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        “There is no peace,” says the Lord, “for the wicked.”

        —Isaiah 48:22 (NIV)
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          Skyla
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      Darkness has enveloped me.

      The world, once young and bright, has lost its vigor, the borders of which have become grievous and tenebrous. There is no greater ache, no sharper deception than to see the one who holds your heart—holds the blade with which to kill you. It is a nightmare within a nightmare to learn the soul you melded over your own is the one who looks to destroy everything you hold near and dear. There is no greater agony than to have the scales fall from your eyes and reveal the one you grafted your life to has been the one to fear all along.

      Heartbreak. It comes in acres when the blade delivered to your chest was thrust by the one you love the most.

      Heartbreak brings you to your knees, forcing you to worship at the foot of its throne. It presses over you with its sword and demands you bow your head in submission. It lances open your chest. It steals your beating heart before pressing your nose in a pool of your own blood in an effort to extinguish the breath from your lungs.

      Heartbreak is a dangerous game that never lets you win.

      But I will find the strength to lift my head one last time. I will see the world around me for what it is, scrubbed free of life’s grand illusions, nothing but the stark-naked truth. I will rise to my feet, snatch back my heart, wipe the blood from my face, and step out into an unknowable future with or without you.

      Time, death, and heartbreak have braided themselves into a noose that you lovingly slipped around my neck. You placed me on the pedestal of your heart, then kicked the chair out from underneath me when I least expected it.

      It was born from love, this unending ache you’ve gifted me. It was because you loved me that you burned my world to cinder. It was all of your affection poured over my head, scalding and blistering, that caused me to lose my grasp on what I needed to hold onto most. It was from the deepest chamber of your heart from which you drew the sharpest sword. Your love proved potent and dangerous—a toxin in my midst, slowly administered into my veins through each one of your kisses. Your love fell over my world like the blackest night, the hottest flame that hell could ever offer.

      You love me. You do.

      I have incinerated under the careful supervision of your all-consuming affection.

      You may have cut the world from underneath me, but I will never let you win.

      My wish come true has become my biggest curse.

      Your wish come true, your greatest horror.

      But you are not the savior our people need. That role was filled long ago.

      You wear a paper crown. He wears one made of gold.

      You lead our people to everlasting destruction.

      He leads us to everlasting life.

      He paid. He reigns. We win.

      He is robed in majesty.

      Resurrection awaits those who dare to believe.

      All hail the King.
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            Hell on Earth

          

          Skyla
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      There have been moments in my life when it felt as if I were dying. There have been moments in my life where I wish I could have plunged the knife into my own chest. Death has never been a stranger to me. The Grim Reaper never farther than a breath. The certainty of the afterlife has never done much to quell the feeling of doom and dread that comes with the fact a loved one has been disconnected from their body. Who would have thought that the reverse—a resurrection of the ages—could have brought me such mortal grief?

      The water rides up over my white gossamer gown as I sit tucked among the jagged rocks at the base of Devil’s Peak. My mother took my wings but left the ethereal accoutrement as a reminder I suppose. No sooner did I float safely to the bottom of this hellish cliff side I so daringly dove off of, than my wings evaporated, along with those electric blue butterflies surrounding me like illuminated confetti. It was a magical scene, my powers so quickly restored after a drought of almost a year. The more I bedded the enemy, the faster they diminished.

      But that’s all in the past, I think to myself as I stare vacantly into the ocean as the waves bathe in a river of moonlight.

      “Skyla!” Logan calls to me from a distance as he makes his way down the rocky cliff. But there’s not one part of me that has the strength to answer him, to turn and greet him like the old me would have done. Every last part of who I was prior to this demonic evening has dissolved along with the illusion of everything I thought I knew—it dissolved right along with the people I believed I could trust with my living soul.

      I take in a deep lungful of ozone-rich Paragon fog while doing my best to usher from my mind the events that have transpired earlier this evening. It’s too painful, too incomprehensible to believe anything that has happened in the last few months, let alone the last few hours. I don’t want to think about the horrors of what my new reality brings.

      Gage and his wicked transformation feel soluble in every sense. Who he’s become and what he’s done are nothing more than the esoteric rantings of a madman. His new reality is nothing but an echo of a demon’s voice without a tangible vessel to produce the sound. It is smoke and mirrors. It has to be.

      This new version of Gage is nothing at all like the solid, fire over stone, palpable, warm-bodied, warm-hearted version he once was. This new rendition is nothing more than a puff of smoke ready to choke out the world. He already choked mine. This new adaptation, the one born of a wicked nobility, is nothing more than what Logan suspected Fems were from the beginning—a ball of hate-filled air. That is what Gage Oliver has reduced himself to, perhaps what he’s been all along—a ball of hate-filled air.

      But I don’t want to think about Gage or anything he’s done. Give me the here and now, this moment with my legs dipped into the icy brine of the sea, the hard granite beneath me cold as a tomb. I want to feel the chill in the air, feel the sting of the fog as it burns my lungs like fire. I want to hold my little boys, my angels’ happy bodies, feel their heft and their girth. Feel the carpet of the Landon house under my feet. Taste Emily’s delicious pancakes while the boys indulge in their own. I want to run my fingers over the bark of the evergreens that line this island like guardians and feel the sand of Silent Cove between my toes. Grip my hands over the steering wheel of the Mustang. Run my finger over the Eye of Refuge around my neck that has proven to be no refuge at all. Give me something real I can touch and feel, probe with my finger and hold over my tongue like a communion wafer. Take from me this evil vapor that my husband has become. Make him go away. Make him disappear. Have the grave open up twice in one lifetime and swallow him whole like it should have done the first time.

      He is not real. He is not the Gage Oliver I had known and loved. It is a cruel injustice for him to parade around in that familiar coat of flesh and those heated flames he calls eyes already pinned on another woman. His belly filled with the flesh of my people.

      “Skyla!” Logan comes upon me quickly, panting out of breath, his skin illuminated from the trip down the cliff.

      He offers a hand, but I hop to my feet without his assistance. Accepting a hand from others has been one of my greatest downfalls. I have learned the hard way that there are none that I can count on, no one I can fully trust. Not even Logan. Especially not Gage.

      “I have to go.” My feet quickly move me from the rocky crags to the dirt lot with expedited speed and Logan promptly follows. I find his hand connected to mine, but every last inch of me is numb and frozen. He could have removed my hand and I wouldn’t have known the difference. I pull myself free from his grasp. “I have to get out of here. I need to crawl out of my head. I need to fix the mess that my life has become. I have to fix this for my people.” Every manic thought swirls through my head at once. Never have I felt so inspired and frustrated all at the same time. Never have I felt the need to both kill and heal simultaneously. There is so much destruction I am determined to achieve—so much rebuilding, redrafting, and resurrecting of my own that I will move supernatural mountains to make happen. And I will.

      My people, Celestra, will stand tall once again as the victors. The Fems might be on the winning side of the celestial fence at the moment, but I will fight tooth and nail to make sure their moment of glory extinguishes like a flame at the bottom of the ocean. The struggle will not be mine; it will be theirs.

      My supernatural abilities enliven within me, and soon I’m racing my way back to the highway with minimal effort.

      “Skyla, wait!” Logan calls after me. But I don’t plan on waiting for anyone ever again. All that waiting, all that trusting landed my people in the hot seat—and all of Noster nearly extinct. My God, people are dead because of my negligence.

      Soon enough, Logan is shoulder to shoulder with me, breathless, panting as he struggles to keep up. Logan belongs to Celestra as well. He was the one that fate, also known as my mother, had delineated for me to begin with. And had I followed dear old wicked Mom’s advice in love, I could have avoided having to deal with Faction war after Faction war.

      My sons bounce through my mind once again and I cradle them there. Nathan and Barron just turned two. It’s their birthday, or it was Nathan’s and mine yesterday. Today it’s Barron’s and his father’s.

      My heart lurches as I push Gage right back out of my mind. It’s the boys who are, in fact, the cornerstone of my existence at the moment. I couldn’t imagine a life without them. So no matter how much I want to decry Gage Oliver as my biggest mistake—and dear God up in heaven, he is exactly that—I can never wish we didn’t happen. And knowing how much blood is on my hands makes what happened between us feel all that much more wrong.

      “Skyla? What’s going on?” Logan snatches up my hand and threads his fingers through mine before I can stop him. And judging by that death grip of his, he’s not letting go anytime soon. “Your nightgown is all wet. Let me take you home.”

      It takes all of my strength to yank back my hand as I stop abruptly on the road and watch as Logan sails on without me from sheer momentum. He finally jogs to a stop about a block away before backtracking at a lightning clip.

      That elongated dimple of his goes off as the moon makes his eyes glow a deep shade of citrine. Logan Oliver has always been a dirty blond god, emphasis on the dirty. It’s not his fault he’s handsome to a fault. We tried to make it work in high school by way of using Gage as a cover so that the Fems wouldn’t kill me. But it was the Fems’ plan all along to have me with Gage, bear his children, and hand over my people on a silver celestial platter. However, Logan and I were married briefly after the first Faction war. And when I say briefly, I mean for all of three days. But it was heaven and perhaps the purest moment of my life outside of any time I spend with my children.

      “This isn’t a nightgown.” My chest bucks as I look down at the illuminated fabric clinging to my skin. “It’s a wedding dress.” That’s an outright lie, but my mouth chose those words over the truth. In reality, it’s nothing more than a Halloween costume. A flimsy toga that I chose not to wear on that fateful Halloween night Gage swiped the celestial rug out from underneath my people. Instead, I dressed like a superhero and ended up being anything but.

      “Wedding dress?” Logan takes a half step back. “You did it? You married Gage,” he says it mostly to himself, stunned. His chest expands as wide as a football field with his next breath. Logan is clearly floored that I’d side so intimately once again with the man who just finished eviscerating my people. “Okay then.” He winces as he inspects me in this dim light. “Why don’t you go be with him? Take a honeymoon. I’ll help watch the boys. You deserve it,” he says it so soft it’s hardly a whisper as if he were actually happy for me, but the fact he’s inadvertently glaring my way suggests anything but.

      I lunge forward and grip him by the shirt. “I’ll be watching the boys while Gage goes on his honeymoon—with Chloe.”

      My feet pick up their frenetic motion once again as I head down the dark, damp highway, but Logan quickly catches up and stops me. The two of us stand there a moment, our chests heaving as we take in vats of crystalline Paragon fog.

      “What did you just say?” He touches the back of his hand to my cheek as if checking for a fever. “Did you hit your head on those rocks?” His voice hikes up an octave and I can tell he’s reaching his boiling point. I’m not sure he knows exactly why.

      “Ask your nephew the same question,” I roar as I turn back toward the road ahead, the mist swirling around us like a band of curious poltergeists.

      “Skyla,” Logan says my name sharp like a reprimand. “Are you fucking with me?”

      My chest bucks in lieu of a laugh. A horrible sound claws from my throat, something between a scream and a howl and Logan collapses his arms around me in one aggressive move.

      “Oh God, Skyla.”

