it like that—oozing with desperation and goodbye. Her head moves with just as much vigor as his. Her moans are just as hungry and intense. It’s hard to imagine that Laken is this good of an actress. Even her foot keeps bouncing up at the knee with erotic delight.


  Great. And I get to witness this philandering lip lock first hand. Of course, I can’t wait to smear it in Chloe’s expectant face, but what about poor Cooper? How can I ever look him in the eye again? How can Laken?


  A shock of light explodes overhead. The ground gives a violent jolt, but the lovebirds keep on keeping on.


  A loud series of cries echoes in the distance.


  “That almost sounds like…” I take a few steps out with my eyes peeled to the ever-brightening sky. “Victory?” I marvel as I step closer to the charred woods. “It’s happening.”


  A piercing scream knifes through Tenebrous, it doesn’t remotely sound human, or joyous, or even victorious. It’s as if the tunnels themselves were weeping for the loss of its victims. A wild jag of lightning goes off, repeating itself as the bolts weave into a crown right above the spot where Laken and Wesley exchange their never-ending kiss.


  A drop of something cool prickles my head, and I touch my hand to the wetness. Then another falls and another. Before I know it, Tenebrous is in the midst of a life giving, ground-quenching storm. The tunnels have given up their captors, and now all of Tenebrous is blessed with the libations it so craved. It never wanted blood. It wanted something pure, something it was made for, a kiss from the sky above.


  Wes and Laken continue their loving assault in the rain—long, impassioned, fervent exchanges that feel beyond desperate. Wes swivels his arms up and down her back with fever pitch as he feasts off the love of his life. It feels as final as an eternal parting.


  A wild bolt of lightning illuminates Tenebrous, exposing all of its harrowing secrets, making it surrender every last ghost. The water below my feet glows as a blast of electricity rattles through my bones. A strangled cry struggles to break free from my throat, and I fall to the ground as Tenebrous, now empty of all its stolen souls, releases me to Paragon.


  Laken and I blink back to life right next to the Mustang as the rain beats over our bodies with its merciless hammering.


  “Skyla?” She sits up confused, and I pull her in tight. Laken lets loose, sobbing over my shoulder. A vat of hot tears falls over my skin in contrast to the icy rain.


  “It’s done,” I whisper. “It’s all over. The tunnels are closed forever.”


  I hope.
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  By the time I get back home, Gage’s truck sits high in the driveway and so does Logan’s.


  It’s nice to see they’re finally getting along. At least they managed to park side by side in a civilized manner. I make a dash for the house, no point in pulling out the umbrella. I’m already soaked to the bone. I let myself in and hear riotous laughter coming from the living room.


  “Great,” I whisper. We should be happy. We should be throwing a fucking party. “Guess what?” I burst into the family room expecting to find anything but this.


  Logan, Gage, Liam, Nev, Ellis, Drake, and Ethan are all hunched over the dining room table playing cards. Emily, Lexy, Michelle, Bree, Giselle, and Ezrina are stuffing their faces with popcorn, watching some sappy romantic comedy where the love interests bond over a dying plant.


  “Well, look who decided to show up?” Brielle gauges me with her words.


  “I know you’re still pissed that I left with Laken. But trust me, you should be ecstatic.”


  “Happy Valentine’s Day.” Gage appears by my side and lands a tender kiss over my lips. Gage and I have already greeted each other in a proper manner this morning. To say we’ve put those carpeted walls to the test is putting it mildly. Tad was right, you can sing an opera, and no one will notice. I sang mine this morning—twice.


  “It is a happy Valentine’s Day—for every single person who was in those tunnels. It’s over.” I breeze over to the table. “The tunnels are closed forever.”


  Everyone hops to their feet congratulating me, asking me a million questions—and, ironically, all of the answers lie in the name of that unholy kiss I witnessed.


  “It was complicated,” I say.


  Drake pulls out his phone. “I don’t even know what the tunnels effing are, but I’m springing for pizza.”


  “That’s what I’m talking about.” Ellis slams his hand over the table.


  “I think we should take this party upstairs.” Michelle wraps a leg around Liam’s hip.


  “Upstairs?” I glance around at the suspiciously Tad-free zone. “Where are Mom and Tad?” I ask Gage.


  Brielle waves her hand. “I put ‘em up at some swanky hotel in Seattle and made sure they took all the creepy crawlers with them so we could have some much needed alone time.”


  By creepy crawlers I’m guessing she means children, and even baby Ember is surprisingly missing.


  “Nice?” I’d feel sorry for my mother if I didn’t know she prefers it this way.


  “Speaking of midnight shriekers”—Bree thumps her beer onto the table—“it’s been confirmed. Guess who committed an act of procreation?”


  Bile rises to the back of my throat at her phraseology.


  “Skyla?” Ezrina is horrified, as she should be.


  “Not me,” I say proudly, patting my fetus-free tummy. “It’s Bishop. She and Wesley have decided to spread their wicked seed over the land.”


  “More power to ‘em.” Em nods as if this were a good thing.


  “Oh, it will be.” More dominion power to be exact—that is if they fall in love.


  “Chloe and Wes?” Gage loses all the color in his face. His dimples go off in disapproval. “I guess I thought deep down he was holding out for Laken.”


  Is Gage rooting for Wes and Laken?


  The card game resumes at the table sans Logan, Gage, and Nev. The movie picks up right back where it left off with the girls laughing at the hilarity of it all. Giselle laughs the loudest. I love hearing her joy echo throughout the house. Tonight that same joy is echoing all over the world.


  “Skyla”—Logan walks me down the hall as Gage, Nev, and Ezrina follow—“please tell us what happened.”


  My mouth opens, and that passionate exchange comes back to haunt me, only it will haunt Laken and Coop a hell of a lot more, especially if word gets out by way of me.


  “It’s something Laken did. It wasn’t terrible. I mean she could have done a lot worse, and knowing her she would have.” I sag at the horrible truth. Laken wanted those tunnels slammed shut and burned after what they did to her family.


  “She kissed him.” Ezrina nods. “That alone is as far as he could take it before being brought to court.”


  “Is this true?” Gage looks sorely disappointed in his evil big bro, and I’m relieved because Laken belongs with Coop.


  “Yes, it’s true,” I hiss. “And I really want you all to unhear it. It’s not my place to say. The important thing is that Celestra is free. Our Nephilim brothers and sisters are finally home where they belong.”


  Ellis runs in waving his phone “Check this out, thousands of missing people are reappearing all over the earth, buck-effing-naked, right in the very spot they were last seen.”


  “Can I see that?” I snatch the phone from him. “It says they all have the same story.” I glance to Gage in horror. “They’ve all been returned from an other worldly abduction.”


  “Dude!” Ellis runs shrieking back to family room. “You were right! It was freaking aliens.”


  “Ah, shit,” I hear Ethan bellow. “We’re fucking doomed!”


  “We’re doomed all right.” I clutch Ellis’s phone to my chest.


  We’ve fallen right into Wesley’s wicked little plan.


  That kiss may have freed the captives, but it will be the catalyst that ensures we’ll all be locked up in cages.


  Chloe is with spawn. The tunnels are finally empty. Now the world believes alien beings hover the earth, ready to snatch their next victim. And it’s all thanks to Wesley.


  Gage wraps his arms around me from behind and instinctively that missile shield erects around my thoughts. I touch my hand to the rough stubble on his cheeks.


  And Gage, my beautiful husband, the overseer of the dark side is still keeping secrets from me.


  Maybe Gage isn’t really the self-appointment overseer of the Barricade?


  Maybe it’s Wesley.
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  Weeks trickle by. The world is riveted by these seemingly unconnected cold cases all threading together—pointing the accusing arrow at other worldly beings. I suppose, in a way, the Nephilim do qualify. Certainly the Counts qualify as monsters who kidnap others for their own greedy gain.


  Since Gage has yet to confess his Femsational sins, I’ve taken it upon myself to confront him, my way, my terms, where and when I choose. But first, I pay a little visit to Ezrina at the new lab below Whitehorse.


  “I’ve asked him to meet me at Dudley’s. I can’t take this tension between us anymore. He hasn’t confessed, and he still leaves for hours at a time each night. Swear to God, he’s not even hiding it anymore!” I shrill so loud she pauses whatever it is she’s doing.


  Ezrina turns around with a touch of mild surprise and plucks a pair of ear-buds out of her head. “What can I do for you child?”


  “Never mind.” I fold my arms tight across my chest.


  “I heard every word.” A voice comes from the right, and I turn to find Chloe sitting up in the metal bed. I scream so loud both our faces turn beet read.


  “Crap, Messenger.” She lays her hand softly across her belly. “Don’t you know I’m with child?”


  “Try this.” Ezrina hands her a yellow bubbling concoction.


  “Thanks.” Chloe moans as she downs it. “God, I feel instantly better. What is this delicious poison?”


  “Ginger ale.” Ezrina turns to me. “What is it you want, Skyla? Morning sickness holding you back as well?”


  “No.” Although the thought of Chloe and Wes getting to do what Gage and I never will, does make my stomach churn. “Never mind.” I shouldn’t have come.


  “Go ahead, Messenger,” Chloe chirps as she swings her legs over the side. “Tell her all about how you’re sick of Gage hiding things from you. Let me guess, you want your old Levatio back.”


  “I’d give anything for him not to be a Fem.” I can’t break my gaze from the empty blue tank before me. It reminds me of another empty tank that once housed Logan’s body.


  “Is there a way?” Chloe inquires of Ezrina as if she too were interested in the answer.


  “A sword of steel cast by a destroying angel.” Ezrina says it so causally as if it were common knowledge. “Might work. Might not. Might kill him. Might make him human.”


  “So many options,” Chloe purrs. “Do you dare risk killing your husband, Skyla? Is molding him into what you want him to be so important to you? Or can you learn to support him just the way he is in the name of love—in the name of the holy matrimony in which you’re bound?”


  A riotous cry rips from my throat as I speed my way to Marshall’s. I hate it when Chloe Bishop makes sense. I hope she pukes up a lung or two for the next nine months.


  The lights are all on at the oversized McMansion. I’m still bristled after my unexpected meeting with Chloe, not to mention the fact I didn’t care for Ezrina’s Russian roulette answers. I burst through the door to find Logan and Gage playing against each other in a video game. Ellis and Liam lounge on the other side with a beer in their laps.


  “You and you”—I point hard at Logan and Gage—“stay put.” I point over at Ellis. “Where’s Dudley.” I’m certain if I asked for Marshall, Ellis would have no clue who I was talking about.


  “The kitchen.”


  I head over and find him in the dining room instead. A set of metal tools are laid out before him, and he’s happily tinkering away.


  “Good evening,” the words come out stilted, too formal to ever be exchanged between us, from me anyway.


  “Why are you here?” He doesn’t look up from the task at hand.


  “Excuse me?” I balk. “I clearly remember a time when you were all about having me in your presence. I believe you doled out visions in exchange for kisses.” I take a seat next to him.


  Marshall raises a brow and pauses to look over. “Are you in the mood for one of our revelating exchanges?”


  “No. I’m in the mood for a specially crafted spirit sword.” I slink down in my seat and close my eyes because I can’t believe what’s about to spew from my lips. “There’s a Fem I need to kill.”


  “We should all be so lucky.”


  I fill him in on my brief exchange with Ezrina.


  “So is that what you want? Your meat-loving Levatio back in your arms?”


  “More or less.” I pound my fingers into the table like I’m trying to wreck a piano with my anger. “I’m frustrated. I’m sick and I’m tired of being on the losing end of whatever this is.” A cry of frustration sears my throat.


  “It’s called destiny, Skyla.”


  “Destiny?” I balk. A thought comes to me. “Remember during ski week, all those years ago, when Emily drew those wild images onto my body?”


  His chest pumps as a perverted grin surfaces. “I do recall you coming to my room and dropping your clothes to the ground. It was a glorious night if I do say so myself.”


  “Yes, well, in the pictures, Logan was a lion. What did that mean?”


  “The lion represents a savior.”


  “So Logan is a savior—mine, maybe Celestra’s. And how about you?” I touch his cheek with the back of my hand, and my skin snags on his stubble.


  He sneaks a kiss to my finger. “I’m simply an angel who was asked to protect. I fell in love with you. I never want you to be alone, Skyla, so here I am.”


  I close my eyes and give a solemn nod. Marshall doesn’t want me to be alone. He knows that eventually I’ll lose both Logan and Gage—or so my destiny-wielding mother insists.


  Logan and Gage darken the doorway.


  “Is this a private party?” Logan holds his hands in the air as if it’s a stick up. They meander into the room and sit across from us while I continue to glower at my two favorite Olivers.


  “She is in a mood,” Marshall warns.


  “Hey, I thought we just had a moment?”


  “We did.” He offers a brief sarcastic smile. “And now the real reason you’re here, Ms. Messenger?”


  Gage and I lock eyes from across the table. In some way, he must have known this day was coming. The day of reckoning. The day, or rather the night, in which we broach that magic bubble we’ve been cocooning ourselves in for close to six months.


  “It’s because I’m a Fem.” Gage stares right through me at some damning place—a juncture that has the ability to bury our relationship—burn it to ashes. Dangerous, sharp words are about to be exchanged. One wrong noun, one stray adjective and we can send our short marriage sailing off the side of an emotional cliff.


  Logan lets out a heavy breath. “We all know he’s doing whatever it is he’s doing because he loves you. It’s exactly why I did it.”


  “He’s not like you.” I shake my head in frustration. I’ve always known Logan and Gage to be likeminded, to be on the same page, but that doesn’t feel like the case. Now they just seem miles apart in every way.


  “I’m a Count, Skyla.” Logan flat lines.


  “Exactly—he’s worse than you.”


  “Excuse me?” Gage tweaks a brow, incredulous at my accusation. “I’m sitting right here. I’m not worse than Logan.” He turns to his uncle, cousin, whatever they’ve squared each other away as because technically he’s not his anything. “Not that there’s anything wrong with you. In fact, I owe you both an apology. I’m sorry.”


  “I’m sorry?” I shake my head with disbelief. “Just like that, I’m sorry, and you expect me to believe it? Half the things Logan has ever told me were misshapen truths. And most of what comes out of your mouth, Gage, is a prism of colorful corrections. I just don’t get any of this. Where do you get off? How will I ever expunge the God’s honest truth? You’ve lied to me since the first day I stepped off that ferry.”


  Logan and Gage exchange looks and conveniently don’t offer up any words to refute the theory.


  Logan leans in. “Who exactly are you talking to—specifically?”


  “Both of you.” My anger hits its boiling point. My head fills with a rage so volatile it feels as if lava is coursing through my veins.


  Marshall’s chest widens with pride as he scoots towards me. “It appears I’m the only honest soul in the room.” He cuts a glance my way. “Other than yourself, of course.”


  Gage glowers at the Sector by my side. “You just so happen to be the only kiss ass in the room, too.”


  My chest bucks with a silent laugh. “Oh, Gage—oh, Jock Strap—oh, Mr. Oliver.” I say each moniker as its own expletive. “You would be lucky to ever get close to doing that again.”


  His jaw tightens. Gage swallows hard, and his Adam’s apple tells everyone in the room how nervous he’s suddenly become because God knows that sweet spot between my thighs is his favorite place to land a kiss.


  “Leave them be, Skyla.” Marshall coaxes me with his velvet voice. “I’ll welcome you home with open arms.”


  “Believe you me, I’m thinking about it.”


  My body ejects itself from my seat, and I bolt into the other room simply for the fact I almost tested Ezrina’s theory. It took everything in me not to fling myself across the table and strangle Gage.


  “We’re not done,” he says sweetly as he comes after me in the living room.


  “You bet we’re not done.”


  “I’m sorry,” he pleads.


  I pause in front of Ellis and Liam. “I’m sorry?” I cry out while tossing my hands in the air. “That’s the best you’ve got?”


  “There’s more.”


  “Well, you better start spewing words, high and fast, like Old Faithful because until you geyser up the truth, I’m absolutely done with this shit!”


  “Skyla, go easy.” Ellis reprimands. “He’s your freaking husband.”


  “Wouldn’t destiny just like for them all to be my husband?” I shout up at the ceiling as if it were my mother herself. “He’s my husband, he’s my husband, he’s my husband!” I jab my finger at Logan, Gage, and Marshall in turn. “How about him, and him?” I shout pointing at Liam and Ellis, both of whom look as if they want no piece of my crazy. “Is that what you want, mother? For me to bed my way through this world so you can get what you want? Forget men, it’s you who’s repressing women by reducing them to breeding factories!”


  Marshall steps forward obviously infuriated at my tirade.


  “I’m your husband. And when I bed you, it will be only then it matters. This”—he points hard at Gage—“is nothing more than spare coins at the bottom of a sofa cushion.” He taps his chest in a show of bravado that I’ve yet to see in him. “I’m the bank, Skyla. Get ready to make a withdrawal because when you do, you will be filled with riches beyond measure.”


  Holy hell. Did Marshall just equate making love to Gage as spare change?


  I cut a quick glance to Marshall’s crotch. Just what the heck is he hiding in there that I’ll be so eager to withdraw? If those dreams are any indication, my money is on a skin-covered snake.


  Gage pulls me in by the waist. “Let’s get out of here.”


  “Time for the drive-thru?” Ellis hacks out a laugh, slapping his hand over his thigh. “Looks like Skyla better scrounge for change just to get that beef burrito.”


  “Shut up, Ellis.” Gage and I say in unison.


  “Look”—I hold Gage at an arm’s length—“I just need to clear my head. Just—give me a minute.” I head out back. “And can someone please, for the love of God, stop the rain?”


  The sky quakes with thunder before the rain dissipates, and I make my way toward the barn taking in large gulps of fresh Paragon air.


  “Skyla.” Logan sprints my way, and I don’t stop him. After all, he’s dead. We’ve already reached the worst outcome to our story. “I have a plan,” he pants, ditching into the barn a moment. I follow him and watch as he digs behind a stack of equipment and pulls out a backpack. “Coop gifted this to me.” He plucks out a bastardized Ruger.


  “What are you going to do with it?”


  “If we’re lucky, kill.”


  “That thing shoots poisoned darts. If I remember correctly, they’re just temporarily debilitating.”


  “Not these bad boys. Come on.” He takes me by the hand, and we run deep into the woods.


  “So what’s the plan?” I pant hard, pressing myself into the peeling bark of the eucalyptus just to keep Logan’s chest from mine.


  “The plan, Skyla, is to do this.” He leans in. His lips edge toward mine, and for the briefest of all moments, I ache for his kiss. Logan spins around and pulls the trigger. The shot rings throughout the island like a thunderclap, and I stagger forward just as a body falls to the field. It’s Gage.


  “You killed him.” My hand claws at my chest. I can’t breathe.


  “I’ve always been a damn good shot.”


  


  


  Gage


  


  The world spins. The dark sky overhead is exchanged for shining bright lights and a trio of curious heads staring down at me. I squeeze my eyes shut tight and let out a hard moan.


  A cool hand slaps me over the cheek.


  “Wake up.”


  My lids peel open to find Ezrina staring down at me, then Skyla, my beautiful, beautiful wife. I try to touch her, and my arm falls back heavy.


  “Careful. That happens to be ground zero.” Nev touches his hand to mine. “Don’t move this one.”


  “What?” I give a hard grunt and sit up, finding myself in the Transfer—no wait, the lab at Whitehorse. “What happened? What am I doing here?”


  “Apparently, testing theories.” Dudley peers over Skyla’s shoulder. “The Pretty One tried to implement an execution. In laymen’s terms, he tried to kill you.”


  “Exorcise. There’s a difference,” Logan is quick to state.


  “Exorcise me of what?”


  “Of your Fem standing.” Skyla touches her hand to my forehead. “I think he’s fine. I’m going to take him home now. This has been a hell of a night, and I’ve got an eight a.m. class.”


  “With me.” Dudley checks his watch. “I’m off.” And he disappears with a thunderclap.


  “Did it work?” Logan looks at Ezrina while she shakes a long metal rod as if it were a thermometer.


  “No such luck,” she sighs. “Same cell deformities. Same curious markers.”


  “Wait.” I bolt up in a panic, and a harsh wave of nausea pumps through me. “Did you try to make me human?” I’m not thrilled with the idea of being a Fem, but I’m not a lunatic—human is last on the totem pole of things I want to be.


  “No,” Skyla sulks. “Personally, I was rooting for a Levatio. Logan and I just wanted to see you back to normal.”


  “I was never a Levatio, Skyla.” I fall back and stare at the ceiling with a mix of horror and rage.


  Logan clamps his hand over my leg apologetically. “Ezrina told me about the theory earlier tonight. Only she may have omitted the possibility of death. I swear, I thought it might be a viable way to scare the Fem out of you.”


  “Nice.” I leap off the gurney and scowl at Logan. “Come on, Skyla, I’d like to go home now.”
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  I light a candle, push the dresser over the door with my bad arm as if to prove a point and get into bed with my wife. Skyla and I sit across from one another, staring one another down in something just this side of a sexual standoff.


  “Here it is, Skyla. The truth, all of it.”


  “Start speaking.” She’s not in the least bit amused.


  I pick up her hand and rub tiny circles into her palm with my thumb.


  I shake my head. I don’t trust a soul outside of yours.


  Not even Logan? She tilts her head with the probe.


  He shot me. Should I trust him?


  She nods. Point taken. I’ll admit that came out of left field. But in his defense, Ezrina planted the seed in his mind. And, if it makes it any better, I was ready to have a spirit sword fashioned for the exact same reason.


  “Shit.” I bow my head a moment.


  “Gage, I know you’ve been leaving me almost every single night.” Her eyes harden over mine. “Your omission of that very important detail has caused a chasm in our marriage that I’m not sure can ever be mended.”


  Fuck. I’m losing her. My heart hammers so loud I can’t think straight. This can’t be happening. There’s no way I can lose my beautiful bride. I’ve waited all my life to make her mine, and I’ll fight till I die to keep her.


  Skyla, Logan was right. The same empirical bullshit that drove him to do what he did—drove me to do the same.


  “Why do I feel a but coming?”


  But—a quick smile bounces on my lips—what ended so tragically for you and Logan is going to end brilliantly not just for you and me but for the entire Nephilim race. Wes has no jurisdiction with anything the Barricade does. I do. Mine is the only opinion that matters.


  “What makes you so sure?” She shakes her head disbelieving.


  He swore it to me in an oath. No decision will ride until we both agree on the outcome. That’s when I knew what I had to do. I’ve entered the darkness, Skyla. There is no turning back. I always knew I’d end up here one day. I pull her over until she’s seated in my lap. Her Host T-shirt rides up, and she’s not wearing any underwear.


  I took his body, Skyla. Tears flood my vision, but I won’t let them fall. I gave the enemy Logan’s body in some egotistical exchange. Can you ever forgive me?


  “I know.” She brings my hand to her lips. “I forgive you, Gage.” Her voice is weighted, heavy as the world.


  My fingers trace over her firm stomach. I’m never going to let Wesley administer that damn serum. I promise, Skyla, you and the Nephilim people are my first priority. I’ll be honest, I may have lost sight of it for a moment—the power—it’s like a drug. It took me under—held me there until it replaced the air in my lungs and almost cost me everything. You—Logan, I want it all back just the way it was. But deep down we both know it can never be that way. We both know who my father is. I’m already damned. I might as well go all in and watch as the enemy blazes its trail to the Nephilim’s destruction. Don’t you see? All of the wheels would have been in motion without me. Wesley’s serum would be in the bodies of those that belong in the Barricade. The Nephilim, you, would still very much be in peril. I press my lips tight as tears blur my vision. I did this for you, Skyla—yes, just like Logan did, but in the end, we didn’t lose anything. With my standing as Demetri’s son—his chosen one—Skyla flinches—I alone have the power to stop Wesley.


  “You really believe this?” A single tear rolls down her cheek, reflecting the flame of the candle.


  “I know this.” I pull her lips to mine and dive over her with a kiss that unleashes all of the truths, the secrets I’ve wanted to shed like old skin for the past several months, better than words could ever do.


  Skyla pulls back. Her chest rises and falls with grief.


  “Gage—thank you. Your sacrifice—it’s too much. And I can see the danger in confiding in either Logan or me, but I do wish we had this conversation sooner. Were you ever going to tell me?”


  “I wanted to. Every damn day.” I dig my fingers in her hair and soak in the moment. A weight has been lifted, and I finally feel as though I have Skyla back just the way we were all those months ago. “If you would have asked me not to do it, I would have abandoned the effort. I knew in my heart this was one mission I couldn’t fail. The fact that I’m a Fem might just be a blessing after all.”


  Her mouth falls open as if I’ve filled the room with expletives, and in some way I might have.


  “I can see you believe this—and I want to believe it too. But, for now, I just want to celebrate the fact I have you back.” Her voice cracks as she gets on her knees. Skyla plucks off her shirt and tosses it to the ground. Her rosy tits stare back at me cheery and full, perfectly delicious. “Clothes off, Oliver. I think we need to make up for lost time.” She rubs her thumb over my cheek. “I really have you back?”


  “You really have me back.”


  Skyla and I make love like wild cats, like two starving animals out on the Serengeti. It turns out that anyone who has ever accused us of behaving like a couple of animals were right. Vanilla my ass.


  My tongue rides up and down her body like a racetrack. Skyla takes my head and buries it between her legs. I work my magic until she’s clawing at my back with her fingernails. Skyla lets out a cry before shaking out beneath me, and I ride my mouth all along her folds drinking her down like an exotic elixir. I flip her over and roll on a condom.


  “On your knees,” I whisper, and she’s quick to comply. I dive in blind and accidentally try to impale her self-proclaimed no-fly zone. My heart tries to fist-pump its way out of my chest. My hard-on is made of steel. It’s greedy for all of Skyla, every position, every which way. I want it all tonight in this rebirth of our relationship. This lust filled exchange, right here, feels like the honeymoon we never had.


  So I go for it. Maybe it’s time to penetrate the forbidden zone. I push in slowly, and her body stiffens beneath me. My fingers dig into her hips as I carefully pull her over me.


  A slow building scream curdles from her throat, and I pull out so fast I’m afraid I hurt her twice as bad as when I went in. I give her a light tap over the thigh.


  “Sorry.”


  “You’d better be.”


  My hand glides down to her wet slick, and I plunge a finger deep inside her right where she wanted me all along. Skyla tucks her ass tight against my waist. She’s waiting, and I’m all set to give it to her. Carefully I guide my way to the proper entry, and that raunchy conversation I had with Harrison a few months back pops into my mind. I can practically hear him telling me not to double dip.


  A crooked smile crops up. Freaking Ellis. I toss the condom into the trash and plunge right back into Skyla where she’s wet and waiting. I lose my fucking mind, thrusting my way into oblivion.
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  A week bounces by, and not once have I been down to the Transfer. There’s a meeting with the Videns tonight that’s a must for me. Meeting up with Wes is unavoidable at this point.


  “Midterms are going to suck.” Skyla still hasn’t taken a shower this morning. Her hair is wild and her eyes are smeared with black liner. There’s a cup of coffee in her hand as she hovers near the sink.


  “I’m sure you’ll do great!” Lizbeth sings. “I’m so proud of the both of you. The world is literally at your feet.”


  Drake waves her off with the remote in his hand. “Forget their feet. The world has bigger issues at hand.”


  Drake and Ethan have been glued to the television watching the news 24/7 since the day the captives have been set free. They’re tying it back to the release of the first batch last summer, and now the entire world is wondering if all unresolved kidnap cases will end in this manner. Theories abound, but mostly they’re looking into an extraterrestrial event, and that is exactly what the media is eating up for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.


  “Check this out!” Ethan doesn’t lift his head from his laptop. Emily goes over with Brielle to see what has him all riled up. “An unidentified object was seen over Denver, and like fifty people got footage. This is a fucking UFO or some shit.”


  Skyla comes over and snuggles into my arms. “Or some shit is right. Find out if Wes is behind this,” she whispers. “Because if I’m going to court, so is he.”


  “What?” I pull back to get a better look at her. Her eyes are puffy, and she looks exhausted. I’m hoping it’s too early for her to get her thoughts straight. “Who’s taking you to court?”


  “Never mind.” She glances to the small crowd in the family room. “As soon as you finish your work with the Barricade, everything will be fine. I promise.” She holds out her pinky and links it with mine.


  Skyla is going to court. I can’t help but feel responsible for that, too.


  Emily comes over with a determined, yet scary look on her face, both of which are normal for her.


  “Does this look familiar to either one of you?” She holds up a piece of lined paper ripped out of a notebook. There’s a pencil doodle on the front, a round disc with straps dangling from it. Soft lines span the inside in the shape of a star, almost like a pentagram but not quite. Ominous. Creepy.


  “It looks very S&M but, no, not familiar,” Skyla says as she digs her fingers into my waist. I can feel the tension exuding from her and with good reason. I take the paper from Em. These drawings, these prophecies she whips up on command have an uncanny ability to come to fruition.


  “Mmm.” I shake my head like it’s no big deal. “It looks like a part I’ve repaired at the bowling alley.” I hand it back to her and usher Skyla upstairs to get ready to take off.


  I’m not so sure I’ve seen that at the bowling alley. I’m pretty sure Emily wouldn’t be moved to draw something sinister looking if it had to do with a measly repair. But I wanted to defuse the situation. There’s no way I want to panic Skyla. The real problem here is that Wesley has the world whipped up into a frenzy.


  I think it’s time to make my opinion known to my big bro—right after I swipe a sample of that serum for Ezrina. Wes has gone too far—like I always knew he would.


  My phone buzzes in my jeans, and I pluck it out. It’s a text from the devil himself.


  Need you in the Transfer ASAP. Hitting a boiling point. It’s time.
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  The Transfer is teeming with people—regular everyday people you might meet on the streets, not one of them looks ghoulish or ghostly or anything like your typical Transfer dweller.


  “What the hell is going on?” I ask Chloe as I come upon her.


  Both the old mansion and Wesley’s new and improved pleasure dome are surrounded by angry villagers. Swear to God, I half expect to see torches and pitchforks.


  “The members of the Barricade want answers.” Chloe pulls me through the crowd. “We need to get you out of here.”


  “That’s him!” A large burly man with a mustache grabs ahold of my shirt. My legs lift right off the ground as people snatch at my clothes, demanding answers I can’t give them. Someone claws at my face as I struggle to break free.


  “Get to the tunnels!” Chloe shouts, digging her nails into my arm. I squeeze my eyes shut and picture Tenebrous until the pulling and tugging, the clawing of my flesh all evaporate to nothing.


  Chloe lands flat on her ass beside me in this dark, dismal hell.


  “Where’s Wes?” I bark infuriated that he’s—that I’ve—let it come to this.


  “Right here.” I turn to find his fingers laced at the back of his neck while he gazes peacefully at the sky.


  “Are you aware that the Transfer has been overrun with the people you swore to protect? What the fuck is going on?”


  “The people you swore to protect.” He heads into the woods, and we follow. “I’ve been waiting for you. I have enough serum to cover a few thousand members for now, but I’ll need that body back.”


  “No.”


  Wes stops midflight and turns with a fire brewing in his eyes. “You’ve seen how angry they are, how afraid that what I’ve planned for the other factions might just be their fate—if you don’t come up with another near perfect Celestra, we’ll have mutiny on our hands. So, don’t think you can say no to me, little brother. You are a spitting image of my countenance. There isn’t a place in the world you can hide. And your family? Your wife? Don’t think for a minute that the angry mob you just witnessed will spare them.” Wes grips the front of my shirt and pulls me in with force. “This is the plague of our time. If you believe you can escape this, then I can’t help your delusions.”


  I push him off and send him flying into a tree. A heavy creak comes from above as the wood splits, and an overgrown branch falls just shy of killing him.


  “This is what we wanted,” he pants. “This frenzy, this world wide panic—it only works for us. Once the others are exposed and captured, we will rule the Nephilim kingdom—the Countenance and the Fems. All order and balance will be restored just the way it was meant to be.”


  “So you never needed Laken to talk you into closing down the tunnels, it was going to happen—you needed it to happen. Kissing her wasn’t anything more than you getting your rocks off. You were simply buying time—manipulating her and everyone else like you always do.”


  “What I shared with Laken was very much needed.” He stalks on by. “We have to get to the lab. I’ve got vials to distribute. They can take as many as they like so long as the Barricade is covered.”


  “That’s a brilliant plan.” Chloe glances to me before stepping toward Wes. Her fingers curl over his collar as she smooths the wrinkles away. “But what if they’re distributed to the others? What’s to stop someone from giving it to someone who wishes they had joined the Barricade in time? Sharing is caring,” she chides.


  “The serum is sanctioned with a binding spirit. It doesn’t have any effect on those without the seal of the Barricade. Without the seal, it’s useless.”


  “You’ve thought of it all, haven’t you?” I’m about to wrap my hands around his neck without thinking jack shit through. “Think this through, big bro, I’m vetoing your right to administer the serum. All doses are to be destroyed.”


  Wes staggers forward, confused more than pissed.


  “What the hell are you talking about? This isn’t up for debate.”


  “You promised these people peace, and the only thing you’ve created is chaos.”


  “There will be peace once the others are gone.” His nostrils flare. Wes is barely hanging on. He’s about to lose it, and it’s me who’s about to detonate him. “For as long as the Nephilim have existed we have only known strife, brother against brother, a civil war of unholy magnitude. But we”— he slaps his hand from his chest to mine—“are about to do the impossible. Under our rule there will be no dissention, no strife, no more battles or wars. We would have won it all. And we will win it tonight by getting that serum in the hands of the people who chose to bear arms with the Barricade.”


  “We’d better go.” Chloe stands shoulder to shoulder alongside Wesley, and I see that yet again she was never on my side. “The throngs are tearing down the gates, afraid that they’ve been had.” She eyes me a moment as if she feels sorry for me. “You forgot to tell him one little detail, Wesley.”


  “Can it possibly get worse?”


  Wes huffs a tiny laugh before his features bleed dry of any affect. “There is one more thing. The serum lasts a month before the cells revert to their natural order. I never could get it to extend.”


  “Shit,” I hiss.


  “That’s exactly what we’ve stepped in.” Wes closes his eyes a moment. “I just need a fucking minute to think. As soon as we distribute this first batch, I’ll send a team out to retrieve the next host.”


  “You mean kidnap a Celestra for your gain. Just like that, you flip the switch, and the tunnels are open for business again.”


  “For the gain of our people.” Those divots in his cheeks invert. “And no, we’re in negotiations with a select few. They volunteer as hosts and get immunity in exchange.”


  “They’ll be dead. They won’t need it.”


  “We can’t kill anyone, or we run the risk of being tried in court. It goes against the Justice Alliance agreement.”


  “And the tunnels didn’t?” I’m almost buying his bullshit.


  “The tunnels were a heritage of wickedness that fell in the arena of prisoners of war. Technically the era of war has ended. The Barricade isn’t declaring war on the others.” He pushes past me. “We’re simply eradicating them.”


  Sounds like war to me.