      “No, don’t.” I push him away. “I can’t do this. I can’t think straight, Logan. I went all the way to that demonic plane his father gifted him and he didn’t choose me!” I riot into the night. “He chose Chloe Fucking Bishop!” I hop backward, my entire body in full submission to my rage. “He could have had me! My mother was gifting him the keys to the kingdom, Logan!” My voice lances through the pristine silence only the early hours of the morning can afford and a peacock screams in the distance. “I was there.” A cold sweat breaks out over my body all at once. “The throne room was glistening like a jewel—roses everywhere.” I shake my head in disbelief and I begin to settle down, my gaze lost in the woods across the way. “I went there to marry him. Our sweet baby girl Sage was there, Demetri and Wesley, too. Gage stepped toward the altar looking dapper.” I beat my fist to my chest in hopes to stop my heart. “So alarmingly handsome.” I take a simple breath as I recall that last moment in which I thought we could be real. “Marshall came with me and so did Chloe. She wore the dress they buried her in and I marveled at the irony. It was going to be like a second funeral for her to witness the holy union, a binding covenant between Gage and me. It should have been the final one we’d ever need.” It all comes back to me, so painfully clear—not just the serene, surreal surroundings, but the way I felt, so much hope, so much love for the soul I was willing to walk away from my people for. I look back to Logan with heavy eyes. “He said his vows and then he took Chloe’s hand. The rest is history.”

      “Skyla.” Logan pulls me in, shaking me slightly as if to wake me. “It’s not true. Gage would never do that.”

      My mouth opens as the fog filters in, flirting with my tongue, ready to choke the life out of me if I let it. I look past Logan toward Devil’s Peak, my gaze penetrating right through this night and back to that wicked realm Demetri gifted his wicked son.

      “It’s true, Logan. Gage’s own words were that he chose Chloe. Demetri finished out the ceremony and Gage took Chloe into a glass enclosure that had nothing but a bed strewn with roses. They consummated their union as walls of fire ignited around them. I stood in their midst, my heart burning right along with those walls. He did it, Logan.” A single tear scorches my cheek as it rolls its way down. “Gage Oliver took my people and my heart and burned them both to cinder. Gage and I will never be again. He belongs to her now.” I fall into a thick, catatonic state, gazing out into the nothingness of the fog, my thoughts pleasantly vacant and my heart comfortably numb.

      Logan yanks his hand from mine. “Shit,” he roars so loud it pulls me right back to reality and I watch as he kicks the dirt under his feet, picks up a stone and hurls it into the woods. “That fucking asshole,” he thunders, growling and writhing. I can see his soul squirming under his skin as he struggles to process what I’ve just told him. “I gave him everything,” he pants the words out in a whisper. “It’s Demetri, Skyla. He’s got to be behind this somehow. Gage would never willingly—”

      “Gage is gone.” My words ring out like a gunshot. “He died the night of the boys’ first birthday party as far as I’m concerned. I don’t want to think about what’s happened since. It’s too crushing. It’s pressing against me with the weight of the planet, and I can’t breathe.”

      It’s too much for me to deal with. The betrayal Gage has executed will have to be swallowed down in bite-sized pieces. There is one thing I can do in hopes to right this runaway train, and that’s exactly what I’m on my way to accomplish. As much as I cannot stand what Gage has done, a part of me agrees with Logan. Gage would never willingly— And that’s the unfinished sentence only my heart can complete.

      Words I will never speak.

      Deep down, I will fight to clean the grime off of the man who was once my husband.

      Actions that no one must know.

      This morbid desire must be hidden from the world to a degree. Fighting Gage and loving him will only lead to madness. Right now I need to pick a lane, and it just so happens to be the one that doesn’t include Gage Oliver.

      Logan steps in, his breath materializing in white papery plumes.

      “Let me take you home, Skyla. Better yet, leave the boys with your mother for the night. Come to Whitehorse with me.” He gently takes up my hand and reels me in as he tries to convince me to haunt that beautiful house he built for us. Logan is a master of comforting me in my greatest hour of need. And ironically, he is always the road that leads to my next greatest hour of need. And still, a debate on whether or not I should go rages within me.

      The neighing of a horse comes from the woods and this time I’m not startled or frightened of what we’ll find. I know very well what we will see.

      “My sister.” It comes from me lackluster as Logan and I head into the woods. The evergreens spray their elongated shadows among the silver spears of moonlight penetrating the forest. The scent of raw earth and night dew permeates our senses.

      “Rory?” I call out. Her relation to me was revealed to me back on that horrible night, that horrible Halloween night—an irony considering it really was an All Hallows’ Evil night. Logan was apprised of her presence while she was haunting me for the better part of last year, and then I filled him in on who she really was after both she and my mother exposed me to the truth.

      It turns out, Rory was the first biological child my father and mother conceived. My mother miscarried early on, and Rory went on to eternity without ever experiencing the sorrows that Earth has to offer. But her soul was bitter. She claims to have been the one Celestra needed. It did not please her that I, the second in line, was gifted such an honor.

      According to my sister, my mother had stripped her birthright. Rory claimed the tragedy that embroiled her was exclusively our mother’s fault—our mother, after all, is the keeper of destinies. Our mother, Candace Messenger, however, had a different spin on it, as she usually does. In her eyes, it was far from her doing. She claims she does not have the power to gift life or death. Rory was dismissed by the Almighty’s hand, not Candace’s doing in the least. I suppose the truth might straddle somewhere in the middle—a fine line of right and wrong. I’m not sure whose truth cuts closer to the godly bone, and that’s exactly why I chose and still choose to stay out of it.

      “Rory?” Logan calls out, and his voice echoes back to us like a warm embrace.

      The braying increases with intensity, the whinnying, the crying of the poor beast all that much more urgent.

      Logan points to the right and a spastic white flicker catches our attention. We run over and spot the enormous white steed with a noose around its neck, the rope hooked up on an elevated bough. Poor thing. The horse indeed looks to be Shaddai, the ethereal horse that stands taller than any Clydesdale. My mother said the horse once belonged to her while both the glorious equine and she were living. And unfortunately, my mother was riding the beautiful beast the same afternoon she miscarried my sister. I’m not sure Rory has forgiven Shaddai or my mother ever since.

      The fog filters in around us, unfurling as thick as batting as if Paragon itself were the underbelly of an enormous quilt. I can almost feel the needle bouncing over my head as loving hands move with determination to entomb us inside of this mess we live in, forever.

      “I don’t see her,” I pant as I try to catch the end of the rope gyrating through the air like a whip. “Rory?” I call out one last time but nothing.

      The horse bucks and pulls back with all his might at the sound of her name and the noose tightens all the more. His eyes bulge as if he were about to enter the death throes, as if he were real. Despite the fact, this is either one phantasm putting on a spectacular show or somehow this beast has managed to come to life. And judging by the way he looks less transparent and far more solid and opaque, I’m betting on the latter.

      His hind legs buck violently as the distressed horse struggles to free himself, cinching the noose with every writhing move.

      “Logan, we have to help him. Do something.”

      The beast lets out a strangled roar and Logan wastes no time in climbing the evergreen and using his shoe to help ease the pressure between the noose and the poor creature’s neck. The horse jerks while shaking himself free and falls onto his hind legs with his head to the sky, his hair wild and free.

      A jag of lightning flares overhead like a crack in the night as if exposing the brightness of heaven just on the other side.

      Logan hops down and gives a crooked grin. “I follow orders.”

      “I see that,” I say, stepping on the tip of the rope before handing it to him. “And believe me, I’m impressed.” I look into Logan Oliver’s beautiful eyes and mourn everything we once were. How foolishly everything went astray. We were full of good intentions, but it was all a jumbled mess in the end. “I need you to follow another order. Take this beast back to my mother where he belongs.”

      “Come with me.” He doesn’t miss a beat, his eyes still magnetized to mine as if he were afraid I would bolt—and he should be, because I will.

      “Not a chance,” I say, my heart is already set on where I’m determined to go. “The last thing I want is to hear my mother say I told you so.”

      The sky illuminates once again in an entire web of light, and I tick my head back and roar at the woman who is at the helm of this insanity. And I do not for a minute doubt that my mother is in control.

      “It is Gage and Chloe’s wedding night!” My voice rubs raw as the words claw their way to the sky. The disbelief shines right through my voice and ignites a pall over Paragon, this haunted island Gage and I have called home for as long as we’ve known one another.

      Logan strides over after securing the steed safely to a tree. He stops just shy of me, his legs set in a defiant stance, his arms folded over his chest, that look of anger, of outright disappointment in his eyes, and yet not one ounce of it is for me.

      No, for me I feel nothing but his love permeating the night, radiating through time and space—and I’m terrified of it. After that psychotic display tonight, it’s safe to say I haven’t been lucky when it comes to matters of the heart. For so long I held love in my hand like a candle—only to discover its warm wax was nothing but an illusion. And now my world is burning because of my incessant desire to prove it was whole and right. Others tried to warn me. Chloe of all people.

      Did Logan try to warn me about Gage, too? He did in the end, but by then it was all too late. I had already coiled myself so comfortably in the rope the enemy had set out to subdue me with. I was tied and bound and happily so at that. I was content in my ignorance, never wanting to believe for a moment the enemy could be so cunning, and yet I saw the writing on the wall. It wasn’t even a secret to me. The enemy was hard at work. This much I knew was true.

      But the true deception came from Gage, the fact he swore he could love me through this horror we had ensnared ourselves in. And now I’m left to wonder if it was all a part of the plan right from the beginning. Those visions he had for so long, nothing but a lie, a subtle manipulation that I bought into so willingly. He was never a Levatio to begin with. And that’s the thing. I will never truly know what Gage was thinking.

      I look to Logan, forlorn. And it pains me to say I have never understood Logan all that much either.

      “Where are you going, Skyla?” It comes from him dark, demanding.

      “I’m going to right all the wrongs, Logan. And I don’t give a damn about your nephew.”

      “Good.” His eyes flare like amber flames. “I’m not sure I do either.”

      My cheek flinches as if he struck me. It’s sacrilegious to think of Logan without a heart for Gage. But then, it’s sacrilegious for Gage to have knocked my feet out from under me, to have killed my people, and to have made Chloe Bishop his bride.

      It would have been sacrilegious once for me to think that I am determined to make him pay. But he will pay. And so will she.

      Gage has become the heretic his true father has always wanted. My worst nightmare is Demetri Edinger’s dream scenario. A job well done for wickedness. My downfall, his elation.

      The horse whinnies into the night, fog pluming from his nostrils like smoke from a dragon, and I nod over to him. “Get that beast where he belongs. I have something I need to take care of.”

      “Take care of what you need to.” Logan bows his head a moment before bouncing back up to look at me. “You are not alone, Skyla. Don’t push me away. We are on the very same side.”

      “It’s not a coin, Logan. There is far too much geometry involved for that. You, me—Gage. We’re all so multifaceted in our beliefs, our wants, our desires we’ve slipped off the edge a long time ago. We’ve confused ourselves into believing the lies others have fed us, and in the end, the lies we fed ourselves were just as dangerous. We’re not children anymore. We are not pawns anymore either. We have one serious body count on our hands and the toll only seems to climb. If Gage has his way, it won’t end anytime soon. And if you and I can’t stop him, we’ll join the bloody heap ourselves.”

      I step forward against my better judgment and pull Logan into a hard embrace, stealing a moment to feel the girth of his rock-solid frame and take in the faint scent of his familiar cologne.

      I’m so close to losing it. The river of tears that’s threatening to unleash thumps hard underneath my lids as his arms wrap tightly around my body. It feels secure like this in his arms, safe, the way my celestial mother insists it should have been all along, and the thought alone sends me sailing out of his arms and back onto the road.

      “Get that horse back where it belongs,” I call out as I race as fast as I can down the long, slick tongue of Paragon highway.

      My Celestra strength demands to kick in, but I won’t let it this time. The truth is, I need this moment to myself, a few solid minutes to grieve all that was lost. It was supposed to be my wedding night to the love of my life, and instead, the night belongs to Chloe Bloody Bishop.

      How did life morph to such an incomprehensible nightmare?

      An anguished howl emits from me as the tears I’ve been holding back for so long unleash. Chloe Bishop is having the night of her life with my husband of all people. Gage has been her singular obsession for as long as I’ve known her. I’d bet good money she climaxed as soon as he touched his hand to hers at the ceremony. And to think she had me so very fooled. She didn’t wear that yellow dress tonight to represent her second funeral. It was Chloe’s true resurrection. The funeral was mine.

      An unwanted montage of the two of them unfolds in my mind. Chloe’s bronzed skin, her perky tits pointed up at him with anticipation. I have seen Chloe in the buff enough times to know what she looks like sans the stitches, and now I’m regretting ever laying eyes on her at all. I can picture his rock-hard body falling over hers. Those long stems she calls legs gleefully wrapping around his torso. Her hands demanding he touch her everywhere all at once.

      Chloe is greedy.

      Give her one Gage Oliver inch and she will steal a mile. But tonight she doesn’t have to steal anything. It’s all hers for the taking.

      I’d wonder if it were all a farce—but I was assured that the throne room would burst into flames as soon as Gage and I consummated our union—of course, that never happened. The Gage and me part. Instead, it took place with Chloe, and that entire dominion was blazing when I left. Gage didn’t consummate anything with me. It was Chloe he was plunging into. The thought of that body I loved so thoroughly—and I know every last inch of Gage’s mortal and resurrected body well, I’ve mapped it out with my tongue more times than I can number—the thought of him touching her, doing those intimate things we used to do with her of all people makes my stomach churn, and I retch at the thought.

      My mind insists on delving further as I see his tongue gliding over her body, easy as a snake skimming over water, taking his time while he buries kisses between her cinnamon-colored thighs. I envision him going at it with zest, his head shaking side to side as if he couldn’t get enough of her putrid taste. An image of him impaling her with his most prized member while Chloe screams out in ecstasy is a knife in the gut and this time I stumble to the side of the road and vomit up the contents of my stomach. Birthday cake and Gage’s stale kisses all purge from my body, leaving the bitter taste of bile.

      Another cry shrills from me, harrowingly loud as it rips through my throat. My feet start in slowly again as I try to push myself toward my destination, but I can’t turn off the show. Chloe with her mouth so eager to please—on her knees, filling her every orifice with everything Gage is willing to thrust her way. I can feel her unbridled passion reverberating through the universe as unabashed joy, ecstasy beyond measure.

      How is this possible? How is Chloe opening her legs and having Gage Oliver voluntarily fall inside? He must be possessed. I can think of no other explanation.

      The Gage who was resurrected cannot be the man who loved me all those years. He detested Chloe. He outright hated her. My God, how could he even get it up for that beast? None of it makes sense. None of it feels real and yet, there they are, the nonstop porno infiltrating my mind like a sexually transmitted disease determined to eat at my gray matter.

      Gage grinds away at her. Chloe’s heavy lids are unable to open as her body gyrates back and forth, hard and vulgar. This isn’t your sweet lovemaking my mind is berating me with. This is hardcore triple X porn that would and should be illegal in all fifty states. Chloe is diving her mouth, her fingers into every one of his orifices, pressing his knees apart as she splits him and makes a meal out of her most favorite dessert. Those tree trunks he calls legs, those muscular biceps, his oven hot chest—those all belong to me.

      Whoever this demon is who took over doesn’t have the right to give away what’s mine as if it were a cheap imitation. Gage is being defiled in the worst way, and I cannot stop it. The horror of it all is the fact that Gage seemingly initiated the action himself. He is slaughtering me with every thrust, every speck of lust he has for Chloe Bishop. He’s traded good for evil, day for night—what could have been with what should never have been allowed to be a thought.

      I believed our love was tangible, a boulder that not even God could move turned out to be soluble, a vapor in the wind.

      My face, chest, and legs are drenched with my heated tears by the time I crest Paragon Estates. I take the back entry and pass by Nicolas Haver’s house—Nicolas who Gage himself put a bullet through, ending his life so abruptly. Demetri’s haunted mansion stands proud and firm, each window lit up with a peachy glow in this early hour of the morning as if it were mocking me.

      I want to stop. I want to climb up that hill and tear the place down board by board. It is the last place I saw the version of Gage I knew. It’s the exact venue where the boys’ first birthday was held—the masquerade ball Demetri saw fit to throw. Gage was decapitated there that night. I’d like to think that was the real version of him, but after everything that’s transpired, I don’t know what to believe.

      Had he been in on this from the start? Had he been a stumbling block in my path at every turn? His end game was getting the boys and stealing my seat in the heavenlies. A Fem can never be trusted. Perhaps that’s why he masqueraded as a Levatio?

      But my feet refuse me the pleasure of tearing my way through Demetri’s oversized home. Instead, they carry me right through the winding roads of the estates until I find myself on an all too familiar street, my own. I bypass my true destination and come to a stumbling finish once I hit the old Walsh house. That’s all it will ever be to me. It will never be my true home. Technically, it was purchased with my inheritance money, but that’s simply a legal tangle at this juncture that Gage and I will have to work out.

      The structure itself refuses any of the moon’s light. It’s unbearably dark. The white paneling looks destitute and run-down in this dim light. The red door holds an unfriendly hue of bloodied crimson. That’s his home now. It’s where Gage has been residing since Halloween. Less than four hours ago, I believed this would be my official home today. I believed Gage and I would pull into the driveway with the boys and make all of my happy homemaker dreams come true. I had already lost so much and I was willing to sacrifice the rest for him.

      The rushing water of the Harrisons’ massive fountain from across the street draws me back to the present. I take a few steps to the left and glare at my in-laws’ house. I should have known purchasing a home directly next door to my mother-in-law, who cannot stand me, was a very bad omen.

      I squint over at their home and note that Emma and Barron’s downstairs lights are on and I wonder why at this hour, and then I remember that Kresley is staying with them. Her baby boy, Eli, is just about four months old now. Wesley spent all of last year spraying his seed over any and everyone. Both Laken and Kres had his children on the same day. Poor Laken whose memory came back as reliable as dial-up. She didn’t have Wesley’s kid. I’m not convinced of it.

      I shake all of the drama of the past few months out of my head and my feet begin to move once again. Back down the road laden with beautiful tract homes and mega mansions interspersed. I’m headed to the one person who can help me most, Marshall Dudley.

      He will indeed help me.

      And he will do as I say.
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      Marshall’s estate is vast and spacious, an acreage spread over a pie-shaped lot complete with a corral full of horses and llamas. Just beyond that lies a thicket of woodlands—the infamous forest where Gage revealed his true nature to me by declaring war.

      Just as my feet set out in that direction, the caw of a bird stops me cold in my tracks. I glance up toward the stalwart evergreen with its verdant arms spread wide as if it were ready to endow this island with a haunting benediction. I lift my arm and a dark, winged bird darts out of its branches, circling the sky above me, wide as a refrigerator. Downward the enormous bird circles until the heft of his feathered being lands on my forearm and I initiate my Celestra strength just to maintain him there.

      “Holden.” I can’t help but frown at him—this beautiful raven, the size of a toddler, my God, the size of my boys. Holden wasn’t the first to occupy this lucky or unlucky bird, depending how you view this enchanted lifespan it’s been gifted. First, it was Nev, Nevermore—also known by his proper name, Heathcliff O’Hare. A gentle soul trapped in the cage of this magnificent beast by my mother no less, gifted to me by Gage. My heart wrenches just thinking about it. And then at the end of the last Faction war, Nev was liberated and in went wicked Holden Kragger who once tried to forcibly have his way with me. But I’ve forgiven him and we are well past that nightmare.

      Holden lets out an ear-piercing cry. He witnessed the carnage that took place on Halloween, the massacre of my people, the upending of the Factions and all we thought we knew.

      “Gage married Chloe tonight,” I whisper it like a secret, a horrible one that I never want anyone to know about.

      Another violent caw escapes him. His talons dance spastically over my arm, biting into my flesh.

      Shit, Messenger.

      “I know. It is exactly that.” I swallow back the emotion begging to erupt from me once again. “You have a task. You and Serena—your entire brood if you like.” Holden met his feathered match, a downy white raven who stole his thorny heart—another spirit ensnared between plumed wings called Serena Taylor. She was a mid-century Deorsum. She’s as beautiful, svelte, and pale as her feathered cage would have you believe. “Stake out the old Walsh house. As soon as they arrive, I want to know. I want to know their every move on Paragon.”

      He cocks his head my way. Chloe Bishop vomits at the sight of me.

      Not necessarily at the sight, but certainly in close proximity. It was my mother’s brilliant curse, which only endears me to her at the moment.

      “Yes. But that is not our burden to bear. In fact, she can consider it a wedding gift from me to her. Go.” I toss him back into the night sky and watch as his magnificent dark wings shine silver against the stars peering at us from behind pockets of fog.

      My legs carry me with far less vigor and I slow down entirely as I come upon Marshall’s palace fit for a king.

      Marshall and his people, the Sectors, are created beings, something akin to angels but in charge of far more than your average celestial messenger. And I’ve let every single Sector in the universe down. Not only did Gage topple Celestra from its coveted position, but he toppled the Sectors from their position in the heavenlies—demoting them beneath the Fems for the first time since the Dark Ages.

      The din of music playing softly in the background catches my attention as I make my way towards Marshall’s mansion, only to find every light inside illuminating the place, and my mouth falls open at what this might mean. The music increases in volume as I step in close to the oversized matching mahogany doors. It’s so disturbingly loud, the windows vibrate with a soft hum.

      I’d break down the door if I had to, but it falls open, unlocked and unmanned. Inside, it’s wall-to-wall bodies, and I let out a harrowing groan upon further inspection.

      “Holy mother of God,” I bleat at top volume and nary a living soul—and that is debatable at this point—turns my way. The player piano rattles away at demonic speeds, at horrific volumes, and each of the bodies crammed into this place rollicks about as if it were their last night on earth. And I’m going to make sure it is exactly that—at least in this century.

      I recognize these skanks who have come out en masse. Each one of them belongs imprisoned back in the seventeenth century and just the sight of them has me spinning the blue-eyed stone sitting on my forefinger with my thumb. Chloe gave me this peculiar ring, this questionable treasure. It turns out, it belonged to Marshall to begin with, but a few of the trashy hags at this soiree might recognize it—such as Marlena, Chloe’s long-lost whore of a relation. The ring eventually made its way to Cassandra Graham’s twisted old fingers and she made some sort of a pact with Demetri to end up in poor Melody Winters’ dead body. And well, I despise the new Melody Winters. I hate her mother, Dominique Winters, the old whore who is rivaling my mother for Demetri’s affections, even more. It was Dominique who sliced off Gage Oliver’s head the night of the masquerade in exchange for cash and prizes for the hit put out on him by his own demonic father—Fem, technically, but at this point there doesn’t seem to be a real difference.