  My ears stop up with rage because I know exactly whose ass is on the line. I sprint deep into the woods until I come upon Wes holding Chloe and snatch him back.


  “Gage, stop!” Chloe shrieks. “It’s time to get back to the Transfer. It’s done. Just knock this shit off.”


  “I will,” I step into Wes. “And so will you. I’m denying you the authority to go through with this. The oath we took stated nothing stands without my approval.”


  “You do realize a curse will fall on you if you break faith with the Barricade.” Wes is silently pleading with me to reconsider.


  “Yes. ‘The heart of one you hold dear will turn against you—and everything you think you stand for.’” I repeat Wesley’s own words to him verbatim. It will be Demetri doling out the punishment. I doubt he can touch, Skyla. My heart breaks because I’m afraid that leaves Logan or my parents. Losing any of those three would hurt the most, and I’ve already drifted so damn far from Logan. The curse was originally designed for my children, but, since I won’t be having any, I’m sure he’ll gun for the closest to my heart.


  Wes clamps his hand over my shoulder and gives a squeeze.


  “Do what you need to do, buddy.”


  “No, you do what I tell you to do. The serum goes nowhere. Figure out another way to clean up this shit.”


  “I’m distributing the serum.” His cheek pulls back with a crooked grin. “There was no oath, Gage. I gave you my word.” He pulls Chloe deep into the woods as they disintegrate in a vat of blue fog. “And, as you’re about to find out—it’s pretty much worthless.”


  I fall to my knees and hang my head.


  How the hell did everything fall to shit so fast?


  


  


  Logan


  


  Paragon trembles under a windstorm that is unlike anything I’ve seen before. Trashcans roll into the streets with their contents flushing out like a debris-laden tornado. Paper and plastic hurl themselves at my windshield as I make my way to Whitehorse. You can’t turn on the tube or listen to the radio without someone trying to scare the shit out of you regarding errant abductions that might be connected to what they’ve dubbed “the otherworldly event.” You’d think a battle were about to break out in space the way the government has ratcheted up the missile defense system. The world is convinced that little green men from another planet are stalking us. More like tall, dark, dimpled Fems from another dimensional plane. I glance across the street at the bowling alley and catch Ellis in front making out with Giselle as if they had one hour left to live. It’s safe to say the world is going to hell in a hand basket.


  Dudley’s car is in the driveway, and I pull in beside him. He’s like my shadow these days. I think it’s time to move back to Barron’s. There’s only so much Dudley I can take in one lifetime, and I’ve reached my limit twice over. The windows to the house gleam, reflecting the dingy sky overhead. I suppose Whitehorse is always an option. But Skyla belongs here, not me.


  I get out and make my way to the lab. There’s a peculiar odor stemming from the workroom, and I’m slow to evaluate it. You never say something smells good down here. It could be a head stewing in a pot for all I know. Although, on this occasion, it smells distinctly familiar.


  Marshall grunts as I step into the room. He’s holding a plate full of ramen and shoveling it into his mouth by way of chopsticks.


  “I thought I smelled you.” I make my way to Ezrina who’s leaning over a body. It’s Brody.


  “What’s up?” He nods, leaning back in the dental chair I gifted Ezrina for Christmas.


  “What’s going on?” I pluck a fat, green apple out of a bowl of fruit she keeps down here—after all, this doubles as her kitchen—and I sink my teeth into it. Mmm, nothing like that first crisp bite.


  “Experimenting.” Ezrina lacks the enthusiasm one would like when your Nephilim standing is in the bounds—not that I feel too sorry for Brody. His sister ended my life.


  “Shouldn’t we take the matter up with Candace?” I take a few bites of the bitter Granny Smith. It would figure this ode to everything sour is Ezrina’s favorite apple.


  Ezrina huffs. “Like she would care.”


  “You got me there.” Although I seem to have found a peculiar favor in her eyes. “Besides, this is Brody. Does anyone care?” I nod over at him, teasing.


  “I happen to care.” Chloe bursts through the door like a demon on heels. Skyla comes to mind, and I hope wherever she is, she has Holden within shooting distance. I’m going to have to get a leash for that beast. “Ezrina, we have a problem.” She makes her way over with her hand placed against her flat stomach, and it makes me wonder if the rumors are true. Is Chloe really having Wesley’s kid?


  “Did he send you?” Ezrina straightens but doesn’t bother making eye contact with Chloe.


  “Yes.” She zips over to her brother, smiling. “Guess who’s going to be an uncle?” She brings his hand to her belly, and he pulls it away annoyed.


  “Guess who’s going to be a fucking human?”


  “Relax. You’re in the finest hands.” She glares at her lookalike. “Don’t fuck this up. Kay?” She turns to me. “I’m surprised you aren’t with your precious Skyla now that her husband is disposed.”


  Dudley drops his meal to the sink and heads over. “What do you mean disposed?”


  “He’s all worked up.” She flips back her hair casually before hopping up on the counter. “It’s stupid, really. He should have known he could never go against Wes or his father.” Shit. I can hardly swallow the next bite. Chloe knows how to take all the fun out of eating an apple. I pitch it into the trash and fold my arms across my chest, readying for whatever she’s about to spew next. “I just thought with all the shit hitting the fan the two of you would be pissing a protective a circle around her.” A smile twitches on her lips. Chloe is luring us with the curve of her long finger. Her concern for Skyla’s safety is about as genuine as a three-dollar bill.


  Marshall holds a finger in the air as if it were a barometer. “Something sinister is afoot. Since the closing of those tunnels this world has been in the throes of birth pains.”


  Dudley is right. “I could have told both Skyla and Laken that the Counts wouldn’t shut down the tunnels unless they had something far worse mapped out.”


  “But Skyla didn’t ask you, did she?” Chloe muses, kicking her heels against the metal cabinet below until the steady drumming echoes through the room. “That’s the beauty of Skyla, you can always count on her to go off half-cocked.” She gives a private smile.


  “I think the Counts are dead in the water,” I say, trying to peer over Ezrina’s shoulder as she swills a florescent liquid in a beaker. “I really don’t think this Barricade bullshit is going to work out for you.”


  “The Counts don’t lie down and play dead. That’s just you, Logan.”


  Dudley enjoys a little laugh while taking the beaker from Ezrina and sniffing it.


  “How is the serum coming along, Ms. Bishop?” he asks. And now it’s me laughing at him. Does he really think Chloe is here to spill all of Wesley’s deep, dark secrets?


  “Wesley doesn’t seem to think it will last longer than a month.” Chloe sighs as if she were disappointed in the shortcoming.


  “It won’t,” Ezrina assures.


  “It’s been a part of his plan all along.” Dudley toasts Chloe with the beaker before taking swig of the pink concoction. “Too bitter.” He dumps the contents into the sink. “How else would Wesley remain in control? He must take away their ability to topple him. They’ll need him every day he’s alive. A short supply of serum is just the way to do it. It’s safe to say he’s the brains of the disorganization. Jock Strap is simply Demetri’s genetic trophy that’s miraculously bonded to Skyla.”


  “What about me?” Chloe balks. “What about my child? I should be guaranteed a lifetime supply of this ridiculous serum. I’m the one who’s going to gift Demetri his precious dominion, not Skyla.”


  Marshall tilts in. “I’d stay on his good side if I were you.”


  Chloe jumps down and pulls her brother to his feet. “Come on, Brody. There’s someone in the Transfer who knows his way around a petri-dish.” She snatches Ezrina’s prized bed warmer from off the wall as she leaves the room. “I’ll make good use of this.”


  Ezrina snatches a hatchet off the counter ready to reclaim her treasure.


  Marshall shakes his head with boredom. “Let her steal it, Rina. No one knows how to handle a thief better than we do.”


  Nevermore walks in with a bag of food from the Mexican restaurant down the street.


  “Did I miss anything?”


  Ezrina scuttles over and touches her lips to his. It’s still a bit strange to see Chloe and Pierce together.


  “Great news,” she beams. “I’ve discovered something.”


  “It always cheers her up when she gleans a bit of knowledge.” Nev wraps his arm around her. “What is it you discovered, my love?”


  “Boiling the Dolomites creates a concentrated serum that can make uncountable batches of the elixir.”


  Dudley and I exchange looks.


  “So the Barricade is good to go?” I’m shocked Ezrina found anything good about that news.


  “Heaven’s yes.” She clutches onto Nev’s shoulders as if bracing him. “I’m afraid young Wesley has an infinite supply. The Nephilim has much to fear.”


  “Perfect.” I glance to Dudley. “What are you thinking?”


  Dudley walks to the safe and spins the combination lock until the door opens with a yawn.


  “Arm yourself.” He hands me a bastardized Ruger much like the one I shot my nephew with. Good times. The truth is, the darts have always been debilitating. The odds of death are slim to none, but I liked romanticizing the idea that the odds were a little better. Coop mentioned they were fifty-fifty.


  “What’s this for?”


  “We’re headed to Host.” Dudley spins the weapon in his hand. “Ezrina, consider yourself on standby should we need your services. Heathcliff, find that flappy bird and send him to work. I have a feeling Skyla will need his services.”


  I pull out my phone to text her, and Marshall snaps it out of my hand.


  “Haven’t you learned by now that warning her of imminent danger only increases its appeal?” The veins in his neck bulge. “She feels a responsibility to shoulder the vulnerability of her people.” He cocks a gun and squints into the chamber. “I should have disposed of Jock Strap when I had the opportunity.”


  “There’s always tomorrow.” Ezrina sheds a thin line of a smile.


  “Nobody is killing Gage.” As much as I’d like to, and I would, it’s not happening on my watch.


  “Unfortunately, that’s not on the agenda for today.” Dudley tosses me a weapon. “Shoot on sight.”


  “Who are we shooting?”


  “Skyla.”
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  Skyla


  


  I should have known any day that starts off with a demonic-inspired picture from Emily would continue in a crappy trajectory.


  Laken and Coop seem slightly edgy this afternoon. They’re both in my biology class. It’s actually lab day, and the tedious exercise of dissecting a cat has ceased for the afternoon—a cat as in a furry feline creature that the world over has domesticated and trapped in their home. I’m not sure what genius decided a cat would be a great way to explore human anatomy rather than your traditional frog, but I suppose the amphibian society wholeheartedly approves. Coop volunteers to put Fluffy away for me. I thought it was a good idea to name her before I sliced and diced her guts up. It seemed respectful in a morbid Ezrina sort of way.


  “The smell of formaldehyde is really starting to get to me.” I plunge my face in my shoulder and take a deep breath. I’d rather inhale vats of body odor than the plastic, harsh chemical scent.


  “We’re all finished up in here. Let’s go outside.” Laken hands me my book bag, and we head out into the flurry that’s taking over Host. Dark, full-bellied clouds race across the sky at an accelerated pace. My eye hooks on Omen from a distance. His body writhes like a serpent under the shadows of the clouds. His ruby glass eyes reflect the coal sky, boiling with anger, raging with a promise to destroy us just as efficiently as the gale that’s come upon us.


  “What’s the deal with the weather around here?” Laken shudders.” There are three other seasons you know.”


  “Not in this fool’s paradise.” I wrap my coat around me tight. “So what’s up with you and Coop?”


  She swallows hard, casting a quick glance back into the room. “He’s asking questions about the release of the captives. He’s figured out the tunnels are closed.” She shrugs. “I may have alluded to it. He asked if I played a role.” Her eyes are set in the distance. You can see the pain in her heart, clear as the brewing storm, and my anger toward Wesley increases. He did this. He put her in this position just hoping to cause discord between her and Coop. Judging by the look on her face, he succeeded.


  “Talking about the captives?” Coop comes up from behind, and we both clam up. “This was sitting on your desk.” He hands me the water bottle I left behind.


  “Thanks. I’ve been so wiped out lately. I think I need something stronger. You guys up for coffee?”


  Coop grimaces the exact way Logan does when he’s about to get in over his head. His worm-infested body flashes through my mind. Logan was decimated no thanks to Wesley and his thirst to rid the planet of his own people. We may not all be in the Barricade, but you’d think Wes has a shred of solidarity in him. Of course, the true blame regarding Logan’s body belongs with Gage.


  “Actually”—Coop bears into Laken with sorrow as deep as the ocean—“I’d like to speak with her alone, if you don’t mind.”


  I have a feeling the tunnels are about to be excavated in a whole new light. The last thing I want to do is witness a huge blowout between the two of them.


  “Nope, don’t mind at all.” I voluntarily begin to trot off before I land myself in the middle of an argument.


  “Wait.” Laken pulls me back. “Skyla was with me. I want her here.”


  “You were with her?” Coop’s chest expands as he bounces in his sneakers. I’d swear he’s about to tackle me. “You know what Wes is capable of, and you know how desperately Laken wanted those tunnels shut down. That was a perfect storm for him to take advantage of her.” His face bleaches to chalk. “Oh, God.” His head swivels to Laken. “Did he take advantage of you?”


  Her mouth opens, and a thick white plume emerges—no words, just a rather guilty admission by way of fog-riddled silence.


  Crap. Tension swarms around the two of them, suffocating as smoke.


  “What does it matter?” She frees her elbow from him. “The tunnels are closed. What happened to our families will never happen to another human soul again.” Tears come as she leans into him. “Coop—I’m a small sacrifice.” Her hand rises to his cheek. “My heart is yours forever. Nothing or no one can ever change that—not even Wesley. I’m sorry for what I did, but I swear to you it was nothing more than a sacrifice on my part. It was a task. A duty—nothing more than a job.” She turns her head into her shoulder before bolting toward the dorms.


  “Laken!” Coops shouts after her. “Skyla.” He pulls me in, desperate, his hurt already mirroring Laken’s. “Tell me what he did, or I’m going to assume the worst. I just want to know. I’m not angry. I know she was vulnerable, and that fucking asshole decided to use it to his advantage. He didn’t shut down those tunnels for Laken. I know, Wes. For whatever reason, he was able to get her to feed into something he needed to do anyway.”


  Oh shit. I blink stunned. It all makes sense. Wes needed to create a worldwide frenzy. What better way than to return thousands to the point of their capture?


  “It was a kiss,” I whisper, dropping my forehead into my palm. “It was a stupid kiss.” Coop takes off after Laken, and I stagger toward the woods.


  Gage, Laken, and myself, we all fed into Wesley’s sick hands. This was just a game, and we were his favorite pawns.


  A horrible growl emits from above. I need to see my mother. I need Marshall to take me there at once.


  I pluck out my phone to text him just as a flicker of lightning touches down in the woods. I glance up distracted as an entire herd of runners brush past me, and my phone goes flying.


  “No, no, no!” I watch helpless as shoe after shoe stomps down on it. Then, for good measure, a skateboard runs over my newly cracked screen. Just crap.


  A strange noise emits from the woods, and I take a few steps closer to the dew filled lawn.


  Is that—barking?


  In the distance a dark shadow sits low to the ground, stirring the fog into an otherworldly frenzy. The riotous noise intensifies as I make my way closer—barking for sure. The shadow sways and twitches as I come in and—holy shit. There he is with his black fur, his muscular build, his three rabid heads—Cerberus. He snarls and snaps as I draw near before carefully heading deep into the woods.


  “I’ll bite,” I whisper, treading in slowly after him.


  “Demetri?” I call out, and his name comes back to me in an echo.


  “Try again, bitch.”


  I spin to find Chloe holding something above my head that loosely resembles a frying pan.


  A hard knock comes down over me—a sharp, wild pain radiates through my bones as the world fades to black.
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  My eyes feel as though they’ve been glued shut. A horrible drilling sound goes off in my head. I’m dizzy. So freaking dizzy.


  I give a few hard blinks trying to register the world around me. A spear of pain shoots through my skull. I try to get up, but my arms, my legs won’t move, heavy as sand. My lids fly open to find my limbs fettered, my hands tied at the wrists, my feet bound at the ankles. I’m naked. I blink down at my shivering body. No wait—I’m still safely tucked in my bra and boy shorts, better than naked I suppose but equally as alarming. I glance around to find my body secured to a round, steel harness.


  “Gage?” I’m not sure why his name flew from my lips. Perhaps it’s because I recognize the steely cold room I’m in as Ezrina’s old stomping grounds.


  “Really, Skyla?” Chloe busies herself by penetrating a needle into a pouch and filling it with a dark crimson fluid. “Do I have to hit you over the head again to get you to acknowledge me?”


  I groan. “I should have figured you would have morphed into your true form only to lure me into the woods. And here I thought Cerberus was male the entire time.”


  “You should know better than to run into the forest like that. I would have thought you were a brighter student. You just failed Horror Movie 101, Skyla.” She clicks her tongue.


  “What’s up?” Brody nods from across the room. He’s propped up in a recliner. His face looks pale and sickly.


  Chloe flicks her finger at that syringe she’s playing with. “I’m going to infuse him with your blood, Skyla. And then you had better pray that he revives his angelic powers, or I’ll be forced to do horrible, horrible things to you.”


  “Do you even know his blood type? You can’t just inject someone with blood, Chloe. Did you fail chemistry? Oh wait, you’re not allowed at Host, are you?” Technically he needs to drink it, but I’m not helping her out with the obvious.


  “She’s right.” Brody moans. “I think that’s why I feel like shit. You’re killing me, Chloe.”


  “You won’t be her fist victim.” I struggle to free myself from the harness.


  Her eyes widen. You can see Chloe’s chest rise and fall with the fear of losing her brother. Who knew that dark, charred heart of hers could warm for another person? Gage being the only real exception.


  “No.” She speeds over and shakes him as his head wobbles on a swivel.


  “His kidneys are probably shutting down. He’s going into shock. Untie me, Chloe. I’ll help get him out of here.” I would, too. Brody is worth saving, unlike his ungrateful sister.