      The music hikes up a few octaves. The keys are played so quickly it’s as if they’re going off all at once and blaring through a horrifically loud megaphone. I can’t help but give a sour expression at the glorified prostitutes from yesteryear in their jewel-toned frocks with the business in the back, crotch party in the front. Those can-can outfits belong in a museum, a cemetery—or an incinerator for that matter.

      How dare they frolic like there’s no tomorrow. Once Marshall finds out they’ve taken over his estate, I’m sure he’ll shatter that haunted speculum from which they crawled out of once and for all. God knows it’s high time he’s done it. It was something that should have happened years ago after the very first malfeasance.

      The haunted speculum itself is just that, a terrifying mirror that acts as a portal to your most twisted fantasy. I believe Marshall gifted it to Demetri originally once the Sectors came out on top after their last spiritual scrimmage, but since then it’s made its way back. In other words, it was nothing but a big FU to the head Fem in charge. He was told to find a fantasy world where he could be king, that it would never happen on earth or in heaven—and yet, here we are today where the roles have horrifically reversed.

      I make my way to the grand piano and am startled to find a dapper Dan from yesteryear actually at the helm. Usually it’s an invisible entity, and I’m betting it’s still this guy sans his long, evaporated body. I’m about to pull out my phone to text Marshall about the carnage taking place just as I realize I left it back in my bedroom when Demetri picked me up for the wedding.

      My God, how far I fell, how spectacularly blinded I was by love—a fickle emotion of all things. The boys come to mind and my heart is grieved. No, I can never quantify love as a fickle emotion ever again. What I feel for my children supersedes something as basic as feelings, as emotions. What I feel for my boys is true love. God Himself is love—thus love must be His goodness embedded in our spirits that we are able to impart on those we choose and I choose my boys. My entire being radiates with the love I have for them.

      No sooner do I turn to leave than a brunette with a wicked smile catches my eye and my feet transport me to her before my mind can fully process the demon in front of me. Ensconcing her like giggling bookends are Melody and Dominique Winters, creating a perfect trifecta of absolute hate.

      “Holy hell,” I riot at the all too familiar girl with the deep chocolate waves flowing down her back, her eyes lit with a glint of wickedness. “Chloe,” I seethe her name. My hatred for her is a furnace, a tornado of fire that burns to the sky. “I’m going to kill you.” It streams from me like a sublime song as my fingers twitch to throw her into the raging flames of the fireplace.

      “Ms. Messenger,” a deep voice booms from the side.

      I look to my left and a breath hitches in my throat, completely caught off guard to the fact that Marshall Dudley is actually here in the midst of the revelry during this, my darkest hour. My feet stumble backward as I take in the scene. Gorgeous Marshall, my dirty blond god with his devilish grin, those precision-cut features, those boiling cauldrons he calls eyes. Here he stands with the demon of all demons by his side, a host to this debauchery, and it is most certainly high treason.

      He bows my way as if accepting his fate. “Marlena? Might I have a word alone with Ms. Messenger?”

      “Marlena. Of course.” It comes from me breathless as my rage mingles with panic. There is a touch of relief, as well as a touch of disappointment, to learn this woman isn’t in fact Chloe but some ancient piece of her genealogy.

      Marshall wants a word with me. Could I trust Marshall? If I couldn’t trust Gage, then every single person in my life is on the table. Gage was a knife to the heart. Marshall would be a spear.

      Marlena’s lips are moving. She is looking right at me, laughing, carrying on as if I were simply a guest at the party. Marshall leans in, his own lips speaking—lips that have loved me intimately before, lips that I had craved and still do. Life as I knew it has withered away and here we are, the evidence of the disintegration materializing before me. My life, I never knew you.

      I snatch Marlena by the shoulders and pin her to the stone fireplace with bionic force. Her lips move frenetically and her eyes widen with a hint of terror, but not enough to satisfy me. Marlena isn’t really afraid of me or what I can do. I can’t kill her, but I can bring her pain. And pain is very, very beautiful when inflicted upon your enemies.

      My fingers dig into her flesh as I thrust her head against the granite over and over, one magnificent burst after the next until a satisfying crunch can be heard. A skull fracture at its finest, then a splatter of crimson, a fat splat of blood staining Marshall’s pristine limestone walls.

      “I hate you,” I seethe. The sound of my voice vibrates off the walls of my soul like a benediction. “You will die. Every last incarnation of you will die and be no more.” The glint of the fireplace catches my attention and I’m ready to throw away the trash and burn it.

      A pair of strong arms plucks me off her and the room spins at dizzying speeds until my feet land back on the floor.

      “Ms. Messenger,” Marshall riots over the din of the piano—and both the music and the chaotic laughter cease for a moment. “You may not come into my home and destroy my guests.” His lips twitch as if he didn’t mean it. Either he’s rousing me to unknowable heights of insanity or he’s approving of the blood sport I just engaged in.

      I glance over to find a bevy of scantily clad beauties tending to Marlena, the sickly moan of a dove coming from her throat. But she pushes their well-meaning hands off of her and zips her bloody self on over to me as if that’s where she belongs.

      “Skyla”—her eyes widen a notch as she taunts me with my own name—“I will forgive your grievance. It must be impossible to fathom that your husband has eschewed both you and your people in favor of far more glorious pastures. My great relation is quite fortunate to have such a strapping young steed to contend with both in and out of her chambers.”

      An audible grunt emits from me as if she had just produced an axe and chopped off my arm—the one that once belonged to Chloe. And, my God, that is the next order of fucking business.

      “Chloe Bishop”—her fingers fly to her lips and she chortles, an unnerving sight considering the left side of her face is striated with blood—“I suppose that’s not her name at all anymore, is it? It’s Chloe Oliver now.” She cocks her head with the slight and it feels as if the floor was just cut out from under me once again. “It has such a nice ring to it. It will take some getting used to, of course, for the both of you. Can you imagine? The girl you hated for so long now shares a name and a husband with you. But I suppose he’s not your husband anymore, is he? Pity.” She gives a slight wink, enjoying every moment of her cruel taunt.

      “Marshall”—his name hums from me, tight with tension—“I will destroy all of your guests and every last inch of your home if you do not remove this wicked witch from my presence.”

      Marshall leans her way. “I bid you, Marlena, to mingle and leave my beloved alone for the rest of the night.”

      Marlena lifts a shoulder at us, her unmistakable Bishop features set to a scowl. “Some people simply can’t handle the truth.” She heads back to the bawdy broads glaring at us from the fireplace.

      I groan as I watch her. “I’m going to travel back in time and watch you swan dive off that cliff. I’ll be the one cheering you on,” I shout after her and the entire gaggle of ghoulish girls shudder and scream.

      Marshall chuckles. “You do realize she’s not yet apprised of her fate.”

      “Then perhaps I’ll influence her final and only rational decision.” I happened to know that’s exactly how Marlena meets her end—taking a plunge off the white cliffs of Dover. “Good riddance,” I say, my rage still percolating for her. “On second thought, those flames look as if they’re dwindling. I think I should feed the fire and be done with it.” I take a step in that direction and Marshall reels me in, his lips quickly landing over my cheek.

      “No such thing shall transpire. You can prosper without dealing carnal blows to those who offend you.”

      “Offend? You have no idea how far off base you are. I am far more than offended by Chloe and Gage.” I double over momentarily at the mention of their names strung together in such an intimate way. This entire nightmare is like giving birth to a beast with twelve horns.

      A thought comes to me as my gaze flits back to the stunning Sector before me, the one who I once believed in emphatically, and now I’m not so sure I should so much as hang my hat on his words.

      “So help me God, Marshall Dudley, thy name will be wicked forevermore if you so much as attempt to lie to me. Why are you celebrating this horror that has manifested in my life?” My voice breaks and I hate that I can no more control my hurt, my pain than I can the circumstances around me.

      The music picks up to psychotic levels and the chattering voices around us increase in velocity. Their incessant laughter is all too much to bear.

      Gone is his friendly demeanor, replaced with something far more bone-cutting, a soberness akin to anger.

      “Skyla, I find not one morsel of elation regarding the disaster that has overcome you. This is a grievance that far outweighs mortality. This is an eternal betrayal, one without excuse—one which sought out a barrier of love.” He lifts a brow and waits in anticipation as if he were quizzing me.

      “True love has no barriers, Marshall. You and I both know that.”

      He offers a solemn nod. “And that, my love, is what you must remember in the nexus of your darkest day.” His eyes slit to nothing. “It is the only kindness I will lend him.”

      My heart flinches because by him he means Gage. But I’m too worn out to untangle that necklace of a riddle. I’m too tired to play Marshall’s reindeer head games.

      “Why is Marlena here? Why are they all here?” My voice is back to raging.

      His jaw squares out and his eyes zero in on mine with determined veracity. “So you may have your way with her—with them. You have enough anger bottled up inside of you to fuel a space mission. You must, and you will, rid yourself of it.”

      Something in me loosens as I try to absorb his words. “You brought Marlena here for me to toss around like a ragdoll?” The words strum from me numb. “Because it was the closest thing you could give me next to Chloe?” My body relaxes a notch. “Now that’s true love.”

      “Make note of it. Also, make note of the fact anger is not the emotion you want when plotting to land Celestra back in its coveted position. Anger is simply a sheet draped over grief. You can, and you must, find a way to operate around it.”

      It’s as if his words had formed the sharpest blade and he slipped it into my chest, cutting my heart out then forcing me to eat it.

      A whimper comes from me as I try to digest what he’s asked me. “I can’t, Marshall. I need it. I need the anger to protect me from the grief. You call it a sheet. I call it a shield. Everything else has been taken from me this night. Don’t take the one thing I’ve earned.” I swallow down the grief that’s vomited up in the back of my throat like bile. My cherished anger is raising its hand, saying look at me, taste how bitter I can be. It’s me you really need. “And as much as I know you love me, Marlena isn’t here simply for me to torment—although that was a damn good touch. What’s the real reason?” I don’t bother to blink while waiting for a response. I don’t want to miss a nuance of his facial expressions.

      “There is more work to be done, Skyla. There are people we can utilize. And, in order to do so, we must first fall into their good graces.”

      I glance to the fireplace, where Marlena seems to have made a remarkable recovery, her face still encrusted in crimson, but she wears her wounds with pride just like Chloe. The rotten apple didn’t fall too far from the ancestral tree. Marlena looks so much like Chloe it knots me up in a tirade just being in the same room with her. Gage, of course, is in the same room with Chloe, and I wonder if he’s losing himself exploring her body? Are they on the floor making paper butterflies just like the old days? Is he glad to be done with Project Skyla and glad to be back where he feels he belonged all along?

      “Marshall, I’m going to ask you something and I forbid any doublespeak.”

      He steps in front of me, blocking Marlena from my line of vision, but it does nothing to break the spell Chloe has cast on me tonight.

      “Ask me anything. I am here to serve.”

      I step in close and pick up both of his hands, our chests touching. His warm breath rains down my cheeks as those vibratronic pulses radiate from his being to mine. Touching Marshall has always been an erotic pleasure.

      “Is Gage demon-possessed? Is that why he’s done all of these horrible things to my people and me—and then ran off and married Chloe Bishop?” My chest bucks as tears hit the surface, but I refuse to acknowledge them. They are of no use to me anymore.

      Marshall sighs. His shoulders droop a moment as he looks to me with a forlorn expression. “Dear Skyla, he is no more possessed by a dark entity than you are. He is wholly of sound mind and body. His actions are his own. There is no outside influence.”

      A horrific cry rips from me, dissolving the music and reaching the ceiling before penetrating the rafters and escaping to the heavens where my mother can glory in my misery.

      There is no outside influence. There you have it. There is no demonic spirit bearing down on Gage Oliver’s soul. He is wholly himself. And it makes me wonder who he truly was to begin with.

      “Were we a lie?” I say the words to Marshall so hypnotically slow, so very quiet. Marshall doesn’t need ears to hear me. He feels the vibrations of my soul. He’s more in tune with me than I am.

      “That I cannot answer. Only the recesses of his heart know the true depth of his love for you. I had seen them, though. I bore witness to what appeared most genuine.” Marshall cradles my cheek in his hand, his thumb brushing so lightly over my lips. “You must move on now, Skyla. The time has come. You mustn’t look back.”

      “I can’t do it.” I shake my head. The skull drilling chaos exploding around me feels right. It feels absolutely necessary. Had there been silence I wouldn’t have survived. Sometimes when your life is in such utter disarray you need all the madness this world can sponsor just to weigh you down so you don’t float away and drift slowly to the deep end of insanity.

      A thought comes to me. A final grasp of hope in this desolate hour.

      “Marshall.” I press myself against him, my fingers digging into his sleeves. “I must find a way to fix this.” My voice hikes an octave, completely threadbare as a bomb of emotions threatens to detonate inside of me. “Take me back”—it croaks out of me—“right now. Take me back to the beginning. I command you to do this.”

      His head volleys to the side and his eyes slit to nothing. “Back to the beginning? That’s quite an order.”

      “And you will do it with a smile.” I’m straddling danger with Marshall, speaking to him this way. It’s never a good thing to command anything from him. This is one Sector that can be stubborn as hell.

      “Well then.” He sheds a manufactured grin that lasts less than a second. “I suppose we have someplace to go.”

      He holds out his arm and I quickly thread mine through it.

      “To the beginning,” I pant in anticipation.

      “To the beginning indeed.”
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      Marshall rockets us out of the house, straight through the ceiling, into the sky high up above Paragon as if we were ghosts in flight back to heaven. But it’s not heaven we’re headed to. It’s right back to that dot of an island below our feet that looks so convincingly harmless, so alarmingly insignificant, that it makes me want to coo at its cuteness. The moon is proudly displaying its majesty, so bright and brilliant that my breath hitches at its splendor. Paragon is robed in a never-ending blanket of fog and neither the sun nor the moon can show off its majesty.

      You forget how bright the light can be after your eyes have been veiled with the film of deceit.

      Logan flits through my mind and I glare up past the stratosphere. I would not put it past my mother to pry into my thoughts. I would not put it past her at all to try to utilize this, the most broken moment of my life, to steer Logan and me together once and for all.

      Marshall gives my hand a squeeze and I hadn’t even realized he was holding it. “The thoughts you have you must learn to own. Perhaps they are revealing something to you that your heart is yet to become aware of.”

      I shake my head emphatically. “I don’t want to think about that. Take us back, Marshall, to where it all began. I will change something. I will do something to unravel this chain of unconscionable events.”

      “Very well.”

      A heavy wind picks up as the stars whiz by in a series of elongated lines and the universe spins around us like a top. I can feel the weight of the present lifting off me like a stone and hear the groaning of time as we skip back years to where I first laid eyes on Gage Oliver in that bowling alley. How seemingly innocent we all were back then—and God, I pray we were. It wasn’t Gage who first captivated my attention. No, we were a slow burn, but once the flame was lit, we had the power to set the world on fire. I thought we had done just that—united our hearts and thus were en route to uniting our people. Gage and I were going to break the mold and restore peace to feuding angelic Factions once and for all. It was Celestra, Noster, Deorsum, Levatio, and the Countenance. Celestra and the Counts, as the Countenance is unaffectionately known as, are continually warring for power.

      We are—were the strongest Factions. Celestra bore the support of the Sectors and the Counts and Fems. The Sectors are for good and the Fems are nothing but a public nuisance, constantly purveying wickedness with their selfish intentions. Whichever Faction has the celestial seat of power enables the Sectors or the Fems to hold the podium in the heavenlies. But Wesley appeared on the scene a few years back and dropped a hammer over our world.

      Wes—Gage’s look-alike brother from another mother—same wicked father, Demetri—decided that he would start a rebellion steering members of any Faction away from my leadership. Thus, the Steel Barricade was born—Wesley’s brainchild that accepts Nephilim of every angelic Faction who is willing to go against my people and me. He lured them under the guise that the government is closing in on discovering a genetic marker that delineates the Nephilim from the average human. And, of course, Wes also claims to be close to hiding those markers and protecting any soul that sides with the Steel Barricade. Whether or not Wes is close to hiding the markers is up for debate. But I’m closing in on them, too, and once my feet hit the planet once again—in the correct time continuum—it is the first order of business as far as restoring all that was lost.

      Wesley cannot win, and neither can Gage.

      Marshall gently brushes the hair off my face. “Are you prepared to face the past, Skyla?”

      “I’m more prepared than I have ever been for anything.”

      The stars blur into a spiral of thin lines once again and my heart soars at the anticipation of reliving that sweet day. It was my best friend, Brielle, who took me to the bowling alley just after my family and I moved to Paragon.

      When I think of that day, a smile always comes to me, the purity, the unadulterated innocence of anything angelic. It was the very last moment before I officially gave my heart away to a boy—two of them if you want to get technical. It was the very first day I would lay eyes on the father of my children. Perhaps if I had it to do over again, knowing what I do now, I could right so many wrongs.

      My heart wrenches as Logan bounces to the forefront of my mind. Could I really deny him what we had? Perhaps to save Gage from himself I could. Logan would beg me to do it.

      Marshall and I free-fall back to earth, his strong arms holding me taut against him as the wind whistles past our ears. We sail softly those last few hundred yards until the dense bushy trees of the island become visible. I glance around for familiar landmarks, Devil’s Peak, the oversized mall, which leaves a concrete footprint over a vast area, and the ocean surrounding that supernatural island, but I can’t find any of them.

      We land deftly upon clay-like soil the color of burnt umber. The trees catch me off guard, cedars ten times taller than any I’ve seen on the island, and I try to recall ever being awed by their height before. The air is perfumed with the strong scent of jasmine along with something sweeter and far more glorious than that mingling with it. And dotted among the cedars stand some sort of sunflowers at least six feet tall in yellow, peach, red, and blue. It’s a hypnotic sight and makes me wonder once again if this entire day has been a bad dream.

      I’m about to tell Marshall that I don’t think we’re behind the bowling alley when a peacock struts by, a beautiful male with his plumage fanned out in jewel tones of aqua and green.

      “Marshall?” My breath is taken away from the sheer glory of the creature before me. It’s larger than any I’ve ever seen, almost as tall as I am, and for a second I fear for my safety, but then I remember who I’m with. Marshall would never let a thing happen to me in his care. A bird certainly won’t eat me.

      “No, Ms. Messenger”—his chest rumbles with a laugh—“he won’t eat you.” He gives my hand a squeeze, letting me know he can read my mind. A part of my Celestra powers is mind reading when I’m touching someone, and, of course, Sectors share in this questionable gift.

      No sooner does he get the words out than an enormous tan furry creature pokes out from between two cedars. It takes me about six stunned seconds to identify it and jump into Marshall’s arms with a scream of terror shredding from my throat.

      “A lion!” I howl. “We don’t have lions on Paragon.” I’m quick to swat Marshall’s arm. “It’s clear your head is still congested from the sight of all those scantily clad can-can dancers. You’ve landed us in some subtropical paradise.”

      “We have a lion here, Skyla.” He frowns at the ferocious beast who steps over cautiously, sniffing the air, his magnificent mane stiff and perfectly blown back. He looks up at Marshall, and I would swear on all that is holy he just nodded at him before heading off in the same direction the bird went off to.

      “We have a lion on Paragon,” I say breathlessly as Marshall bounces me back to my feet. “I don’t remember anything about a lion on the island, but then, I was so love-struck by Logan we could have had an entire zoo on the loose at the time. I’m sure they’ll subdue him, first thing.”

      “They will. In a lot of ways they already have.” He glances over his shoulder. “And no, I’m not talking about the creature that just strutted past us.”

      My mouth falls open. “You’re talking about Logan, aren’t you?”

      Many years ago Logan was represented in many prophesies as a lion—Gage was an eagle.

      The sound of giggling comes from the right and my feet lead me over before Marshall can confirm my theory. I walk past the enormous trunks of the overgrown pines and spot a field of sorts filled with every fruit tree imaginable, with vegetables of every shape and size, some of which I have a hard time identifying. The giggling starts up again and I see a couple standing by a floral blooming tree that reminds me of a plumeria. But I’m not too interested in the tree or the heavenly scent permeating the area.

      That couple bearing far too much flesh has my full attention and my feet float over their way. My eyelids all but flip backward as I take in this naked, all too familiar duo, and my adrenaline hits its zenith without warning.

      “Marshall,” I hiss. I’m equally infuriated as I am confused. Standing before me, whispering amongst themselves, is another version of Logan and myself. My hair is a touch darker, and that bush between my legs is downright humiliating. My God, I could put that thing in nineteen different ponytails. And Logan is a rather shaggy version of himself as well, but still—hotter than that kitchen fire that once took down a part of the original bowling alley. “What the hell is going on?”

      The smirking Sector looks down with a devilish gleam in his eyes—never a good sign. “I believe the instructions were, take me back to the beginning. And this, my love, is the very beginning.”

      The beautiful garden, the tranquil animals, two very naked people…

      “Oh my ever-loving God,” I moan just as my doppelgänger turns around and I can’t help but shoot my mother in the sky a look that says you would.

      The girl starts gabbing away in some language I’ve never heard in my life and Marshall lifts his hands over my ears.

      “Allow me to rectify the language barrier among the three of you.” He waves in their direction and the air looks as if it has just congealed between us.

      “Did the heavenly father send you?” This cheery, smiling, naked as the day she was born or hatched or sculpted from dirt version of me asks in the sweetest voice that I have never once owned.

      “No, the heavenly father did not send me.” I turn and swat Marshall. “This sneaky Sector delivered me at your feet just to prove that he’s got a sense of humor.” I snarl up at him. “If this is your idea of trying to make me feel better, then I suggest you try again. A foot massage and a cup of hot tea would have done nicely. And then maybe a noose to hang Chloe with.” A couple of nooses if I’m being honest. Gage Oliver in his current incarnation isn’t doing me a whole lot of good either.

      “What’s this noose?” Adam asks—I’ve dove into Genesis enough to know the entire sob story these two have proliferated. Leave it to knockoffs of Logan and me to ruin everything for all of humankind forever. I glare up at Marshall once again, because if he’s trying to drive home a point, I so get it. And how I wish he hadn’t dragged the Garden of Eden into it.

      “Never mind what that is.” I look back to the seemingly content power couple and can’t help but drop my gaze to Logan’s junk. His ancestor was hung like a horse!

      Eve clutches at the invisible pearls around her neck. Nice to know this is an innate action built into the grand design of women the world over.

      “What do you want?” she coos with the urgency of an injured dove.