  A shriek emits from her throat so loud and terrifying the hair on my body stands on end. Holy shit. I’ve dreamed of witnessing a full throttle Bishop breakdown for some time now, but somehow with me tied up on this bed of perversion— The vision! This is it. The horrific steel bed I’m bound to is the exact one Emily happily whipped up on paper this morning. I glance down at my body contorted every which way, my arms splayed out, my legs spread wide. God this means something—something bigger than Chloe…


  Her sobbing turns to laugher. “I’ve got it,” she mutters. “Don’t worry, Brody. I have a plan that will make you ten times stronger than you ever were before.” Chloe snatches a tool off the metal tray beside me and examines it in the light. A scalpel. Of course, it’s a scalpel. Chloe and I have a long history with sharp objects.


  “How is it you cut me again?” A dark smile plays on her lips. “Was it this way?” Chloe slices a clean line up my left arm, right into the soft underbelly where my skin is white as snow. My flesh parts as the sharp sting of the scalpel runs its course as far as she can take it. Blood drips over my arm like a crimson curtain as Chloe dashes to the other side and inflicts a fresh wound.


  “Chloe.” I moan as the urge to vomit hits me hard. “Please, don’t.” A horrible dizzying sensation grips me as she quickens her movements and slices up my thighs, my legs, the bottom of my feet.


  A shrill cry escapes me, louder, far more bloodcurdling than Chloe had just a few minutes before.


  Brody hoists himself up. “Chloe don’t.” He holds his hand out and falls flat on his face. “Shit.”


  “See what you’ve done?” She stomps over and slaps me hard with the metal tool. It’s not until blood fills my left eye do I realize she’s cut my face as well. “He can’t die, Skyla.” She races to the refrigeration until and pulls out a large gray bin. “He has to live. He’s the only person on earth who truly loves me. I need him, Skyla. Have you ever needed someone so much you can’t breathe without them? Oh, that’s right”—her tone grows fierce and mocking—“you have three people who fit that bill. Well, you’re not having a baby, are you?” Chloe holds the bin over my body and peppers me with its icy contents. I tilt my head up as far as possible. Whatever it is she’s decided to finish me off with is tickling the hell out of me.


  A slew of tiny yellow creatures curl and twist their way into my flesh. Gah! Dolomites!


  “Marshall!” I scream at the top of my lungs.


  “Shut up!” She slings the last of the bucket over my face and fills my mouth with the slithering worms. Instinctually, I turn my head and try to evict each and every one of them to the ground. My eye snags on the protective hedge and the mirrored heart Logan gave me lying on the floor in a silver puddle. Shit. I should have turned that necklace into a choker and welded it to my neck.


  “Ugh!” I let out a hard groan because the urge to hurl still hasn’t let up.


  “I should snuff you out while I have the chance.”


  “Did you just say you were going to snuff me out?” I balk at her ridiculous comment as the worms burrow deep into my newly formed incisions.


  “Like a flame.” Chloe cinches a smile.


  After all I’ve done for this bitch, she should lick the soles of my feet after I run through a puddle of habanero sauce—of course, I’d have to heal first.


  “But you’ve done something for me, Skyla”—her neck arches back as if it were sexual in nature—“you’ve gifted me something I could truly never repay you for.”


  “Damn straight.” Now we’re talking. “Like your fake life.”


  “Oh, no.” She shakes her head, her eyes fixed on mine. “Something far greater. I’ve seen a glimpse of the future. It’s…” she staggers forward like a drunkard. Her gaze lost on some unknowable horizon. “It’s…”


  “It’s what Chloe?”


  She spins into me with a fire that enlivens her, makes her glow from the inside out.


  “It’s my true destiny.”


  “Your head on a platter?”


  “My head in a crown.” Her eyes brighten as she stares off into a dream world of her own making. “Demetri’s dominion will soon be here, and I’m going to give it to him. I’m having a girl, Skyla. A mother just knows these things.” She tosses the plastic bin to the floor and continues to gaze off in the distance. “What do you think I should name her?”


  I watch in horror as the worms find a home in my flesh, and my body bloats unnaturally. My skin begins to crawl, literally, and it feels as though someone has set me on fire from the inside. Another sharp cry escapes me.


  “I’ve always been partial to your middle name—Laurel,” Chloe drones on. “It has a nice melodic ring to it. What do you think of that?” She holds a finger in the air, oblivious to the fact my body is playing host to carnivorous parasites.


  “Chloe, please, have mercy. Just like I had mercy on you remember?” Freaking fool I am. “That baby you’re carrying is here because of my mercy.”


  “Mercy?” She considers it a moment. “I’m afraid the boys might use it as a sexual taunt. I had to nix Hope off my list for the same reason. Hope for cabaza! No thank you. They can keep their dirty penises to themselves. It’ll have to be something more dramatic. Something special. Perhaps Maura?” She shakes her head as if silently scratching it off the list.


  A magnificent ache travels along each of my exposed raw nerves. I’m dying, losing the light of life as Chloe supervises, as she herself extinguishes it.


  “Would you do me a favor, Chloe?” I whisper, and she draws near with her dark frame, her long hair dangling on either side of her bloated lips. Her cutthroat beauty is magnified by the delight of watching me perish. There’s no doubt with both her genes and Wesley’s, that baby will be a stunner. “Will you give your daughter a message for me?”


  “Last words?” Her long, red nails curl around her throat, and it takes a moment for it to compute that her fingers are dipped in my blood. “By all means.”


  “Let her know her mother is a cunt.”


  The frying pan comes down over my head again.


  The world mercilessly turns to pitch.


  


  


  Gage


  


  Host University stirs under wind gusts that might just qualify as a cyclone. The icy air swirls the ground fog, sweeping it across campus like an army of angry ghosts. I spot Laken and Coop in an intimate embrace under a hundred-year-old oak. Her face is tear slicked, and he’s brushing her cheeks with his thumbs in a reassuring manner. More than anything I’d hate to interrupt, but I need to find Skyla. There’s too much crap going on with the Barricade, and I have an inkling she might be in danger.


  “Hey—sorry to interrupt.” I jog up about halfway trying to give them some privacy. “Have either of you seen Skyla?”


  Coop glances past me. “She was in front of the science building last we saw her.”


  “Did she mention where she might be headed?”


  “She said she wasn’t feeling well.” Laken gives several hard blinks in an attempt to compose herself. “The smell of formaldehyde really got to her today. I know she’s through with her classes—oh, and she mentioned something about coffee.” Laken wipes down her face. “Sorry. I was just telling Coop the truth about how those tunnels came to a close.” Laken fills me in on meeting up with Wes once a week at the Falls of Virtue, about the kiss.


  “I’m sorry. He’s an asshole.” I don’t know what else to say. At the moment I feel bad for sporting the idiot’s face. Leave it to Wes to take advantage of her in the name of freeing the captives. Damn douche.


  Laken nods behind me, and I turn to find Logan and Dudley jogging their way over.


  “Where’s Skyla?” Dudley frowns at both Coop and me. He’s never that impressed with anyone other than Skyla—perhaps Ezrina.


  “Chloe’s stirring up shit.” Logan tugs my elbow as if demanding an answer.


  “I was just asking if they saw Skyla.” I put in a quick call to her.


  “No need for that.” Dudley hands me Skyla’s phone with the screen severely shattered. My heart echoes the sentiment as I glance around campus. “She might be with Wes.” I fill them in on Wesley’s whereabouts. “He wants to begin the distribution today. I need to find her. I’m headed to the Transfer.”


  Coop pulls me back. “If Wes is down there distributing the serum, I want to be right there disrupting the process.”


  Logan plucks a Ruger from his jacket. “I know exactly how.”


  “It might slow him down.” I hold my hand out, and Laken and Coop latch on.


  Host fades away, and the Transfer takes shape around us like a tired, long-forgotten nightmare.


  Bodies fill the once empty space, shoulder to shoulder as a line spans out clear to the lab. A set of tables are set in neat rows, and I can see Wes, Morley, Arson, and a few others distributing the serum by the handfuls. On the far end a familiar stoner also doles out the goods.


  “Is that fucking Ellis?” I’m so ticked, I can’t see straight.


  “Why don’t I go say hi.” Logan pulls his weapon out and takes off.


  Dudley straightens. “I’m afraid my disruption of the process is a breach.” He hands his Ruger to Coop. “I sense Skyla on the premises. A binding spirit is trying its best to distract me.” He gives a little laugh. “I’m off to retrieve my wife.”


  “My wife,” I growl as I sprint for the lab.


  A shot is fired, then another, and another, and I look back just in time to find the tables overturned—vials crashing to the ground as the crowd roars around me. Coop decks Wesley dead on in the eye, and all hell breaks loose.


  It takes all my energy to weave through the thicket of bodies as I struggle to get to the lab. I close my eyes and try to teleport my way inside, but my body—the scenery—remains the same.


  Demetri slices through the crowd like butter and lands his arm over my shoulders.


  “Your brother informed me you might have had a change of heart.”


  “Let’s be clear, I have.” I try to muscle my way past him, but the bodies prove immovable as steel. Demetri isn’t letting me budge until he’s said his peace. It’s evident he’s the one who’s running this circus. Wes is just a puppet on a string, only his ego is too bloated to realize it. Nope, it’s Demetri who has the Nephilim siting right where he wants them like a steak on his plate.


  “An army of dry bones has risen—your people, Gage, the Videns. I, myself, made certain they were distributed the serum first. You are still their leader, son. You cannot reject your own people.”


  “I never asked for any of this. I never asked to be your son.”


  “The gift of life I granted is the very reason you stand before me. I am the one who made you who you are.” The deep-rooted evil in his eyes bears into mine. “I am the one who handed Skyla to you on a Celestra platter.” He steps in until he’s a breath away. “I am the one who granted you those cherished visions of your beloved long before you ever laid eyes on her.”


  Shit. I glance at the mouth of the lab. The door is wide open, and every ounce of me demands to sail in that direction. I can feel her in there. Skyla needs me.


  “I won’t deny you the fact that at the least I owe you a thank you.” I try to grind my way past the wall of people pushing in around me. “But, right now, I need to know that Skyla is safe. She means more to me than my life. More to me than any of the bullshit that’s going on around us.”


  Demetri gives a quiet grin. “That’s true love, Gage. Wesley and Chloe are hoping to achieve dominion, but they lack that key ingredient. It could come over time—dominion would be achieved, but without the power of the Caelestis blood that makes Skyla’s Celestra standing so powerful. It would be a hollow victory compared to what could have been.” He nods to me. “What will be. You Gage, are about to achieve dominion whether or not you side with the Barricade—think your actions through clearly or the curse will stand on the most innocent of heart.”


  “I don’t give a shit about your curses. Don’t you get it?” I bark in his face. “Your stain on my genetic makeup is the damn curse.” The gloves are off. It’s time to stop shitting around. I need to stop this nightmare from destroying my true people—the Nephilim—both in and out of the Barricade. I want them all safe. And to do that, I’ll have to steal a steak off the Devil’s plate.


  My angelic strength might be on lockdown, but my days as a West Paragon linebacker are still ingrained into every cell in my body. I ram my way through the crowd and run what feels like miles down the slick, white corridors. My heart amps up because I can’t stand not knowing where Skyla is for another second. I shout Skyla’s name through the deserted halls, and the echo vibrates through my bones like a tuning fork. I spot Chloe up ahead and have a feeling that’s exactly where I’ll find Skyla.


  “Where is she?” I bristle past her to where she just came from, Ezrina’s old workroom.


  “Forget about her, Gage,” Chloe speeds it out desperate. “Her heart isn’t set to yours. You know deep down inside it’s Logan she’s always wanted. It wasn’t you who she fell in love with. She married him while she was still with you. What does that say?”


  Skyla and I weren’t together when she married Logan, but I’m not interested in discussing the details with her.


  “I don’t have any feelings for you, Chloe, so take whatever it is you’re selling someplace else.” The door to Ezrina’s old office is locked.


  “I have enough love for the both of us,” she pants trying to keep up with me.


  “My hatred for you cancels it out.”


  Chloe throws herself over me, and I’m quick to shake her off.


  “You have five seconds to get out of my way.”


  That psychotic grin I can’t stand twitches on her lips. “Or what?” Chloe twists until her body is blocking the door.


  “Or I’m going to push right through you.”


  Her fingers curl under my chin. “Sounds like a threat I’ve waited my entire life to hear.”


  “Shut up, Chloe.”


  “I love it when you talk dirty to me. I bet Skyla likes it, too.” Dull laughter vibrates through her. “You ever call her a dirty little slut? Or is that too much reality to drag into your fantasies?”


  The squeak of tennis shoes speed in this direction, and I glance up to find Dudley and Logan making their way over.


  “She’s in here. It’s locked.” I bang my head against the door a moment because everything that’s happened outside these walls, the panic, the terror, the danger to the Nephilim, it’s all because of a long list of my royal fuck-ups. I held Wesley’s hand right through this. I gifted him Logan’s body, just hoping to gain some ground. But Wesley turned the tables so efficiently I didn’t even realize I was being fucked up the ass until the crap hit the fan this afternoon.


  “Come here.” Logan peels Chloe off the door and spins her into his arms as if they’re slow dancing. “Ezrina has something she thinks might work for Brody.”


  “Really? You can’t let him die, Logan. He’s the only one who loves me.”


  He huffs in her face. “And why exactly was my life so cheap to you, Chloe? Is it because your view of life is so myopic that only the people you care about matter? Don’t answer that.” He rolls her out of his arms and into the hall.


  “Step back.” Dudley thrusts his shoulder into the door and leaves an impression of his body in the metal.


  We burst into the room and stop midflight.


  “God, please no,” I step forward to a round, metal apparatus that Skyla is tied to. Her hair, her skin, she’s covered in blood, oozing worms from gashes that slice through her flesh, long and festering. Her skin is unnaturally bulky, gyrating with movement as the Dolomites feast on her. Her eyes stare vacantly at the ceiling, her mouth slightly opened. On the floor beneath her lies the protective hedge with its powers impotent to help at all.


  “Everybody out,” Dudley roars.


  “Skyla.” I lean in, my silent tears falling over her face.


  “Untie her.” Logan empties a metal pan long enough to fit a body in and rinses it clean preparing it for Skyla. It’s the same ones we use in the morgue. This is exactly where I found Skyla all those years ago when Ezrina was the one administering the torment.


  “No, no, no!” Chloe claws at Skyla’s thighs, scraping out the worms from inside of her. “This is costly. This is what was truly needed. No offense Logan, but your body didn’t exactly rock the serum.”


  “Get the fuck out!” I boom like thunder. I’m damn tempted to toss her through a wall.


  “She’s right.” Dudley gently pushes Chloe out of the way. “I’m afraid Skyla might bolster the effect, but only after a cell regeneration takes place. It could take years.” He dips his chin and glowers at Chloe. “Skyla’s DNA doesn’t have the ability to cleanse Nephilim cells of any markers. It can only make them more prominent. It’s time for you to join the doltish chemist you’ve leashed yourself to. Don’t think for a minute a fitting punishment won’t be distributed once I’m through.”


  “There’s nothing you can do to hurt me.” Chloe’s lips quiver as she turns my way. “My heart has already been singed.”


  “It won’t be me that causes your heart any affliction.” Dudley unties the last of Skyla’s binds, and I gently lay her bloodied body into the steel tub. “I’ll leave the honors to my beloved.”


  “Skyla wishes she could hurt me.” Chloe lets out a maniacal laugh as Logan pushes her out the door.


  “You’re bringing a child into this world, Ms. Bishop,” Dudley calls as he rips off his the jacket. “Your heart will forever walk about outside of your body. You will know pain.”


  “Nobody touches my baby!” Her scream evaporates as Logan shuts the door behind her.


  “Skyla wouldn’t hurt a child.” I touch a finger to her cheek, and she turns toward it. “Please, Dudley, do something.” For as much as I can’t stand Dudley, I’m thankful to God for him at the moment.


  “Gather.” He motions to Logan and places his hands onto our foreheads. “I’m sending you to the lab, have Ezrina make preparations for Skyla’s arrival.”


  “Wait.” Logan takes a few steps over and scoops a body into his arms. Brody. “I’m not leaving him to die. He sacrificed for our people. He shouldn’t have to pay this high of a price.”


  “I’m not leaving, Skyla.” I can’t take my eyes off her listless body. I’ve done this. It’s my foolishness that landed her near death.


  “Very well.” He knocks Logan in the forehead like an evangelic preacher on a mission with the Holy Ghost, and both Logan and Brody disintegrate to nothing.


  “You get the pleasure of watching.” Dudley kicks off his shoes and takes off his clothes like he’s about to jump in the shower.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  I turn just enough to miss the final phase of his disrobing.


  He hops into the tub and lies prone over Skyla’s bloodied body, flattening his limbs over hers and starts in on slow building chant. Skyla’s chest bucks into his as if she’s just been shocked. Her chin pulls toward the ceiling, and their bodies electrify a brilliant ethereal blue. Dudley’s body glows brighter with each passing second until the room fills with an unbearable heat. A deafening whistle rips through my ears as both Skyla and Dudley disappear in a clean, white blast, bright as a nuclear explosion.


  The room quiets down. Not a sign of another living soul. Skyla is safe with Dudley. Logan is preparing a place for her. I’m the cause of this disaster. I glance up as if I were looking straight into Ahava itself.


  I think I know what I need to do—where I need to go.


  All my answers, all my hope lies in abolishing my demonic standing.


  Either it or I must go.


  


  


  Logan


  


  The lab blinks into existence, and I toss Brody into the chair he sat last.