      “I don’t know what we want,” I snip back without meaning to. “I’m sorry I’m so upset, but you’re both naked. I can’t think straight!” I riot as I tug at the hair at my temples. I need to get out of here and back to Paragon sans a few years from the present.

      Dear Lord, I can’t even get Marshall to follow my orders. At this rate, things are never going to work out for me.

      “Naked?” Adam looks to Eve quizzically.

      I can’t help but steal another quick glance to all of those sex organs dangling and bouncing. Eve looks down at her—fantastic breasts might I add, and does a little hand bra maneuver. I guess she’s not used to people ogling, especially seeing that there are no other people here to ogle her. All she and the Logan look-alike have to do all day is each other. Even the amazing vegetable garden is on autopilot at this point in time. Man, do they ever have it made.

      I clear my throat. “Never mind your lack of clothing—”

      Eve steps forward and plucks at my dress before I can finish. “Clothing?”

      “Forget the clothing.” I pull my dress back. “You don’t need clothing. That’s the beauty of this place.”

      She looks to her equally perplexed hubby. “Clothing is beautiful. I must have one. It’s like a sheath made from gossamer and wind, but ten times sturdier. How wonderful it will feel to wear the wind.”

      “Lord.” I glower at Marshall who looks to be stifling a laugh. And just as I’m about to threaten him within an inch of his existence, I suck in a sharp breath before turning back to Adam and Eve. “Oh my word, you didn’t eat that ridiculous fruit yet, did you? Please, please, please, heed my warning. That thing is forbidden for a reason! Believe you me, Eve, you’re about to have a hundred little munchkins ruling the roost and you will thank me for this sage advice once you’re in labor.”

      Holy heck, what if I get back to the present and all memories of my own horrific birth with the boys is erased from my memory? That was the most singularly physically painful ten plus hours of my life. And no thanks to Gage’s desire to partake in his own forbidden fruit, I now have something emotional to rival it. Ironically, I feel the pain he’s inflicted physically as well.

      “What fruit?” Eve steps in with those glowing baby blues of mine, those features I see in the mirror each and every day—my mother’s to be exact, something about this entire scene breaks my heart. My mother made sure I was her exact representation when she designed me—and believe me when I say she went to lengths to ensure I was her carbon copy. Apparently, she started that game right in the beginning. And seeing what a huge fan she is of Logan Oliver, it’s no surprise that the first man to walk the planet held his handsome countenance.

      Adam’s chest puffs up. “There’s only one fruit we haven’t partaken in.”

      Eve gets a squirrely, all too familiar look in her eye and, oh crap—there goes the neighborhood.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” I wag my finger at them while walking backward and plucking Marshall by the sleeve right along with me. “You do not get to pin this entire fiasco on me. Do not go near that forbidden fruit, Eve. It tastes like bitterness and despair. But I know that wily look on your face, and I have certainly read the story. You guys are so about to get busted!”

      Eve scoffs my way. “Demetri says it’s fine. It tastes like melons and wine. It will make me think clearer and see the things before me as they truly are.”

      “Demetri?” His name slips from my lips lower than a whisper as I stagger my way forward. “Demetri…” My mind reels with the possibilities and then like a hammer it hits home. “That’s the name of your little garden pet, isn’t it? The serpent?”

      The air seems to vacuum out from around me and I can’t catch my next breath. This thing—this competition, this game, this horrific, horrific nightmare has been around since the beginning. We are simply a manifestation of what once was, living out the consequences of someone else’s sins, shouldering their burden while creating our own.

      She starts in on an answer, but Marshall waves his hands over my ears once again and they’re right back to sounding like gobbly-gook.

      “Get me out of here, Marshall.” I turn away from the two beautiful beings that I have so much love and pity for. “Demetri.” I sigh his name out like the curse it is.

      Marshall wraps his arm around my waist as we head back between the overgrown cedars.

      “And the point of that was?” I’m almost afraid to ask, but at the same time I think I already know.

      “The point is, there are repercussions from their actions that have trickled down from generation to generation. You, too, can feel them. And you, too, can create them.”

      “Funny,” I say, wrapping my arms tightly around my favorite Sector. “I just came to the same conclusion myself.” The world around us warps at dizzying speeds. “You’re not taking me back to that first day at the bowling alley, are you?” It comes out dejected as I slowly accept the fate of every rotten thing that has transpired this wicked night.

      “I am a Sector who keeps his word, Skyla. Though it tarries, wait for it. If I commit to a cause, I see it through to the bitter end.”

      I can’t help but think I’m a cause that Marshall is devoted to seeing through until the bitter end.

      The world blinks to life around us, and soon enough we’re floating somewhere near the ceiling of the old bowling alley. Just the sight of that slightly ramshackle establishment has my heart warming as if I were looking in the eyes of a dear friend.

      “Thank you.” I brush a kiss to Marshall’s cheek.

      He points down and I spot Logan and Gage on their feet, Brielle and me striding in looking so very young, so alarmingly innocent. And there I am, my soul glowing from the inside out like a beacon as my gaze remains firmly on Logan’s.

      I was smitten. Yes, I was.

      Gage stands a step behind Logan, gazing upon me as if I had just stepped out of his dreams and into reality, and in a way I did. But my heart, all of my energy is pouring out to the fair-haired boy before me. I was already gone, head over heels before he ever said hello. It was that instant. And as much as I would like to believe it was nothing more than a celestial hammer to the head, I can see with my own eyes it was genuine. I know it in my heart as well.

      “I can’t hear them,” I whisper to Marshall and he shakes his head, his heavy stare still sunk in their direction.

      “There’s nothing new under the sun, Skyla. You know all the words. You’ve played them back in your mind like a song. Your affection is pinned to the correct person. There was a serpent in this garden, too.”

      A burst of anguish rips through me. “Don’t say that. I love Gage.” It comes from me weak and sounds more like a question than a fact. “I should have loved him better. I should have given him my all, right from the start. I should never have made him wait so long to have me. There were so many moves, so many things I could have done to secure his loyalty, his entire being. But in the end, the serpent whispered to him, too, sold him on more than one piece of forbidden fruit, and the rest is now imprinted in the annals of Nephilim history for time immemorial.

      “I can’t reverse this, can I, Marshall?”

      “Not from this vantage point. Certainly not from this point in time.” He buries his heated mouth over the top of my head. “I’m sorry, Skyla.”

      “Not from this vantage point—not from this point in time.” I pull back and look to Marshall’s beautiful crimson eyes. “Then I will fix it from another vantage point, from another point in time.”

      Marshall sighs, another drawn-out exasperated proverbial toss of the hands. He holds me tight and floats us down to where the four of us stood all those years ago. My feet never touch the ground. Instead, he speeds me toward my old self as I shake hands with Logan for the very first time and I push into my old body, through it, into Logan, and through him as I absorb every last bit of ecstasy emitting from those former versions of ourselves.

      If there was a word for how immaculately blessed it felt to have those yearnings, those early pricklings of desire burn through me, it couldn’t come close to the splendor imparted on me. This was the language of God pulsating through my veins, the glory of the triune Godhead alive and well in my being. And then, just like that, I stop abruptly, face to face with the dark-haired, blue-eyed angel that would cause so much carnage one day in my life.

      Shall you pass through him and see what he’s made of as well, Ms. Messenger? Marshall tips his head back as he tosses out the offer, but my eyes and every last ounce of my soul cannot break this hypnotic trance Gage has on me.

      No. I don’t hesitate with the answer. If I push through Gage Oliver’s body, it might answer a few questions, the very ones I posed to Marshall just a little while earlier, but here in his distant space and time, looking into those unknowably ocean deep eyes, I see that I am not nearly prepared to have the truth splayed at my feet.

      A holy love pours from me to him, and if there is no truth, no reciprocation of what I feel vibrating inside of him, I couldn’t stand to know it. There comes a time in a person’s life when you would much rather hold onto a lie with a strangled grip than embrace the bitter truth and watch as the flames of honesty incinerate your heart. I step in front of Gage as a silent tear rolls down my cheek, but I don’t acknowledge it. Instead, that righteous rage percolates inside of me and I lift my hand and offer my open palm across his cheek, a blow that goes off like a nuclear detonation as the room around us pulsates and thunders, as time crumbles to dust at our feet and the world claps to darkness.

      With a jolt, Marshall and I land back in the center of that raucous party at his estate, still going fifty whores strong at this late hour. The ragtime tempo speeds up a notch upon our arrival and I pan the vicinity to find women on the furniture and men doing what looks like a poor rendition of Riverdance in front of the fire. Clothes hang precariously, hair is mussed, and lipstick is most decidedly smeared. Suffice it to say, a carnal good time is being had by all.

      I turn slightly and do a double take as Melody Winters gives it up to some old coot in the corner. Her bare thigh is lifted over his hip as he thrusts heartily into her and that red rat’s nest she calls hair is rocking against the wall. Not only does the sight sicken me, but it reminds me of another sickening offense. For a moment they morph into Chloe and Gage. Chloe opens her hot pink mouth and moans so loud it drowns out every other sound in this room. She’s pushing him deeper with her claws spiked into his bare ass as Gage thrashes between her legs like an animal.

      Marshall blocks my view for a moment. “It’s not them, Skyla,” he says it stern as if I got a problem wrong on a pop quiz. Marshall was my teacher back in high school. That’s where his earthly charade began, as Mr. Dudley. Mr. Studley Dudley who went on to bed half the girls in the junior and senior class. I guess he had some sexual making up to do, and in his defense there were more than enough willing partners of every age and stage of life. He’s hewn from the heavens, and both his facial appeal and that godly body let you know it. Those feel-good vibratronics didn’t exactly hurt the situation either. Let’s just say he’s been an orgasmic delight ever since he’s popped back onto the planet.

      I crane my neck past him and Chloe gifts me the finger as she slowly morphs back into Melody.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “I know what he’s doing and with whom.” My chest bucks, but I refuse to acknowledge the malfeasance. It should be me Gage is making love to. How dare he defy me in so many ways in such a short and damning amount of time. My rage rises to new levels and a tantalizing, yet most likely dangerous, idea flits through my mind.

      My arms find themselves around the back of Marshall’s neck as I pull him in and move my body slowly against his as if we were slow dancing. Those intense sonic waves that emulate every orgasm I have ever had vibrate deep into my bones and I close my eyes and bite down over my lip in a fit of ecstasy. “Marshall,” I moan his name out with all of my might.

      All of my anger, the bitterness, the animosity, it needs an outlet, something creative, something equally destructive.

      “Ms. Messenger.” Marshall arches a brow, his crooked dirty smile gracing me with its presence. “I do believe you have ill intentions.”

      “I need to get some energy out.” I cock my head to the side. “You don’t approve of my actions?”

      “I no more trust your actions at this hour than I do your words. I believe you’ll need some time.”

      “Are you rejecting me so soon?”

      That devilish smile twitches again, but he won’t give it. “Never. Only a fool would toss you to the wind.” His gaze flits to the floor as if he were sorry for the words as soon as they left his lips.

      “A fool did toss me to the wind, and I was caught by the power of my own wings.” I nod up at him. “I’ve absolved myself from needing a man psychologically—but I’m far from needing one physically.” I’m not sure I believe the former. First of all, my heart is aching with such a horrific pain, and that could only be sponsored by the fact I love Gage. I hate that I love him, but I do. And furthermore, I rather like the idea of revenge fueled sex. I lift my own brow at the wily Sector, but he pretends not to hear me.

      A wry smile comes to my lips. I’m fine with it. I rather like our little cat and mouse game anyhow. It distracts me. Sleeping with Marshall would infuriate Gage. Maybe I should call Logan and invite him for a threesome.

      Marshall flinches as if I struck him.

      Hell, I should drag Ellis Harrison into the mix, Coop, and Wesley. My heart stops cold at the thought. No, not Wesley. God, not Wesley. Wesley is essentially Gage’s twin in every way. The thought of Wesley Edinger grinding over me, his heavy lids pried open enough just to spy on me to see if I’ve got my gaze locked over him, makes me shudder. Wes is greedy that way. A complete narcissist. He’s so insecure, I bet he demands Laken keep her eyes feasted on him the entire time he’s filling her with his semen.

      He’s disgusting. The entire situation he’s embroiled Laken in is disgusting. He was so desperate to have her, it wouldn’t surprise me at all to learn that Wes arranged for the feds to kidnap my poor friend just to wipe her memory clean of her true love, Cooper Flanders. But per usual, things worked to Wesley’s advantage—as most things do—and now they have a kid together. A little girl named Charlie who happens to look exactly like Cooper Flanders, aka her real father. The truth will come out, I’m sure, and it will backfire spectacularly in Wesley’s Demetri-inspired face. Just like marrying Chloe will backfire on Gage. I’ll make sure of it myself. I might be devoting every free moment of my life from here on out to get my people back where they belong—to the top of the celestial food chain, but I will make a glorious hobby out of making Gage and Chloe’s existence miserable. I’ll make sure they’ll both rue their own skin, let alone each other’s.

      “Marshall?” I take a deep breath and my chest presses hard over his. “Remember that time you were telling me that once we were married, should we argue, it would be conducted naked and in bed?” I don’t waste any time in getting right to the point.

      His head inches back, his gaze pinned to mine with suspicion. He takes a moment to glance to the rear of the house as if assessing whether or not he indeed issued the decree. And hell, I can’t remember if it was him either. It could have been Logan or Gage for that matter. Lord knows I’m in an unfit headspace to recall anything correctly. But that’s neither here nor there.

      I pull Marshall down toward me by way of his slick silver tie. “Well, Professor Dudley—” Marshall is a professor at Host University, but he still teaches part-time at West Paragon High. I have a feeling we will all gravitate back there one by one. I can feel it calling us, our mascot Cerberus barking in the night, howling with grief because he misses his children. “Tonight is your lucky night. I feel an argument coming on.”

      If Gage is having sex with someone else, then so will I.

      A dark laugh rumbles from his chest to mine. “There will be no thundering beneath the sheets for the two of us, Ms. Messenger. Not this horrific evening. You are hardly in the correct frame of mind.”

      “I am exactly in the correct frame of mind.” My hands slide down his back and I give his rock-solid bottom a hearty squeeze. “And besides, we don’t really need a bed, now do we?” I purr as I hike up on my tiptoes.

      “Ms. Messenger, the fine gentry is staring. You are causing quite the celestial scene.”

      “The fine gentry can go screw themselves and they are, Marshall.” There’s a slight whine to my tone and I don’t like hearing it. “Why should they have all the fun?”

      “Is this how you’d like our first time to be?” He’s openly frowning at me, inspecting me with his eyes slit to nothing as he tips his head back. “Revenge for Jock Straps’ stupendous blunder?”

      My heart wrenches when he calls him that. It’s a pet name, an insult really, that Marshall has had for Gage right from the beginning. Marshall always seems to stray from calling people by their formal monikers, most people anyhow. I take that back. Marshall is rather hyper formal.

      “Yes,” I hiss to his face. “I will have my revenge and I will have it with you. You and I both know it wouldn’t be our first rodeo under those sheets. You’ve taken me in more ways, on more days than either of my previous husbands combined, and you know it.” It’s true. Marshall has claimed me in my dreams, and God, those were no mere nocturnal wanderings. They were real in every sense of the word and he knows it. Marshall has found a sexual loophole and he’s thrust right into it, and right into me by proxy. “And furthermore, I am your spirit wife, the one you have pledged your celestial devotion to. You are also my spirit guide or spirit spouse or spirit whatever—the one who I can command to do my spectacular bidding. So you see, I have double charge over you and I have full say in how we end this long, horrible night.”

      “It’s morning, Skyla. The sun is cresting the horizon.”

      “Lucky for you, I do love my morning sex. There isn’t a more invigorating way to start the day.” A horrible sadness envelops me because morning sex happened to be my favorite with Gage. Most of the time I would simply wake up and find myself already having sex with Gage. Of course, I was always a willing partner, and what he started I almost always showed up to finish. I teased him on more than one occasion that he was my alarm. Big Ben. I had called his most prized member that on a few occasions. Now, ironically, Gage himself had morphed into one big dick.

      Unfathomable how far we have fallen. Unrelenting this nightmare he’s trapped us in. It’s as if he never considered the cost. What could be worth the price he’s paid? A seat on some ridiculous throne? And why in the name of all that is holy and right would he drag the queen demon, and nail her down by his side? He nailed her, all right. In my very presence, he took Chloe and made her his wife.

      My head tips back with a groan.

      Focus.

      I jerk forward and look Marshall Dudley in the eye. Marshall rarely smiles. His spoken words are laced with razor sharp barbs. He oozes testosterone without trying. His hair is golden, his features hewn from marble, and that body can make an entire legion of angels break out into a hallelujah choir. Marshall is a man’s man. Tough as nails, get to the point, get the damn job done, and the only job he has to do at the moment is me.

      “Nice segue.” He lifts a brow, his face otherwise bored by my internal diatribe.

      I give a weak shrug. “It was worth a try. And for the record, I do like that you listen to my thoughts.” Mostly. “Besides, the old Gage would rather take off his skin as if it were a sweater than have me bed you.” My lids drop a notch as my gaze penetrates his. There is something decidedly intrusive about looking straight into Marshall’s fiery red eyes, something intimate, something far more intricate than foreplay that happens to my body.

      “You’re laying it on thick,” he says, and with every inflection of his voice those vibratronics quiver through me in sharp, jagged waves and my body bucks with ferocity.

      “Marshall.” His name escapes my lips, lower than a whisper, as I shiver right down to the core. “You don’t play fair.”

      “Was that enough foreplay?”

      “Nothing is ever enough with you.” I dig my hands into his lapel and rip off his jacket in one easy move. About ten different women shriek, either with approval or disgust at my brazenness, but I don’t care which. Hell, for a blissful moment I forgot they were in the room. “Get rid of them.”

      Marlena henpecks her way over, her head jutting between us, her lips moving, shouting something about a mockery.

      “Oh, shut the hell up,” I hiss before hiking up on my tiptoes and crashing my mouth over Marshall’s.

      Is this revenge, Ms. Messenger?

      A dull laugh thumps through me. This is my emancipation and I am ringing that bell.

      I’m not entirely certain I believe it, but I’ve already crawled out of my mind, leaped outside the bounds of sanity—so far outside of where I’d thought I’d be just a year ago. How I grieved for my sweet husband. I willed him back to life with the command of my love. How I regretted it with everything in my being just a few short hours ago. The deepest pit of hell has nothing on the pain that Gage inflicted upon me. He cut my people to nothing, and then he took the knife to my heart.

      I launch my tongue down Marshall’s throat as if I were performing exploratory surgery, seeking an answer, an elixir, a savior.

      The din of the music and the laughter become scarce, and the temperature of the room goes from hellish to heavenly. I pull back and give a few blinks, only to find the surroundings have shifted and here we are nestled in his cavernous chambers, the oversized bed covered with emerald jacquard, Marshall’s chest panting wild and dangerously so close to mine.

      My fingers work the buttons on his shirt as he scalds me with his eyes. And just like that, Marshall’s mouth collapses over mine, his hands raking off my flimsy gown. The cool night air blows in from the window and licks me in the most intimate of places long before Marshall has a chance to.

      His teeth grind over mine, and his fingers dig into my arms as an electric charge transfers from him to me. I’m naked. On my back, the heft of Marshall’s body lying over me so heavy I can’t catch my next breath, don’t want to. Every last inch of my skin drinks down his flesh, those pulsating vibrations electrocuting me with their ferocity, and I cry out in pain, in pleasure, everything in between.

      His mouth does a revolution over my body, my knees knocked back to my chest in one forcible maneuver. His hot mouth, his prehensile tongue light a fire in me from the inside out.  My hands are thrown over my head with a show of violent force as Marshall pins me like a butterfly to a wax board. He takes a sharp bite out of my neck and a howl escapes me, something primal, animalistic, that echoes through the room like night music.

      In one knife-sharp jab, he’s in me, slamming against me as if he were doling out a punishment. Violent, savage thrusts that expound those feel-good vibrations and I beat him to the punch, my body seizing around his, my vocal cords testing their limit, but I transcend the sound of my voice, the feel of the bed beneath me, and detonate over and over again while Marshall makes brutal, passionate love to me.

      Emancipation at its finest. I don’t belong to Gage or Logan or Marshall. I belong to me.

      His body pulsates in strong spastic waves as he deposits an ocean inside of me. Those warm vibrations of his hit their zenith and the entire building rattles with the earthquake.

      Marshall lets out a mighty roar, deafening like the sound of a bomb shattering a city as he gifts me with one final, urgent, impassioned blow and I eject myself from his bed, through the wall, through a curtain of fresh Paragon fog that does little to cool my body. I sit up with a jolt, only to find myself back in my bedroom, on the bed I shared so many restless nights with Gage. A dark room heated with my feverish dreams.

      A luminescent body glows next to me, lying in his spot, her head over his pillow as she watches me. Rising slowly, she puts her loving arms around me and I feel those soothing vibrations once again, those of my mother.

      “You had a bad dream?” Her lips curve with a malevolent smile as the moon dances across her features. That twin face to mine looks so alarmingly sinister. And I memorize it because from here on out I will be the sinister one. “Rumor has it, Sector Marshall does tell rather disturbing bedtime stories.” She glances down at my body and I’m stunned to find the gossamer gown still clinging to my flesh, still wet from the sea.

      “Was it all a bad dream?” My heart stops cold, and I refuse to take my next breath.

      Her glacial eyes look right into mine as her features soften, so very sorry to impart bad news.

      “No, Skyla.” She gently brushes the hair from my forehead. “It wasn’t all a dream. Some of it was very real.” Her nose rises an inch. “He has done this to you, to us. The bastard you gave everything to has repaid you beauty for ashes.”

      “He married Chloe.” The words come out numb, the deceit flying around our bedroom like a poltergeist too embarrassed to be here. “He’s done it, hasn’t he?”

      “Yes.” It comes out low like the hiss of a snake. “He has done this.” Her anger enlivens, her entire being brightens like a flare with a crimson glow deep in her belly, and her face illuminates pink. I can hear the boys giggling from their beds, crammed into cribs they are quickly outgrowing. “And he will do far worse, my love, if you don’t cut him off at the quick right here, right now.”

      I flinch when she uses Logan’s infamous words, and I wonder if they were ever his to begin with.

      “I will drown him, his schemes, the evil in him, and his new wife. I vow to destroy him and all he stands for. I vow to decimate, dismantle, and eradicate him and his people.” A lone tear rolls down my cheek. The words feel like traitors as they leave my lips.