  “Got a body for you,” I shout to Ezrina. “Dudley is bringing Skyla. She’s full of fucking worms.” I pull out a bin and toss it to the counter with a clatter. “You might want to save a few.”


  A sharp blast of light emanates from the center of the room, and reflexively I shield my eyes. Dudley appears lying on the steel bed with Skyla beneath him. The light subsides exposing his naked ass writhing over her bloodied body.


  “Shit.” I grab a broom from the corner and prod him off her.


  Skyla turns her head and vomits.


  “That’s what she thinks of you,” I say, but the Sector is nowhere to be seen.


  “Bile.” Ezrina turns on the overhead hose and begins rinsing Skyla’s red stained flesh.


  A harsh moan evicts from Skyla’s throat, and I quickly grab her hand. She has to be cold. And, according to those deep-welled gashes, she must be in pain.


  “You’ll be okay,” I whisper to her to soothe her agony. I desperately want to believe it.


  Dudley walks into the room no worse for wear. His suit hangs crisp as if it never left his body.


  “Take this.” He offers a glass of water that miraculously appears in his hand.


  “It must be nice,” I muse. “Skyla, can you sit up?”


  I help her take a few sips before she spits over her shoulder.


  “What the hell is that?” She coughs out the words, still groggy from her ordeal.


  “Apple spirits to cleanse your intestines.” His brows pitch. “Dolomite droppings are known to be parasitic in nature.”


  Shit.


  “It’s vinegar.” I take it from her and confirm the theory by the scent alone.


  “You’ve brought me samples.” Ezrina extricates batches of cornmeal-colored worms from Skyla’s wounds. “Are you in pain?”


  “Oddly no.” She stares down at her injuries in horror.


  “I’ve infused her with a natural anesthetic.” Dudley seems suspiciously proud.


  “Did you?” I glance down at his crotch accusingly and return my glare to his.


  “Not in that manner. Skyla and I are bound in union. I was able to robe her spirit with mine and temper the sensation in her nerve endings. The effect should last well through the night.”


  “Thank you.” She pulls him in and rubs her bloodied cheek against his arm. “The three of you are always there when I need you most.” Her eyes spring open wide, and she does a quick sweep of the room. “Where’s Gage?”


  “He’s on his way.” I hope.


  Ezrina works on Skyla for hours, cleansing, mending. Barron arrives and helps suture her wounds. Her own body should be able to heal itself by morning.


  Gage storms in with his hair wild. A black eye and split lip.


  “Where’ve you been?” I knew something was off when he didn’t fly through that door hours ago.


  “Sorry.” He staggers toward Skyla. “It took me a little longer than expected to get out of the Transfer. Demetri had me bound. Ellis finally helped me break the hell out of there.”


  “You’re hurt.” Skyla opens her arms as he falls into her.


  “Ellis and I sort of got into it.” He touches the back of his hand to his lip and examines the crimson stain. “It was stupid.”


  “I’m just glad you’re here. I can’t do this without you, Gage. You make me feel safe.”


  Gage doesn’t say a word. The despondent look on his face says it all for him. I know he thinks everything that’s transpired the last few months is his fault—and it might be but mostly it’s not. I don’t want him to feel like that. I know what a shithouse self-loathing can be to live in. I’ve taken up residence there. I think if you traced back the events that landed us in this very room with Barron suturing Skyla’s wounds, it would all lead back to the day I thought it was a good idea to off a bunch of Counts. And the rest is our screwed-up history.


  Skyla turns to me. “How’s Brody? I heard you in the Transfer. You’re right. He doesn’t deserve to die.”


  “Healing.” Ezrina answers for me. She holds up a vial filled with florescent pink fluid. “New serum. We’ll see how he feels in the morning.” She flicks it with her fingernail, and it gives a loud wail—high and flat like crystal.


  “Hey, are the Dolomites you extracted from me able to clean our cells?”


  Ezrina’s eyes widen with a smile all their own. “Quite the opposite.”


  Barron perks up. “We should lace their water with it. Watch the Barricade humiliate themselves before the entire world. I, for one, would love to see their plan backfire on a global level.”


  “Skyla’s serum isn’t able to affect the Barricade.” Dudley pulls Skyla’s hand to his lips and kisses it. “Wickedness and holiness can no sooner mix than oil and water. Its advantages are strictly for experimentation purposes for now.”


  “What about Logan’s serum?” Skyla looks incensed at his implication. “He’s far from wicked.”


  “Not far—neutral.” Marshall relishes the correction. “He swore to their allegiance. Nevertheless he has no Caelestis in him. He’s a prime candidate for their dastardly deeds.”


  Barron pats Skyla on the hand. “I don’t expect sepsis to set in. Ezrina has conducted a thorough cleanout. I predict a full recovery by morning.” He looks to Gage. “If you don’t mind, your mother and I will drop by and see how you’re both doing.”


  “Sounds good.” Gage pulls his father into a strong embrace. I know there’s been a lot of tension between the two of them as of late. Demetri has brought tension by the truck full.


  “Let’s get you home.” Gage presses a kiss to Skyla’s forehead, and my heart breaks. I wish I could be the one to take Skyla home, ironically that would simply be upstairs. I want nothing more than to protect her from this seemingly endless bullshit.


  Skyla looks from Gage to Dudley. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather hang out at Marshall’s, at least until I feel a little better. There’s no point in worrying my mother.”


  Ezrina produces a white, thick robe with a blue butterfly embroidered right over the heart, and I smile. I know exactly where she got that from.


  “Found this in the closet upstairs.” Ezrina scowls out a smile. “Yes, Skyla, we understand you have a great body, but not everyone needs to see it.”


  Skyla’s mouth falls open as Gage helps her pull the robe over her. “I do believe Ezrina MacHatter just made a joke.”


  Nevermore walks into the room. “And I believe I was the one who didn’t need to see a thing.” He lands a sweet kiss to Ezrina. I shake my head. It’s still Chloe and Pierce to me.


  Dudley scoops Skyla into his arms as they walk off into a blooming fog.


  “You want to go old school?” I knock Gage in the ribs. “I’ve got the truck outside.”


  “Dude”—he shakes his head—“old school is the only thing I’m interested in anymore.”


  Gage doesn’t say two words all the way to Dudley’s.
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  The lights are all on. Music pumps from the house until the windows rattle, and, for a second, I wonder if I’ve pulled into the Harrison’s driveway instead.


  “You think Ellis is behind this?”


  “Nope. I jacked him up pretty good. I have a feeling this is all Liam.”


  We head inside and find a swarm of bodies, mostly female, correction, almost exclusively female. The haunted speculum Dudley keeps by the piano is swirling with a blue mist in its reflection. The women here are dressed as can-can dancers with their frilly dresses shorter in the front than they are the back, and from the waist up it just looks like lingerie.


  I spot Skyla on the couch with Giselle holding a mug by her side.


  “I’m going to get Dudley to shut this thing down.” Gage heads out to find him, and a body steps in close to take his place. Two bodies. Carly Foster and Carson Armistead.


  “Hey sexy.” Carly giggles in my ear. I can smell the vodka pluming from her breath. “Fun night, but I think we can make things a whole lot more interesting if we head upstairs.”


  Carson pulls me in by the waist and touches her nose to mine. “We can double our pleasure. I’ve got a belt we can put to good use and rumor has it you’ve been a very naughty, naughty boy.”


  “Nice offer, girls.” I take a step back. “But I’m going to have to pass.”


  “Oh shit, I think that’s Logan!” Carly covers her mouth and bubbles out another string of giggles.


  “Sorry!” Carson does the same and they saunter off in Liam’s direction.


  “Hey—what’s wrong with me?” My voice gets lost in the music pumping through the place. It’s not like I was anxious to head upstairs, but the invitation gave my ego a nod.


  “Come here, sexy.” Skyla’s not even the slightest bit amused. I glance around, and neither my nephew nor Dudley are to be seen.


  “I’ve got this.” I take the tea from Giselle and pull Skyla in close. “You’re the only one I want to go upstairs with.” I give a wry smile. “When it’s time—if that ever comes again.” My heart wants to stop at the idea, hell it already has. “I want you with Gage. I like seeing you happy. I like seeing him happy. I thought about what you said—about keeping him around. I get it. Hell, I want to keep the douchebag around.” I lean my head back and close my eyes. “What I’m trying to say is that I’m in full support of your decision. If you want, I’ll even go to bat for you with Candace.”


  The tiny dimple in her left cheek digs in, and I resist the urge to kiss it.


  “My mother will most likely say no.”


  “I’ve been known to change her mind.”


  “Are you sure about this?” Her sad eyes drag over my features as if pulling lead weights.


  “I’m positive. In the end at least we would have tried. He’s generously volunteered so much for us.”


  “Logan.” Skyla pulls me in and buries her face in my neck. “Oh, Logan.”


  And this, right here is about as intimate as we might ever be again.
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  Hours drift by, and the party rages on at Skyla’s request. She said she didn’t mind the chaos. She said it reminded her of happier times that weren’t so serious, so laden with heartache—without the promise of the Nephilim’s world caving in.


  Dudley and Ellis busy themselves by shooting a bull’s eye off in the distance with arrows. So far, Ellis is up two on Dudley. Amusing as shit.


  Drake and Ethan sit nearby, energetically going over future business prospects to venture into. It turns out Ethan’s Glow-in-the-Park car defacing venture isn’t exactly taking off. Drake, on the other hand, can do no wrong. I should have sold those damn shirts at the bowling alley while I had the chance.


  “Dude, who knew the sun was so fucking important?” Ethan smashes his fist into his knee.


  But I’m not really paying attention to any of the bullshit flying around me. I’m too busy aching over Skyla and what could have been. It doesn’t change the fact I meant what I said about Gage—it’s just a new reality that for some reason I can’t wrap my head around. A part of me is still championing our love. What Skyla and I have is indestructible, nothing on earth, not a Sector or Fem can put a dent in the feelings we have for one another. No matter how hard I try to focus on the fact we’re both determined to keep Gage around, I can still hear destiny calling.


  A light tap lands over my shoulder, and I look up to find Gage. Something in his eyes softens and for a moment he looks like the same kid I grew up with, but he’s changed. All that dark scruff he’s sporting on his face testifies to it.


  “You guys about ready to head out?” I stand, ready to go in and say goodbye to Skyla.


  “In a minute.” His dimples dig in. “Hey, we need to talk man. You mind?” He nods toward the corral, and I’m sensing he wants privacy.


  Gage and I head out into the powder-white fog, past the barn down by the creek on the lower side of the property.


  “This romantic enough for you, sweetheart?” I take a seat on the trunk of a fallen pine, and Gage does the same.


  “Perfect.”


  “So what’s up? Skyla okay?”


  “She’s amazing. She’s doing great. I know she’ll pull through this.”


  “Chloe doesn’t know when to stop.” I wince into the mist. “I asked Dudley to fix Skyla’s necklace. Make it shorter, impossible to remove. She doesn’t need to wear the heart I gave her.” I swallow hard. “Just the pendant.”


  “Skyla isn’t getting rid of the heart. And you two think alike because she mentioned something about Dudley welding it to her neck.” His fingertips bounce over one another. “Look, today was a shit storm, and, before you try telling me it wasn’t my fault, I’m going to tell you right now I won’t bother listening.”


  “I didn’t plan on telling you it wasn’t your fault.” I hold back a smile. “I was going to tell you it was mine.”


  “You’re hilarious.” He scoots in until our knees touch. Gage takes a deep breath and expires it in a vat of fog. “Today made me realize that I don’t always know what life is going to throw at me. Just when I think I’m headed down a straight path—the next thing you know, I’m guzzling Celestra blood—turning in my sainthood for a pair of horns and a pointy tail. I thought I had football in the bag, and then I broke my back.” He shakes his head. “I thought I could protect Skyla, and she’s covered head to toe in stitches. God forbid Wes get any new ideas.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m really digging the pity party, but we should probably head back.” I give him a quick pat. “I don’t want you to dwell in your misery. I’m pretty sure that holding Skyla in your arms tonight is just the thing you need to feel better.”


  “That’s the thing. I can’t—” He turns his head and sniffs hard into the wind. “If anything were to happen to me, I’d appreciate it if you’d step in and take care of Skyla.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” The back of my neck prickles. This isn’t like Gage. But, then again, he doesn’t know how insistent Skyla is that he doesn’t go anywhere near the grim reaper. He still thinks he’s inching his way to the edge of life’s cliff.


  “I just want you to know that I’d be okay with that. If anything happened to me, I’d want to know she was happy, and I’d want to know that you were happy, too.”


  Almost the same words I used in reverse earlier.


  “You’re not going anywhere, Gage.” A slow building rage brews in me. “Admit it, you’d be a little pissed that I was fucking your wife.”


  “I know what you’re doing,” he growls. “And believe me, I love Skyla. You don’t need to get me all riled up to fight for her. That’s easy enough to do. Just listen for once, would you? I’m saying that I know with every ounce of my being that next to me, no one on this planet would take care of Skyla the way you would.” He drops his head a moment and groans before coming up for air. “In the event anything happens.” His Adam’s apple bobs up and down. “I bring her flowers every Monday. Would you do that for me? It can be your thing, too. It just makes her smile on a day she’s determined to hate.”


  “Yes. I would do that for you—for her. But hey”—I knock my knee into his—“I don’t know what’s getting to you, but everything is going to work out. I promise. Today was just a shit sandwich. Sometimes life doles those out. Sometimes you’ve got to eat them. Skyla and you will pull through this.”


  “And the downfall of the Nephilim? And the fact she’s headed to court because she’s married to a fucking moron? And don’t for a second act surprised. I’m a thousand percent sure you already knew that.”


  “Okay, I won’t. In fact, I’ll admit the future is looking a little less rosy at the moment than either of us want, but, trust me, things are going to iron themselves out. I’ll fight with you against the Barricade.”


  “I am the Barricade!” He roars it out into the night.


  “No need to brag.” I fold my arms across my chest as we both stare out at a lonely stretch of Paragon, the creek trickling quietly by.


  “I can’t get away from who I am, Logan. As long as I’m with her, she’ll be in jeopardy of anything and everything that Demetri is ready to drag us into. You don’t know him like I do. Once he crawls into your mind he controls it.” Gage picks a stone up and tosses it into the water. “Scratch that. It wasn’t Demetri. It was all me. I like the power. I like how it tastes. I wanted all I could get, and, the more I dug in, the more danger everyone around me was in. Including you.” He scoots in and slings his arm around my shoulder. “I’ll never forgive myself for giving your body to Wes. I swear on all that is holy, I never imagined him picking you clean. He said he needed skin samples. I thought I’d have you back in a few days, and I let that melt into months. Now you’re just a bag of bones stuck in Ezrina’s refrigerator.” A silent laugh pumps through him. “When I fuck up, I take everyone down with me.” He lets out a heavy sigh. “I’m sorrier for that than I have been for just about anything. Can you find it in your heart to forgive me?”


  “Done.” I don’t hesitate. “Ezrina has plans for me. I’ve got Candace in my back pocket.” An errant flash of lightning illuminates the night sky. “You and I are going to push through this. You’re going to be just fine. Skyla and I both want that for you. I’ve never cared what biology dictated between us. You’ve always been my brother, Gage.”


  “Same here.” He leans in a moment. “Just remember one thing.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You and Skyla have my blessing.”


  


  


  11


  


  Kingdom Come
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  Skyla


  


  The night wind picks up and blows the fog offshore, giving the residents of Paragon a glimpse of the starry hosts—a carnival of splendor that hides behind the white veil the island wears like a bride. Then the clouds roll in, angry and dark. The wind rips their intestines open and they pour out their wrath on the one they love most. Sometimes that’s just the way love works. Without meaning to—with our good intentions—we rip open the bellies of those we love most and hurt them in the most spectacular way.


  “Love you,” I whisper as Gage and I wake up to another wet morning. Holden is crouched on the ledge of the window, and I toss a pillow at him for being a day late and a protective hedge short once again.


  “Good morning, beautiful.” Gage peels open my robe and lands a kiss to each of the girls.


  “Is it possible for me to grow jealous of all the attention you give to my boobs?”


  That fantastically sexy smile spreads over his face, and those magic dimples of his have my sweet spot twitching.


  “How about I greet every inch of you that way—starting here.” He lands his beautifully soft lips over mine.


  “Good thing we don’t have class today.” I pull him over me, and a brisk knock erupts at the door.


  “Sorry to wake you”— Mom sings from the other side—“Gage, your parents are here!”


  I smirk at the pot-bellied dresser blocking the exit as if it were Mom herself—more like Emma.


  “Let’s get this over with.” I pull myself onto my elbows, and Gage blinks with a slight hurt look. “I’m sorry.” I touch my hand to his face and give his stubble a light scratch. “How about this—I promise to turn over a new leaf with your mother, if you promise to continue this wonderful conversation you were having with my body.”


  “Done.” He’s quick to steal a kiss. Gage runs his finger over the long, white strips of gauze wrapped around my arm. “You mind if I take a peek?”


  “By all means.”


  Gage carefully unrolls the gossamer-thin bandage only to reveal my flesh renewed.


  “It’s just a little pink,” I say, touching my raw skin.


  “It’s perfect.” He runs his finger over the place where Chloe slit me.


  “I wish I would have squashed her like a bug when I had a chance. Evil never reforms itself—it just festers and grows. Honestly, sometimes I think she can’t help herself. A wicked leopard can’t change its spots.”


  Gage lets out a full breath. “I’m afraid I agree with you on that.”


  We hop in the shower together, something we don’t do often enough. I love slippery Gage—Gage foaming with bubbles, his hair white with shampoo. For some reason it gives me a little extra pleasure knowing that Emma is below our feet as we scrub each other down. I take a moment just to appreciate the way the water luges down his abs, falling in line with that hard V at the base of his hips. We get dressed before our affection starts to grow—his is a little harder to hide than mine.


  From the top of the stairs, I can hear Mom chatter on about how Tad is away on another one of his “important” business trips. We’d better get down there, I feel bad that Mom has to entertain the Olivers all on her own.


  The delicious scent of bacon fills the air. Both Emma and Mom fake a chortling laugh, and my appetite does a one-eighty. This strange rift I have with Emma makes me want to cry my eyes out. I don’t understand how the simple act of marrying her son caused us to drift so far apart. Although, if I think back to last year, she wasn’t exactly my biggest fan.


  “Skyla.” Barron stands as Gage and I file into the room. “How are you feeling?” He pulls me into a quick embrace.


  “I’m feeling great.” I give a nervous smile to Mom. “It turns out yesterday was just a false alarm.” I fan my arms in front of him.


  “False alarm?” Mom scuttles over.


  Emma still has that fake smile frozen on her face, but she’s yet to pour her concern over me like Barron has. She can save it.


  “I just had a couple scratches. Barron was nice enough to treat them.”


  “Heavens.” Mom dips on her knees and squawks a laugh. “Everyone knows ‘false alarm’ means you’re talking about a baby. Those are loaded words, young lady.” She guffaws at Emma who slowly lets the smile melt from her face. “Not that I would mind. Misty is almost a year old, and Lord knows there’s nothing sweeter than the scent of a newborn.” She flicks her wrist at my mother-in-law. “Wouldn’t you agree?” Mom is singing at operatic levels. I don’t think there’s enough coffee in the world for me to listen to one more aria.


  “It’s been so long, I don’t remember.” Emma swipes a paper plate off the counter and fans herself.


  God, it’s as if the thought of Gage and me actually having a child makes her nauseous. I try not to glare at her as I head for the coffee.


  “Don’t you worry,” Mom offers. “Hopefully, Skyla and Gage will be reminding us soon enough.”


  “Mom,” I sing back in that same annoying tone. “Gage and I have every intention of finishing college before we plan a family.” I take a sip and feel the burn on my tongue, but I don’t care because Emma just turned a little green. It looks like the four-year plan is still a little too soon for us to start a new branch of the family tree. I leave out the tiny detail that we plan to adopt. Hey, I wonder if there’s a way to adopt a Nephilim baby? Maybe it could be a cute little Levatio? That would totally remind Gage and me of better days.


  “Skyla?” Mom shakes her head. “I asked if you wanted your eggs scrambled or sunny side up?”


  “Oh, sorry. Scrambled please.”


  I follow her to the stove as Gage takes a seat with his parents.


  “Hey, Mom?” I have no intention of breaking her heart but a part of me wants to start priming her for what the future holds for my ovaries. As much as I love watching Emma squirm, I can see the pain in Gage’s eyes because he blames himself for not being able to give that to me. “I know I’ve mentioned this before, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up for grandchildren after graduation either.” I touch my hand to my stomach as if there were a tiny piece of Gage growing in me already. “I have a feeling that won’t be happening for Gage and me.”


  “What?” She inches back as if I’ve just sprouted another head. “Oh!” Her fingers fly to her lips. “You think you’re going to have a tough time because of what happened to me.”


  I shake my head because technically, Lizbeth Landon and I aren’t genetically related. Or perhaps she means in theory? After all, some women do have difficulty procreating. Too bad Chloe isn’t one of them. I still feel bad for that kid she’s incubating.


  “I promise you”—she continues—“we will get you to the very best doctors that money can buy.” Demetri’s face blinks through my mind, pictured on a hundred dollar bill.


  Mom shuttles me back to the table and seats me between Gage and Emma. “Skyla is worried she’s going to be plagued with trouble conceiving, and it’s all my fault. I had such a difficult time while getting in the family way with Misty, but, then, Demetri stepped in and saved the day.” She tosses her hands in the air, and I’m about to toss my cookies. “He had a doula flown in to council me on all kinds of things, diet, positions. I don’t care what they say—gravity does matter! And would you guess that Demetri, himself, specializes in Japanese foot rubs? He knows exactly which pressure points—”


  “I think your eggs are burning,” I interrupt.


  Mom waves us off with the kitchen towel leaving me in ground zero with all that talk of special positions and Japanese foot rubs. I bet he knew exactly which pressure points to use in order to knock my mother up. I can just envision the two of them defying gravity. The thought makes me want to hurl. I glance over at Misty. He placed my mother in the family way all right.


  “Skyla, are you feeling well?” Dr. O leans in and touches his cool hand to my forehead. “You look a bit pale.”


  Mom whisks back before I can answer with a plate full of glibbery, mucus-filled eggs.


  “What’s that smell?” I can hardly get the words out.


  “Garlic. Isn’t it heavenly?”


  A loud, riotous burp drills its way up from the boiling vat my stomach has become, and I make a mad rush for the trash.


  I puke my guts up because, contrary to what my mother believes, garlic is about as heavenly as Demetri and his Japanese foot rubs.
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  Later in the evening, when the wind has tired itself out, and the fog blooms around us in a burst of remembrance, Brielle and Drake throw a party. Drake and Bree drove out to Cost Club and stocked up on rib eye, filet minion, and, of course, hot dogs. He’s still a Landon after all.


  Brielle has every side dish known to man lining the picnic tables, and good thing, too, because they’ve invited half of Paragon.


  “What are we celebrating again?” I ask, taking a seat between Laken and Bree. Drake has about a dozen different fire pits strewn out over the yard, and everyone has moved onto the roasting marshmallows phase of the evening.


  “We’re celebrating life, Skyla.” Bree rolls her eyes. “Sometimes you just have to be happy that you’re alive.”


  “And that you’re with the person you love most.” Laken catches Coop’s hand as he walks by and pulls him in.


  “That’s a perfect reason to celebrate.” I sweep the vicinity for Gage but spot Marshall speaking with Michelle Miller instead.


  “Actually”—Brielle pulls a nail file from her back pocket in an attempt to tame her acrylic claws—“Drake says it’s the last night that Tad is gonna be away for a while. Old Cranky Pants is coming home to roost.”


  “It makes total sense now.” I spot my studley Sector parting ways with Ezrina as he makes his way into the night. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”


  I head over just as Marshall slips into the woods.


  “Marshall!” I call after him, picking up my pace. “Wait, don’t leave. There’s something I have to tell you!”


  He pauses a moment before turning around.


  “Yes, Ms. Messenger?”


  The moon glows off his skin, radiating his being in a frightening yet magnificent way.


  “I wanted to give you this.” I wrap my arms around him so tight, a part of me never wants to let go. My lips sneak a kiss to the edge of his as I slip down his body. “Thank you.”


  “Tell me what I’ve done, so I can do it again.”


  “You haven’t done anything. You’re simply you.” I flash my bracelet at him. It’s the beautiful one with the roses he fashioned for me with love. “I was saving it for a special occasion, but after this horrible week I think I realize every day we’re gifted is occasion enough. If you don’t mind, I’d love for you to help secure this pendant around my neck.”


  “The Pretty One already put in the request for you. Come over anytime you like and consider it done.”


  “That’s the magic of who you are. No sooner do I have the thought—with you it’s already as good as done.” I peck another kiss to his cheek. “Goodnight. I love you.”


  Marshall doesn’t return the sentiment with words. Instead, his eyes ignite in the dim woods a brilliant shade of fire.


  “Skyla—while our souls fused together in that chamber of horrors yesterday, Delphinius was kind enough to gift me a vision.”


  “No more kisses.” I touch my finger to his lips, and he presses into it, soft at first then rough with passion. “What’s the vision?”


  “I won’t give it.” Marshall heads into the woods, his body evaporating into the fog as if they’ve been one all along. “Know this, you are already walking through a new fire, Ms. Messenger.” Marshall turns, and all that’s left of him are those strange, glowing eyes. “At the end of this long night, it will be me by your side to comfort you. We are family, Skyla.”


  His eyes fade out of existence.


  “Wait! Are you talking about tonight, tonight?” Because I sort of have plans with Gage, well his body at least. “Or is it more metaphorical, as in life?” I’m betting the latter. The woods cloak around me like cloistering arms, and I hurry back to the party.


  Giggles ensue from the left. Then a groan of satisfaction before a loud cackle rips through the night. I recognize that shriek because before Tad carpeted my bedroom walls, I would listen to it nightly. I bet it’s Melissa and her “Gabe.” He’s already cheated on her twice this year. It’s a wonder he has any balls left.


  “Melissa?” I speed over, and all noises of delight cease to exist. Knew it. “I know you’re out here.” I bump into a body, and it’s Mia—and Rev.


  “Good, God.” Deep down I always knew she’d be attracted to bad boys. Mia had a slight obsession with a biker gang that used to ride by our house in L.A. My father would say ‘girls, stay away from boys on motorcycles’ and each time he did that she looked further intrigued by the idea. “What are you doing here?” They’re caught up in a tailspin of dressing and adjusting and holy—what exactly were they doing out here?


  “We were just saying goodnight,” Mia offers as if reading my mind. “Rev has to catch the ferry.”


  “No he doesn’t.” I poke him in his chest. “He’s probably a Levatio, just like his father.”


  “I’m not.” He holds out his hands. It’s only then I note he’s wearing his signature leather jacket and ripped jeans. I bet that jacket smells. How exactly does one go about washing leather, anyway? “I take after my mom—Noster.”


  Mia sneers at me before flattening her hands onto his chest again. “I’d better get going. I’ll be heading to bed soon.” She ticks her head as if she’s telling him something in secret. God, does Mia have an attic room, too? “Just changing into my PJs.” She blows him a kiss as she walks away. “Come on D-O-G.” The beast rises from seemingly nowhere and trots loyally by her side. Mia steps in close. “By the way, I’m not a part of the Steel Barricade, so you had better come up with some way to save our asses.” She glances back at Rev. “Text me!” Her eyes narrow in on mine. “Goodnight, Skyla,” she snipes as she blankets herself with the fog.


  “Noster, huh?” My fists dig into my hips as I turn to Rev. “I’ll just be in my room—changing? Don’t think I’m not up on what you can do with those eyes. Believe me when I say you are not allowed to see through any walls of the Landon house. That’s perverted and creepy. So take your X-ray vision and scuttle off to Host.”


  He grunts and heads my way. Rev looms over me a good foot, his spiked hair looks like it could qualify as a lethal weapon all on its own, and he happens to be wearing too much guy-liner. Guy-liner! Ugh.


  “I’m not looking through the walls.” He stuffs his hands in his pockets.


  “What the heck are you doing with Mia? She’s just a kid.”


  “I like her.” He shrugs. “She’s smart and funny.”


  “Yeah? Well keep this relationship on an intellectual level. If I get wind of anything inappropriate, I’ll get real smart and funny when I call the police. Statutory rape is a very real thing.”


  He raises his arms in surrender. “Not happening.”


  “Nothing is happening. So go find yourself another girl to charm with your bad boy ways. There are six sororities on Host to choose from. I’m sure there’s an equally bad girl out there just waiting to commit a felony with you.”


  “Nice pep talk. Tell Mia I’ll be back on Sunday.” He plucks out a cigarette and heads down toward the front. “Paragon Presbyterian, 11:15 service, right?” He gives a mocking wink.


  “What? Are you going to stalk her at church of all places? And really? Smoking? Mia hates cigarettes!”


  He laughs to himself before holding up his hand for a moment. I bet he just flipped me off. Mia has really found a sack of shit this time. Dr. Booth is going to owe both her and me free therapy for subjecting us to his damaged goods.


  Two shadowed bodies head this way, tall, built like linebackers, and I hesitate a moment before stepping out of the woods.


  “There you are.” Gage smiles wide. The light of the moon dusts his features, and his skin glows a pale blue. It gives him that morgue effect and unnerves me. I can’t bear the thought of anything happening to my dark prince.


  “Is everything okay?” Logan pulls me in and warms me with his embrace.


  I pull Gage in on the other side of me and give them both a squeeze.


  “With you two in my life, nothing could be better.”


  A quiet laugh rolls through Gage as if he doesn’t believe it.


  As if he can’t.


  


  


  Gage


  


  The fog settles into the Landon backyard as if it were a guest at the party. Logan and I sit on either side of Skyla like faithful bookends. Everyone from West is here, plus a couple of familiar faces from East. Laken and Coop are snuggled by the fire. Kresley and Grayson are off in the distance chatting it up with Liam. Someone is seriously going to have talk to that boy about STDs.


  “Hey, you.” Skyla nestles into me. We’re a perfect fit. I dip a kiss into her hair.


  Skyla. Just being near her is enough to put a smile on my face although, at the moment, there’s a touch of sadness coating it. I’ve seen enough dark days in both our lives to know I don’t wish this shadow of wickedness over her for another moment.


  Coop leans in and whispers, “I have some thoughts on what we can do about the Barricade.”


  Skyla gives a knowing nod. “I have a few thoughts myself.”


  “We should get together next week and go over our game plan.” Laken jumps from her seat into Cooper’s lap. I’m glad they worked things out between the two of them. Coop and Laken belong together. I wouldn’t want to see her paired with evil. My gaze falls over Skyla. I wouldn’t want to see anyone paired with evil.


  “For sure.” Skyla laces her fingers with mine, and my thumb hitches over her wedding ring. My wife. My life. My everything. “I’ve got a plan that they will never see coming.” She settles into me before doing a double take over my shoulder. “Brody!” Skyla waves both him and Brooke over. “Take a seat. How are you feeling?”


  “More like myself.” He shoots a look over his shoulder to Ezrina.


  Ezrina and Nev fill in our circle but refuse to take a seat. I nod to her, discreet as if it were just any other hello, but we both know it isn’t. I met with her in the lab the other night. She did what I asked, and now, if the result is what I want, my future with Skyla is secure.


  Ezrina shakes her head. Her lids fall heavy as her gaze drops to the ground.


  My blood runs cold. A numbing fog seeps through my bones, bleeding out into my extremities. And there you have it. Everything I was betting on didn’t pan out. I’m not sure why this surprises me. It seems to be the way the universe works when it comes to yours truly.


  “I’m afraid it’s past our bedtime.” Nev glances at the pocket watch attached to his trousers. He and Ezrina have been slowly bringing back the seventeenth century. “We’ll leave the rebel rousing to the rest of you for the evening.”


  Nat interrupts her conversation long enough to growl at Nev as he takes up Ezrina’s hand. Rumor has it, Nat briefly had a fling with one of the guys from the Host football team, but he left her for a cheerleader. I heard her mention to Skyla she was looking to join the cheer squad next year. Everyone including Ezrina knows she’s still gunning for Nevermore’s bodily predecessor, her old boy toy, Pierce.


  “Any news on the markers?” Skyla glances to Brody.


  Ezrina leans in, her face just as cutthroat as Chloe’s ever was. “Slow progress. The Dolomites harvested from your body show promise. Time will tell if he’s to be restored.”


  Skyla offers a forlorn look to Brody. “Be strong. There’s always hope.”


  “I know. And I’m sorry about what happened.” He wraps an arm around Brooke as if protecting her from the truth. “I never asked my sister to do that to you.”


  “Do what?” Brielle and Drake fall back into their seats, their clothes disheveled, their hair wild and rumpled. Now that’s not vanilla. I give a crooked smile to Skyla. Nothing about us was ever vanilla to begin with.


  “That’s a story for another day.” Skyla is quick to brush it off. “Let’s talk about something positive.”


  “Like?” Logan shoots a marshmallow into the fire, and we watch as it augments into a glowing orange ball.


  “Like”—Harrison comes by with Giselle slung over his shoulder and jumps over the flames—“how we’re going to set the world on fire.”


  “Hey.” I pelt him in the head with a bag of chips. “You could’ve fucking dropped her. Don’t mess around like that—especially not with my sister.” I’m not opposed to beating the shit out of him again.


  “Boy aren’t you fierce and protective.” Bree claws the air. “You’re one lucky girl, Skyla.”


  “Don’t I know it. Gage Oliver is a force to be reckoned with.”


  Drake kicks Ethan in the shoe. “You know what else is a force to be reckoned with? Unidentified flying objects.”


  “No shit.” Ethan leans in. “I just heard local officials in Oregon detained two teenagers who appear to have super human capabilities.”


  Skyla looks to me in haste. “It’s starting.”


  It is starting. It’s a race to remove the markers.


  Ethan and Drake dominate the conversation for the next twenty minutes, listing about a dozen new sightings across the world—fireballs in the sky—unexplainable floating lights. Wesley thinks he’s got the upper hand, and maybe he does. His plan is running seamlessly. But little does he know I have a little something up my sleeve, too. I shrug into the darkness. It’s worth a try. After all I’m responsible for this mayhem.


  We sit by the fire for the next few hours just shooting the breeze, talking about how we’re going to combust the world with our overall greatness. We’re dreamers, and tonight is a night for dreams. Skyla is tucked in my arms just the way it’s supposed to be, and it feels right. We’ve already set the world on fire—we do it nightly.


  Skyla and I are right.


  Now to convince the universe of that. The universe, of course, being my mother-in-law. I glance up at the navy sky, the mist bleeding over it like an open wound.


  Mercy isn’t exactly her forte.


  Heaven help me.


  I’ll need it.
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  Skyla and I finally make it upstairs. I give the dresser a ceremonious slide over the door as Skyla slinks into bed, naked, just the way I like. It takes less than ten seconds for me to strip down and meet her there. Just the thought of ending each day with Skyla, nude, and in my bed, is enough to put a goofy grin on my face. I don’t deserve her, never did.


  “I love you.” I peck a kiss over her lips as I pull the comforter over the two of us.


  Skyla shivers as she scoots in close. “Not half as much as I love you.” Her warm arms cinch around me as our torsos heat against one another. “You feel amazing, you know that? You’re rock solid as if you were chiseled out of wood or marble.” She wrinkles her nose. “I take that back, marble is freezing. You’re the solid version of fire.” She giggles into my neck. “You don’t have anything molten running through those veins, do you, Mr. Oliver?”


  “I can have lava flowing for you in just a few minutes.” My hard-on rubs over her thigh as if setting an example.


  “What if I want that lava flow right here?” She picks up my hand and grazes my finger over her lips.


  “Hot damn.” I smile into her as our mouths collide.


  “I’ve got a pair of panties I’ll let you tie me up with if you want.” The moonlight streaks across her face, and I can see her beautiful eyes enlarge expectantly. All Skyla wants to do is make me happy, and deep down it rips me to pieces.


  My heart breaks. My soul weeps and begs the rest of me to join along.


  I brush her hair back with my fingers. “How about tonight I show you that vanilla is an amazing flavor in its own right.” I press my lips to her cheek, wet, trembling as I fight to hold back tears. “Let me make love to you, sweetly.”


  “Vanilla?” She sings with a tiny laugh reverberating through her chest. “Don’t tell Bree, but it’s always been one of my top ten favorites.”


  “Good, because I’m aiming to make it number one—at least for tonight.”


  My lips land over hers, soft, determined, as we start in on a kiss reminiscent of the very first one we shared so long ago. Skyla digs her fingers through my hair. Her hips grind up against mine as her urgency increases. My hands float up and cup her soft flesh, and I don’t plan on drifting from this position for a good long while. I’m not sure what’s going to happen later tonight. Not sure I’ll ever be back, and the prospect of that makes me want to bathe her in tears. I know if I told her what I plan to do, she’d insist on coming with me—not that I would mind, but if things go south, and I’m guessing there’s a good chance—I wouldn’t want to put Skyla through that.


  Her hands glide down my hips and find me. Her cool fingers wrap themselves around the length of me as she draws me to that heated wet slick, calling me home.


  I give a dark laugh into her mouth while blindly reaching for a condom. I unwrap it and roll it on without ever breaking the leash of our tongues. This moment—moments like these—makes life worth living. Hell, I’m not sure why we do anything but this. Every other second is wasted in comparison.


  “What are you waiting for?” Skyla cups my balls and gives a gentle squeeze. “An invitation?” She helps guide me in with a bubbling laugh that rounds out to a satisfied moan. She falls back on her elbows, her heavy eyes struggling to stay connected with mine. “I do love you, Gage Oliver. It’s you and me forever.”


  My lips find hers as I ease into her body. This is usually the part where I’d echo the sentiment, forever. But, right about now, there’s not too much in me that believes in that anymore. I can thank Demetri for knifing that dream right out of my heart—for a lot of crap things that have gone down as of late.


  Skyla and I make love, subtle, hard, restrained, and wild. We run a rainbow of emotion, exhilarating, wearing ourselves down until well past four in the morning. I hold my beautiful bride in my arms, her skin still slicked with moisture, until her even breathing lets me know she’s finally given in to much needed sleep. I take a moment to bury my face in her hair. Silent tears fall, and I don’t stop them. There’s a poem I once wrote to her long ago. I jot it down from memory on a loose piece of paper and set it under her phone.


  I press my lips to hers one last time, lingering there until I can taste the salt of my tears. I step back and gaze at the beauty she exudes. Skyla is a goddess—a sublime being of human grace and angelic ideal.


  The moon kisses her body in one long, perfect silhouette. I don’t take my eyes off her as I dematerialize out of the room.


  “Goodbye, Skyla,” I whisper, but she doesn’t hear.


  I wouldn’t ever want her to hear me say those words.


  Sometimes the only way to stop evil is to destroy it.


  I’m sure Candace will have no problem helping me destroy this evil—especially when the evil one is me.
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  The wind swirls every which way in a violent pattern. The clouds overhead heave and groan as Ahava forms around me. I take a deep breath of the foreign air. For a moment I wonder if I should have dragged Dudley here with me, Ezrina perhaps. I’ve never been too good at dealing with Skyla’s mother. I’m not sure anyone has her down to a science, expect for Logan, and I’m not too sure what he would think of what I’m about to attempt.


  The lake glows a luminous blue, the exact pale color of Skyla’s eyes. I glance around at the hillside, at the waterfalls in the distance, there’s not a sign of another soul, living or dead. It’s peaceful like this, but I don’t think I’d ever want to get used to being alone. Without Skyla I can be alone in a crowd of thousands.


  “Hello?” My voice echoes, deep and melodic, like the sound effect from an old church organ. It doesn’t sound human at all, but, then again, I’m anything but. “Candace?” I shout a little, in the event she’s out of earshot. I’m not entirely sure how this place works. I don’t believe anyone knows for sure.


  “Gage?” I turn to find Nathan, Skyla’s father, and head over to offer a quick embrace. “What’s going on?” His face is unblemished by time. He’s younger here. His hair is darker than I remember during his last visit.


  “I’m here to see—”


  “Me.” We turn to find Skyla—correction, her mother looking back at us with her daughter’s face, her voice. Had I met them both on Earth, I would have thought they were twins. “He’s here to see me, Nathan.” It comes out bored, insulted almost. Candace doesn’t bother to hide her discontent. “What’s this? I was just about to enjoy a dip in the falls with Rothello.” She turns to Nathan. “I do love springtime in Ahava. Not a trace of humidity this eternal season.”


  “I agree.” He slaps me on the back. “Once you get home, I’ll have to take you to the Elysian streams. I caught a wild trout this big.” He spreads his hands out a good two feet. “Are you a fisherman, Gage?”


  “I wouldn’t mind trying my hand at it.”


  “The Tree of Life is blooming, Gage.” Candace sings like a threat. “Of course, it blooms once a month. The fruit is sweetest when it ripens on the vine.” Her eyes dance like flames. There’s a caveat in there somewhere, but I’m not quite sure how to read it.


  Nathan ashens. “Gage and Skyla have just married.” His eyes fix on hers with horror. “He’s far too young for that, Candace.” He shakes his head just barely as if he’s pleading with her on a silent level, and I’m afraid I know why.


  Candace smiles at me, a deep, I’ve-got-you-by-the-balls smile while holding a hand out to Nathan. “Let me speak with the boy alone. I’ll find you by the stream. Rumor has it there’s enough salmon this season you can walk across them.”


  “I’m not leaving.” Nathan’s voice brings out its baritone as he steps beside me.


  It feels good like this with Skyla’s father by my side. Almost as if my own father were here—Barron, of course.


  “Tell me, Gage”—Candace slits her eyes in my direction as if I’m costing her precious skinny dipping time—“what constitutes this little visit? And don’t think for a moment it’s gone unnoticed that you used your Fem privileges to access the heavenlies. I’ll be having a word with your father about your new probation status once we adjourn.”


  “That’s exactly what I want you to do.” I hold out my arms bearing myself to her. “I want you to put me on the strictest probation possible. I want every cell in my body stripped of its Fem privilege.” I drop to my knees and bow my head. “I’m here to beg you to restore me to my Levatio standing. I never wanted this.” I examine my arms as if they alone are to blame. “I don’t want any of it.”


  “Look at me.” She sniffs.


  I return my gaze to hers as she examines me in this subservient position.


  “Gage”—her shoulders sag, sorry for me—“you were never a Levatio. You were a well-hidden Fem. I cannot restore you to something you have no right to be.”


  “Then simply strip me of my Fem capabilities. I’ve hurt Skyla. If I’m no longer a Fem, she won’t go to court. I’ve hurt the world as far as I know. The Nephilim people are in jeopardy specifically because of me—because of my thirst for power. I’m a monster, Candace. If I’m not stopped, there’s no telling how much damage I’ll do.”


  “Gage, no.” Nathan lands a warm hand over my shoulder.


  “It’s true.” I don’t have it in me to look at him. “And if I may ask, I’d like Wesley stripped of his powers as well. He needs to be stopped Candace, we both do.”


  Candace holds her hand out before her eyes. She skims her palm as if she were reading a letter.


  “You’ve been to see Ezrina. You were hoping to be human.” She scoffs.


  “It worked for Brody.”


  “Brody is a half-wit. Nevertheless, he’s not as powerful as you.” Her chest inflates with her next breath. “Do you realize what you’re asking of me?”


  “Yes. Take away my angelic standing if you must. My genes are bent to destroy. Nothing good will ever come of me being a Fem.”


  “Rise.”


  I get on my feet obediently and take a step forward. My muscles twitch. I can feel myself wanting to bolt. I’ve never known anything but myself as a Nephilim. It guts me to the core to become human.


  “Come.” She places a cool hand over my forehead as if reading me for a fever. “I’m afraid it’s impossible to do as you ask. Your brother’s guilt is on his own head. Your request to have his powers stripped is denied. As for yourself—you are a Fem, Gage. You were born a Fem, and you’ll die one. A Fem you will remain into eternity.”


  I knock my head back and roar. “Fuck!”


  “Language!” They both chime in anger.


  “I’m sorry.” I drop my head in my hands a moment. “It’s just. I can’t do it. I can’t put Skyla or anybody else in danger any longer.” A hard groan escapes me as if I’m going to be sick. “You can’t let me go back there. As much as it kills me, I don’t want to hurt her any more than I already have.”


  “Your absence will shatter her.” She titters, matter-of-fact.


  “Hang on a minute.” Nathan pulls me back. “Candace, Gage loves Skyla. And you know how much he means to our daughter. You return him right this minute.”


  “Not like this.” I examine my hands. They might as well belong to Demetri, or Wesley for that matter.


  “If you can’t change the fact he’s a Fem, remove his capabilities.” Nathan is shouting, vying for me in the most passionate way.


  “Very well. I’ll strip him of his powers.” She answers Nathan as if I’m no longer in the vicinity. “It’s a waste if you ask me. There’s so much good he could have done had he just applied himself.”


  Ahava begins to recede.


  “So he’ll basically be human?” I hear Nathan’s voice ring out, slow and steady as a cymbal. “I can imagine it will be quite an adjustment.”


  “Oh, he won’t last an hour,” she laughs as darkness robes me. “He’ll be back before you make your first catch of the day. Shall we set wagers?”


  “You realize it will kill our daughter to lose him.”


  “It will indeed, especially now that she’s with child. But, on the bright side, I suppose there will be a wedding to attend soon thereafter. I always did favor Logan.”


  “You think we’ll get an invite to that one?” Their voices fade to nothing.


  The angry sky thunders, black and menacing, as the clouds boil around me. I’m floating through the space, freefalling back to earth, back to Paragon. The clouds dissolve into a vat of precipitation. Rain falls like sickles as I claw at the air, picking up speed as I head for all familiar terrain, Devil’s Peak. The storm blows me a few feet farther out, and I’m desperately swimming through gray Paragon sky trying to land myself on the right side of the cliff. The knife-sharp rocks below laugh as they wait to spike right through my body.


  “Candace!” My voice is swallowed in a rumble of thunder. “God no, please. I don’t want to die.” Paragon comes up in uneven jags as I speed toward earth like a missile. “Shit!” I’m not going to make it. Devil’s Peak is just a few simple feet away, and I’ve floated off course just enough to fuck this up—story of my short, sweet life. Then in a surge of desperation a name vibrates through me about as welcome as vomit. “Demetri!”


  My head and chest thump onto wet Paragon soil as the rest of my torso hangs off the edge. Damn straight he should save my ass. I gave him Logan’s body in exchange for length of years. He gave me his word, but, then if he’s anything like Wes, his word is worthless like the rest of him.


  A huff of a laugh spews from me as I struggle to balance myself on the slick piece of land.


  “I’ve got this,” I whisper in a lame attempt to give myself a pep talk. The rain pummels me with its surge. The ground swells with a river of water, spilling over the edge, making it impossible to hold on. A loose root from a nearby evergreen coils upwards as if beckoning for me to grab it. My fingers feather over the top. I roll my body forward and grab ahold of the frail tendril as I marvel at the fact my life hinges on this plant, my entire future with Skyla relies on this one, thin vine.


  Something Candace said echoes through my mind. Nathan said it would kill Skyla to lose me, and Candace mentioned it would now that she’s with child.


  Skyla is with child? My child?


  I rifle through my brain like spinning through a sexual Rolodex. That night comes back like a slap in the face. No back to front.


  “Fucking Ellis.” My mouth fills with rain as I coil my fingers around the root and pull myself up a few inches. My body fills with unexpected laughter as unspeakable joy fills me right down to the marrow. It vibrates through my bones like a rebirth of my spirit. “I’m going to be a father.” Skyla and I are going to be parents. “I love you,” I whisper as if she were here. Demetri blinks through my mind, and I squeeze my eyes shut chasing him the hell out of there. My foot struggles to find anything to dig into so I can get the hell off this ledge. “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her. “We can do this.” God—a baby! I can’t stop marveling at the idea. I’m so filled with joy I want to scream it from rooftops, find Ellis and thank him, share the wonderful news with my true brother, Logan. It’s funny how all thoughts of building a dark dominion have vanished in the grand scope of actually having a beautiful child with the love of my life. I should be horrified at what I’ve done, and, yet, I’m thankful to God that this precious new life is in existence, growing in the womb of my wife. Our love will soon become a tangible being that we will love and cherish for all eternity.


  A nest of lightning appears above me, bright, lavender, frighteningly familiar.


  “Candace?” I glance up at the circus in the sky, not wanting to lose sight of the fact I’m hanging on for dear life. I close my eyes and employ my strength to pull me further, but not a muscle twitches. My mind clears as I envision myself in Skyla’s bedroom at the Landon house, but every cell remains staunchly in place. It’s done. I’m as lousy as a human. Gone are the teleporting, the mind reading, the stronger, faster-than-hell days. A laugh escapes me because if I weren’t hanging on for my life, I’d be celebrating with a bottle of champagne—with Skyla—with the baby safely tucked in her belly.


  My fingers claw into the dirt, begging for a clot of grass, a rock buried deep, anything to hold onto as my body begins to glide back with the wash.


  Candace gifted me exactly what I wished for—all of my Fem capabilities have been stripped, leaving me nothing more than your average, ordinary, human being.


  “Thank you,” I shout to the sky. “Now would you mind helping me off the side of this cliff?”


  A bolt of lightning strikes the base of the evergreen in front of me, and the root around my finger cuts loose from the ground.


  “Shit!” My body slips right off the edge as efficient as a shove. “No!” I call out into the thick void of sky expanding before me. “Not like this.”


  I’m falling, spinning through space as the rocks come upon me quick as sharpened blades.


  They’ll say it was suicide. Skyla will never know I was fighting to stay by her side—her and the baby. That my greatest desire was to keep her safe, from me of all people, the only way I knew how, by turning in my horns and tail.


  The earth jumps toward me.


  “Skyla!” Her voice vibrates through the rain like a love song.


  It’s done. My time has come and gone far too quickly—far too tragically.


  My family, my friends, the warm smile of my beautiful wife—they are my past, never to be enjoyed again in this coat of flesh.


  The rocks gyrate as they fast approach.


  Only one thing waits for me now and forever.


  Eternity.


  


  


  Logan


  


  The drumming of the rain tries its best to stir me from my slumber, but I’m holding on. Skyla and I are enjoying one hell of an erotic ride, and I’m not about to let go of this nighttime fantasy to gape at the weary world outside my window.


  “Logan,” she sings over my mouth, her tongue snaking in and out as she teases me, laughing so sweetly I could hit pause and rewind on this very act all night. “Logan.” She growls it out a little deeper as her hands sink into my boxers. So fucking nice. “Logan!” Her voice is deep and guttural, her hands rattling my shirt. “Logan, I need you, man. Take care of Skyla.” Gage comes in clear and startles the shit out of me.


  I sit up panting into a dreary room as the walls take on a familiar formation. I’ve officially moved from Dudley’s. I’ll be staying at Barron’s until I can get it together. But, for now, I’m panting like a madman, pulling my shirt off as I roll out of bed.


  My phone lights up and rotates on my dresser. I pick it up and wince at the light. Fourteen missed calls from Skyla. Three text messages.


  Can’t find Gage.


  He left a note.


  On my way. Meet me downstairs.


  I pull on some clothes and shoes and take the stairs down two by two. The headlights to the Mustang light up the miniature windows embedded in the door.


  I head out and get drenched by the time I hop in the passenger’s seat.


  “What’s going on?”


  Her hair is plastered from the rain. Skyla’s robe is loosely open in front, revealing nothing but pale, alabaster skin underneath. Her pink nipple is exposed, beautiful like a flower, and my insides spasm because that wasn’t for me to see. Her mascara is down to her chin. She’s trembling.


  “Come here.” Without thinking I pull her over to my lap and bury my face in her neck. My lips find that tender spot just beneath her ear, and I linger there far longer than I ever should. “What’s happening, Skyla? Talk to me.”


  I try to warm her with my hands, but she scoots back until her knees are pressed against my chest. I pull my shirt up over them like a blanket and her cool skin touches mine. Her robe has come undone, and her breasts are bared to me. The dark triangle of hair at the base of her hips begs my eyes to dip down for a while, but I’m quick to cover her up and cinch her belt at the waist.


  “It’s Gage.” She rattles a piece of paper in my face, and I gently take it.


  “What’s this?”


  Skyla,


  Farther down the road I see you,


  a heart that measures in time with mine.


  We breathe the air of a world forgiven.


  Spin on this planet, once thought divine.


  I’ll stand beside you until I am driven,


  into the light so brilliant—into the light sublime.


  And if that moment has finally come, my wish for you is this; love without abandon knowing we’ll hold each other again in eternity.


  My heart breaks writing this.


  I pray you never find it.


  


  All of my love, forever,


  Gage


  “Okay,” I whisper. What the fuck are we supposed to do with this?


  Her lips contort in a crooked idea of a grin. “I can hear you.” She rubs her knee into my bare stomach.


  “Right.” I glance down at the paper again. “It’s his handwriting.” I haven’t seen it in so long. It’s like seeing an old friend. It makes me miss how close we used to be.


  “This”—Skyla runs her finger over the first half—“is the poem he wrote for my seventeenth birthday. The rest is something he added tonight. What do you think this means? It sounds ominous, Logan. We have to find him before something happens.”


  The rain comes down in uneven sheets as if we’re sitting in a carwash, not in Barron’s driveway in the middle of a downpour.


  Skyla fists my shirt and rattles me, her knee still firmly tucked in my gut. “You don’t think he’d hurt himself, do you?”


  “No.” My mind drifts back to that conversation last night. He said if anything happened to him that Skyla and I had his blessing.


  Skyla lets out roar as tears explode from the corner of her eyes.


  Damn telepathy.


  I jump into the driver’s seat and rev the engine. “Put on your seatbelt.”


  “Where we going?” she asks, struggling to comply.


  “To pick up a supervising spirit. Dudley is going to take us wherever the hell we need to be.”


  “Gage.” Skyla curls up in a ball and tucks her face between her knees. “Hang on for me.”


  For me, too.
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  We hardly make the turn into Dudley’s driveway before Skyla jumps out of the car and crashes through his doors. I let the engine idle and join her. Liam and Michelle stumble downstairs, and, before Skyla can make her way up, Dudley shows up bare chested in his boxer briefs. Instinctively I look away. The last thing I need is that image burned into my mind.


  “It’s Gage. You have to come.” Skyla leads Dudley down the stairs as clothes appear on his body from nowhere. By the time he hits the bottom, he’s donned a three-piece suit. Dudley. I shake my head at the oddity.


  “What’s going on?” Michelle spontaneously bursts into tears. “Is he dead?”


  “No.” I nod for Liam to take her back to their love nest. She’s wearing his shirt unbuttoned down the front, exposing me to yet another set of twins I have no intention of memorizing. That’s not entirely true with Skyla, but, in my defense, I memorized her body while she was still my wife.


  “Look at you,” Dudley marvels at Skyla, and it’s only then I note her robe has come undone, and she’s standing here stark naked as his eyes take free roam of something that hopefully will never belong to him.


  I pull her in and gently cover her body, fastening her robe with a double knot this time. My arm finds a home around her waist as I hold her. Skyla is a trembling dove in my arms.


  “We need to find Gage.” I glance past him, making sure Michelle and Liam are out of earshot. “Take us to wherever he is.”


  “He left this note. It sounded pretty bad.” Skyla’s voice cracks. “Marshall, please take me to my husband.”


  My grip on her loosens ever so slightly because that husband isn’t me. Skyla belongs to Gage. And as grievous as it may be, I want her to. There’s not a hair on his head I would wish any harm.


  “Very well.” Dudley takes up her hand and shouts something in an indiscernible language, a chant that sounds about as melodic as reading the phone book backward. He ends it by whacking his palm into my forehead so hard the entire room melts away.
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  Devil’s Peak.


  The three of us find ourselves standing on terra firma, hundreds of feet from the rocky crags below. The ocean churns out its thunderous waves in a giant wall of whitewash. The storm rages around us. The heavens have cracked open, pouring down their wrath. A familiar crown of lightning threads itself above us in a lavender sizzle. A steady roar of thunder reverberates over the landscape, through my chest like an unwanted heartbeat.


  “Where is he?” Skyla screams at Dudley.


  “Judging by the riot of protest nature is putting on…” Dudley lets his words drift as he steadies his gaze towards the edge of the cliff.


  “No.” Skyla’s hair jumps around her shoulders in unified protest as she shakes her head. “Gage would never do that—not to himself—not to me.”


  Shit.


  I pull Skyla in. I want to be there for her, but, selfishly, I need her right now more than I can say.


  Dudley makes his way to the edge and glances over the side—his suit soaked, his hair plastered to his head. Immediately he lifts his chin and stiffens as if he’s seen something he wished he hadn’t.


  The rain lets up just enough. Skyla tries to break free from my grasp, but I won’t let her.


  “Let me do this.” I try to spin her further from the cliff’s edge, but she doesn’t budge.


  “No. We do this together.”


  Skyla and I make our way to where Dudley stands with our fingers laced so tight, bones are threatening to snap.


  Slowly we peer over the edge, down to the jagged shoreline rinsed white with foam. The ocean calls its own as the waters retract revealing a landscape of green mossy stones, sharp as upturned knives. Vertigo sets in as the stones beckon us down, daring us to leap into the comfortable abyss. It would be so easy to fall into its wicked trance. I can see how people could do it, lured by the steady lull of the sea, the white foam bed promising to rinse your world clean.


  Then together we see it. A bloodied T-shirt, twisted jeans, dark hair, a face covered with long, crimson tracks.


  Gage lies there broken and alone, his head snapped unnaturally to the side.


  Dear God.


  The ocean covers him with its pale blanket.


  Skyla folds in my arms and gives a primal scream that lets all of Paragon—the world—the universe in on our pain.


  


  


  Wesley


  


  One hour earlier…


  


  


  It’s dark as it is quiet in the great room. My eyes steady over the globe that floats in a pool of misty water. It’s a work of art that my father gifted me as a housewarming gift. A seemingly innocent globe that has the ability to allow me a visual of the things my heart desires, and at this moment, like all others, I desire to see Laken.


  Her ash brown hair lies over her shoulder, half of it spilling off the side of her pillow, as she sleeps with the look of peace ingrained over her delicate features. I’m convinced there is no greater beauty than that of Laken Stewart.


  Stewart. A tiny huff emits from me. For so long that’s not who I believed she was. But her alternate identity—the Ephemeral Academy itself, seems like an entire lifetime ago.


  I trace her trembling lids, the slight smile on her face, those brows that frame her pale denim eyes—I’m entranced by it all. It’s no wonder women have the power to take down kingdoms with a glance. Beauty is a hypnotic elixir that has the ability to break the crown of every king, dismantle the throne and tear down the walls to the strongest cities. Laken could rule the world with the curve of her lips.


  She could have been here with me—for her I’d take up residency on Paragon where I truly belong. But she nailed my heart to this hell the moment she chose him over me.


  Speaking of the devil, an arm floats into the picture. Cooper Flander’s shit-eating grin appears as he nuzzles into her from behind.


  Coop and I were friends once upon a time. That was back when I believed in the lies fed to me by my father, by the greedy world of Counts who cared more about their standing than they ever did anybody’s life, including my own, including Laken’s.


  Her face lights up as her eyelids flutter. I wave my hand over the wet world, and the globe returns to its natural state, bobbing in a sea of clear blue liquid. My blood boils as I try to erase the visual from my mind, their tangled limbs, their naked bodies ready to conjoin as one. As much as it pains me to see them together, I hold tight to the prophecy that was gifted to me many years ago. Laken will once again stand by my side. The kiss we shared can attest to that. You can’t fake passion, and Laken brought every bit as much as I did. Unless, of course, that was the moment, and it’s come and gone all too soon. I shake the thought away. I won’t believe it. Laken will be mine. I’ve no doubt about this.


  Footsteps head in this direction. Chloe. I sigh before turning around. She’s beautiful in her own right. A bitch on heels. Tall, dark, and hot as all hell, but she still isn’t the one for me—even if she is carrying my child. I’m working on loving her. I’ll have to in order to achieve my goals. She already claims to love me, but I’m guessing it’s more of a compulsory adoration than something organic born of lust and yearning.


  “Are you ready for the surprise?” Her voice shrills off the stone walls.


  “Ready as I’ll ever be.”


  Chloe links her arm in mine and walks me upstairs through the long, cold hall to the door just down from our bedroom. She’s been decorating the nursery for weeks now and hasn’t let me set foot in it until this moment.


  “Close your eyes.”


  I do as I’m told while she leads me deep into the heart of the oversized bedroom. This space, right here, will soon be filled with the blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh. Dominion will be achieved through Chloe and I. Skyla and Gage all but forfeited the effort, and now the family line will be propagated forever through me. Laken and the memories of who we were lay over my heart like a bruise. I’m hoping in some twisted way my child will soften her to me, after all, it should have been our child.


  “Open!” Chloe hops up and down like a schoolgirl while I do a neat sweep with my eyes. An off-white crib and matching cradle sit off to one side. A twin-size wicker bed adorned with a pink-checkered canopy lies on the opposite end of the room. There’s a simple dresser and a desk that looks as if it’s seen better days.


  “And what if it’s a boy?”


  “Is that all you have to say?” She squawks, making her way to the bed and bouncing over the mattress. “It’s going to be a girl. I can feel it in my bones. She’s going to be beautiful.” Her hand rounds over her slightly swollen belly.


  “But will she be kind?” I head over and take a seat next to her, placing my hand over hers.


  “Who the hell cares? She’s going to be powerful. Half Celestra, half Fem. There will be no one like her before or after. She’s going to rule the Nephilim people. There isn’t anything she can’t do.”


  “I agree.” I swoop down and kiss her stomach. “I love you,” I whisper with a genuine affection I haven’t felt since Laken.


  Chloe tenses. I’ve yet to say those words to her, and although she doesn’t expect to hear them anytime soon, I’m sensing she’s hopeful. She’s uttered the sentiment to me a few times, followed up with my brother’s name, of course.


  “Where did you manage to pick this up?” We’re not exactly living in a metropolitan area flooded with furniture stores on every corner. And, like most things associated with Chloe, I’m sensing trouble.


  “The cradle and crib were mine. That bitch of a mother refused to give it to me, so I had Brody steal it from the storage unit they housed it in. The cradle will be in our room for the first solid year. That way you can have easy access to the twerp during its midnight screaming sessions.”


  “Twerp?”


  “I don’t plan on bonding for the first five years. Once she goes off to school, I’m sure she’ll be deeply missed.”


  “School?” I close my eyes a moment trying to evaluate what exactly I’ve gotten myself into. “Chloe, we live in the Transfer, to which you are bound. Don’t count on this child having an ordinary life.”


  “We can ship her off to that twisted boarding school—”


  “No. Ephemeral is out of the question. I’ll raise her. You can catch all the shuteye you want. I’ll take the midnight feedings, the daytime feedings, hell, I’ll do it all.” I might even head to the surface and raise her on Paragon myself. But I don’t share that with Chloe. No use in rattling her nerves. The thought of living down here alone sends her into a tirade. I’m her only saving grace, and, perhaps in time, this child will be, too. “And this rickety bed? Which seven year old girl did you swipe this from?”


  She pitches her head back and laughs. Her dark eyes sparkle a dangerous shade, the color of evil shadows at midnight. In a frightening way, Chloe is a lovely sight.


  “Let’s just say I picked this up at a garage sale over at the Landon hovel.” She bounces hard on the bed. “Your brother has broken in this mattress a time or two. I’m keeping it for sentimental reasons.”


  “Thanks for the heads up.” I’ll be sure to haul a new mattress down here, first chance I get. “So this is Skyla’s bed.” I shake my head. “The obsession never ends, does it, Chloe?”


  “Sometimes the best revenge isn’t evicting someone from their own life, it’s stepping into it as if it were meant for you all along.”


  My brother comes to mind, and a dull smile glides over my face.


  “Sometimes the most ridiculous things come out of your mouth, and sometimes, Chloe, it’s gospel.” I clap my hand gently over her thigh and give it a slight squeeze.


  “That’s what I like about you, Wes. You never hesitate to call me on my bullshit—my genius either. It feels good to be appreciated.”


  A simple moment glides by as Chloe stares straight down into my soul, and I wonder if this could ever truly lead anywhere. But her heart cries for Gage just as strong as mine cries for Laken. Our restless hearts struggle to survive in this false haven we’ve created for ourselves. I don’t know how I’ll survive without Laken.


  “The ferry is due in any minute.” I rattle her hand. “We’d better get going. We have guests to greet.”


  A slow smile bleeds across her face as her eyes glaze over with the prospect of what this means for the both of us.


  “We do, don’t we?”
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  Paragon weeps for better days gone by. Celestra has proven useless, impervious to putting a dent in the Countenance rule. The Steel Barricade is shaping up to be all I hoped it would and then some.


  Chloe huddles underneath the umbrella with me as we wait on the dock for our guests to arrive. Her clamorous perfume reminds me of chamomile disrupted with the stench of vodka. Chloe doesn’t drink, especially now, but her panache for wildly expensive perfume that smells like a sidewalk derelict astounds me. Hopefully our child, our daughter—if I can wrap my head around that, will take after me, after Laken by some miracle. I’ve thought of modifying genetics to make her look like the woman I truly love but have decided to let the DNA chips fall where they may. If it is a girl, she’ll be beautiful no doubt. Besides, dabbling in genetic destinies is my father’s area of expertise. If I’m anything, I’m nothing like him. The more Laken sees that I’m differentiating myself from his evil highness, the sooner she’ll come back to me, and I have no doubt she will. Laken and I are ingrained over one another’s souls. What we had in Cider Plains was magic, and neither Coop, nor my father can take that away from us. Once I gift Demetri a grandchild with the Celestra by my side, perhaps he’ll gift me something in return—the heart of the woman I love.


  “Where are they?” Chloe shifts from foot to foot in her high-heeled boots as the throngs disperse from the ferry. A sea of black umbrellas bob toward the parking lot. I scan the crowd until I spot the goof escorting them.


  “Right there.”


  “But that’s Tad—Skyla’s idiot stepfather.” Chloe looks as if she might be sick. “Oh, Wesley. Your plan to take down all of humanity rides on the shoulders of that illiterate buffoon? You’re either mad or a genius.”


  “Perhaps a touch of both.” I nod as he and the couple he’s with head in this direction.


  “Greg? Is that you?” He looks from me to Chloe. “Cee Cee Bishop, right? Ha! You’ve both done time squatting at the Landon lap of luxury, haven’t you? Now get out of the way, I’ve got a couple of very important persons I’m escorting to Althorpe headquarters.”


  “The Paragon Palms Resort.” I nod to the tall man by Tad’s side with broad shoulders, a lantern-jawed face, no smile. He’s serious as shit, and I like it that way. The woman is cold, dead eyes, red hair, dry, tight lips that don’t bother with a friendly gesture. She’s too busy scouring the premises to notice me.


  “I’ll be taking over from here,” I say, dismissing Skyla’s stepfather of his duties to the Barricade, albeit he’s currently unaware of them altogether. A dizzy blonde bops up from behind, slipping in her too-tall, hot pink heels, trying to shield her hair with her jacket. “Why don’t you assist my aunt in getting home? I’m afraid she’ll catch her death.” I give a bleak smile at the thought. Technically Isis is my father’s niece, so I’m not entirely sure what that qualifies her as in my life, but, nevertheless, I want them both gone.


  “No way, no how,” he crows. “We’re in a hurry. No offense, but you’ve always been sort of a boat anchor. This is my game, and I’m not about to let you score a shot without me.”


  “I said now.”


  Something in him stills. “All right, Greg. But just this once.” He leans in. “That Morley guy said I’d be doing a hand off to someone big.” He slaps me over the shoulder. “About time you got a real job. I always knew you’d amount to more than some pinhead at the bowling alley. I’ll see you back at the house. I’ve got a fifty-dollar bonus for getting these goons to home turf. It’s going to be a rib-eye kind of night. Bone in, if you know what I mean.” He pats his stomach. “I’ll be sure to pick up some ground round and a pack of hot dogs for the rest of you. I’m in a generous mood.” He cuts a sly glance to the blonde juggling her tits in front of him.


  “Why, hello, Mr. Generous.” Isis wraps herself around him like the serpent she is. “I’m feeling a little generous myself,” she mewls into his ear as they drift off.


  The rain lightens a bit as the stone-faced couple examines the landscape around us. A nest of lightning erupts in the distance, hovering over Devil’s Peak as it forms a crown of thorns. A heartbreaking scream shrills out over the island with a marked cry of pain.


  Chloe tips her chin in that general direction, and instinctually I recognize it as Skyla’s voice rising in the distance.


  Chloe nods to me as if to affirm this theory. If Skyla is locked in that much anguish, it can only mean one thing.


  I cast a glance toward the raging sea and wonder what exactly has become of my brother.


  Chloe manufactures a smile for the agents before us. “Chloe Bishop.” She wastes no time in extending a hand to each of them.


  “Wesley Edinger.” I smile at the deformed moniker. “Can I see some identification? It’s just a formality.”


  They flash matching silver badges, each with the official stamp of the federal government.


  Chloe steps in. The wickedness she wears like a jewel shines through her soulless eyes.


  “Agent Moser and Agent Killion, it’s nice to finally meet you.” She reads their names laboriously slow—the irony dripping off her lips like honey. “I hear you specialize in housewives who lean toward hysterics.”


  Crap. Why the hell did I let Pandora out of the box, again?


  Agent Killion, the red headed witch that looks as if she’s lopped off a pair of balls or two, smirks at the idea.


  “Agent Moser and I specialize in paranormal events.” She casts an accusatory glance at the island.


  Chloe swallows her laughter. “Well, then, let me be the first to assure you, you’ve come to the right place.” She cuts a private smile. “Agent Moser, Agent Killion—welcome to Paragon.”
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