      Gage took the gold of who we were and melted it down to a molten hot stew before pouring it over my head. Killing me slowly, painfully, scalding my heart, blistering me beyond recognition.

      My mother nods, rocking me slowly in her arms. Her lips gently brush over my temple as she holds me as a mother should.

      “You must never trust him again, Skyla.”

      Rory and that glowing horse flit through my mind.

      My mother’s chest thumps beneath me as if she found it comical. “I wouldn’t trust her either if I were you.”

      I shake all thoughts of my poor sister out of my mind as Gage Oliver takes the stage once again.

      “I will ravage his world,” I whisper as if I were singing the boys a lullaby. “I will be his absolute undoing. I am his ruin.”

      A watershed unleashes from me and I weep long after dawn, long after the Paragon skies growl to life and weep along with me, I soak the bed with my tears. And as much as I wish they were born strictly of vengeance, they were born of undeniable, unstable, unstoppable bone-shattering grief.

      One thing I will never forget.

      I am indeed his ruin.
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      It is reported thou didst eat strange flesh, which some did die to look on.

      That line from Antony and Cleopatra runs through my mind on a loop as my fingers ride over the wet granite globe beneath them. Tears over Creation is a wicked wonder that Demetri bestowed upon me—a giant blue boulder in a bath of water four feet high, five across at least, in which you can look to see what those you love are up to—more or less. It was a housewarming gift of sorts for the dominion I inherited.

      But that line—It is reported thou didst eat strange flesh, which some did die to look on. It was Octavius Caesar speaking to Antony. A part of his soliloquy to get him to stop his hedonism. And hedonism was Caesar’s exact word choice in the matter. Chloe comes to mind.

      Fucking Shakespeare.

      It’s taken wildly out of context, but it fits, and because it fits so well, my mind cannot stop ruminating on it.

      “Gage Oliver,” Chloe’s voice tolls throughout the room like the bells of bad news. “What are you doing, my love?” She’s on me before I can turn around, her tits pressed to my back, her chin relaxing softly on my shoulder. “Spying so soon?” she groans as if she knew it were coming. “Let’s see it.” What’s the little whore doing now?

      Chloe has no clue that I can hear her thoughts, that I can shield my own from her Celestra powers.

      Once upon a time I belonged to the Levatio Faction, or so I thought, so we all thought. Levatio’s skills are pretty remarkable in and of themselves, strength and speed like the other four Factions, but Levatio also encompasses the unique ability to partake in teleportation, the ability to levitate—and for some, as it was for me, the gift of knowing. And now that I’m a fully resurrected Fem, that last one seems to have been struck from the roster because I don’t know shit.

      My hand waves over the watery globe, blue granite mixed with swirls of emerald and white as if it were the planet from an elevated perspective. An image appears, the same image I’ve rewound and inspected for the better part of an hour.

      A room emerges in the reflection, Dudley’s home, a raging fire behind him, women blitzed out of their minds in the background, but it’s not the women or the fire that I’m interested in. It’s the girl in his arms, Skyla. He’s holding her, telling her something. She’s campaigning hard for his attention, and then her lips are on his. I’ve reviewed, investigated to the tenth of a second enough to know that it was Skyla who initiated that lip-lock. I can’t blame her. I’ve watched her all evening, confused, angry, jumping off the cliff side at Devil’s Peak, earning her wings—and good on her for getting her powers back. Skyla stalking the shoreline. Skyla with Logan. Skyla running at the speed of light. Skyla with Dudley.

      “They just cut out.” Chloe taps the water and causes a ripple that makes the picture blurry. “Where did they go?”

      “I’m assuming to his bedroom. There’s a binding spirit that’s shielding her next venue. It’s just a guess.”

      “Oh, Gage.” Chloe feigns concern as she swivels her hands over my back and chest at once. “I’m so sorry you had to see that. Skyla does have a bit of a temper. And I’m sure seeing the two of us united in a binding covenant has ignited it.” Her voice ticks up with excitement when she says that last part as if she can’t believe it herself, and I’m sure she can’t. Hell, I can’t. “And”—her finger curls under my chin as she struggles to force me to look at her—“let’s not forget that fire we started when our bodies met for the very first time.” She sucks in a quick breath as if the flames just licked at her feet.

      “We did start a fire, didn’t we?” I glance to the black water and spot Skyla in our old bed alongside a glowing being that looks just like her—Candace Messenger and that’s where I cut the show.

      “Father?” The tiny, yet confident sound of my daughter’s voice has both Chloe and me looking to the rear of the massive throne room as Sage stalks her way over. She’s dressed in a white ethereal gown with a golden sash, and it looks like a replica of what Skyla wore to our would-be wedding. My God, she was a beautiful bride. She just wasn’t destined to be mine.

      “What is it, sweetie?” I step over and offer a warm embrace, take in the lavender scent in her hair, and wish I could rewind time a few years as I close my eyes. Sage looks like a miniature version of me—or she would have if she had lived. Skyla lost her in utero.

      Sage frowns hard. “Demetri just informed me that he’s hosting your grand ceremony. How is a king to have a coronation if there is no throne involved? Besides, the gentry hate mingling with the living Nephilim. And I can’t blame them. Half of the Nephilim don’t even believe in their own lineage.” Those blue eyes, sweet nose, those adorable dimples—Sage is my doppelgänger right down to her long, dark hair.

      “Yes, well, it hasn’t even been an earth long day and I still very much run on earth time. I’ll tell him to put the coronation on ice. I’m not exactly in the mood to party.” I flex a weak smile as I rise back to my feet.

      “That’s too bad,” Sage says curtly. She has a natural catty demeanor about her, some might even say hostile. And yes, I shield the hell out of my thoughts around her, seeing that she can easily pick up on them. “You’ll have it here, or you’ll have two. I won’t let you get away without hosting a proper coronation. There will be royal gentry present that wouldn’t even consider spending a night on earth, so there’s that. You’ll have to have two coronations. A proper one with the gentry—and one for the ninnies.” She frowns over at me as if I’ve disappointed her.

      Get in line, kid, because I am on a freaking roll.

      “Two parties sounds splendid to me,” Chloe chirps with her hand to her chest as she looks off into space as if envisioning herself in a gown, on my arm as we wear matching crowns, and all of it makes me want to vomit.

      “I’m not having it. At least not for a good long while,” I growl. “I need to talk to Demetri myself. And Wes.” God, Wes. How can I look him in the eye?

      But it’s Skyla my heart grieves for, her beautiful spirit—how I’ve plundered everything we once were just to secure a future with her. I never imagined I’d regret it, but in truth, it’s far too late for regrets. I’ve come this far, and there’s no looking back. I’ve killed for her—and the body count will rise if it has to. This isn’t a game and there isn’t a rewind button. This is simply the kind of macabre shit that you have to own whether you want to or not.

      The entire throne room darkens, the growl of thunder erupts overhead, and jags of lightning illuminate the area a sterile shade of blue.

      “Father.” Sage steps forward and picks up my hand, her tiny face looking up at me solemnly. “I realize you’re in pain, but for your own sake, remove your feelings from the equation. All of Sheddai is gloomy no thanks to your moping. There will be no reconciliation between you and Mother. You’ll have to adjust. Granted, I see it isn’t an easy task, but you are more than a man. You are akin to God. You must relegate your emotions to a higher plane. For goodness’ sake, the entire dominion reflects your mood. It was so cheery and beautiful those blissful first few moments.”

      “Neither you nor Sheddai will get anything remotely blissful or cheery from me.” I stagger toward the throne I sold Skyla’s people out for. “This is who I am, Sage. I don’t see an improvement coming anytime soon. The gloom and the doom is fitting.” I almost want to laugh at how frighteningly accurate it is. It’s almost a relief. “In fact, I’m not calling this place Sheddai anymore. It’s not anywhere near holy.”

      An exasperated sigh expends from her. “It means sufficient Lord. But it could hold the meaning of protector as well. Is that dark enough for you, Father?” There’s an angry undertone buried in there and I can appreciate it. I demand everyone join me in my anger. Sage is a good start.

      “No, it’s not dark enough.” I take a few steps toward the golden throne and glare at it. It looks wicked in its own right, jagged peaks, a cold hard seat. Everything about it is unfriendly. Next to it there is a smaller throne, one for Sage, a look-alike to my own, with the exception she’s adorned it with pearls around the periphery. An oversized ruby footstool rests in front of it like a blood clot. I’m assuming Chloe will demand to have one next to mine soon enough, and I’ll be foolish enough to oblige her. It’s either get her a damn seat or have her on my lap, and I know which one I’d prefer.

      “What do you think, Chloe? What should we name it?” I give the spacious room the once-over. The entire castle is made of stone and steel. It’s a knockoff of Wesley’s abode, which is a knockoff of Demetri’s celestial dumpster, but this monster is large enough to fit the entire island in. A dull sigh escapes me at the thought of having Skyla a permanent resident in my dominion. As appealing as it sounds, it would be hell for both of us. Mostly her.

      “Eversor.” Chloe lifts her chin, her dark beauty gleaming in this wicked light like the violent end of a spirit sword. “It means destroyer in Latin. That way you keep the meaning but change the language. It’s not at all considered a holy term, nor would it be mistaken for one.” She bounds her way over, her tits jumping, her hips swaying. Chloe has had one hell of a skip in her step ever since all her dreams came true right in this very room. I glare over at that rose petal strewn mattress in the chamber to my right.

      “Ever sore?” I cock my head at the sky up above—sullen stars, the blackest night, and even a blue moon hangs heavy as if it belonged there. “I like it.” I will be ever sore. I will be remiss all of my days until they bleed into eternity right along with Skyla, and even then I will forever hold onto the grief of what I’ve done. In the end, I had no choice, spending an eternity in hell, away from Skyla and my children would have been hell indeed. Yes, I sold out the Sectors to do it, but one of us had to go and it couldn’t be me.

      “Eversor,” Chloe puts the right inflection on it again. “I agree it’s far more fitting than Sheddai.”

      Sage growls like a rabid alley cat. “I’ll have you know I gifted this realm that blessed name.” She takes a few bold steps toward Chloe, and suddenly it feels as if a brawl is about to take place. For a moment, I wonder if it’s appropriate to let my young daughter, who is wise beyond her years, take on Chloe Bishop—Oliver. “Come closer, I rather have the urge to slap you.”

      Chloe leans in dangerously close as if daring her to do so. “The feeling is mutual.”

      “Father will never truly love you. His heart belongs to Mother. And believe me, I’d rather it didn’t, ten times as much as you would.”

      “Enough,” I say it without the right vigor behind it. In truth, I don’t give a shit if Sage and Chloe go at it for twenty-four eternities. “Eversor, it is. We’ll leave Sheddai to the King of Kings. He destroys nothing. I destroy everything I touch.”

      I stagger forward and sit down hard over the cold surface of my glacial throne.

      Chloe looks up at me with those big black eyes, lashes batting manically as if she couldn’t believe the sight. “All hail the king.”
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      The bond of love cannot be broken. It is irrevocable. When I lost Skyla, there was no replacement, no person, no body, no entity that could fill the void. I knew that. I knew it even when I tried my damnedest to achieve it. But this shit? This malfeasance? My blood has been boiling ever since Skyla mentioned Gage Oliver’s union with that beast.

      The mist settles over me as if I were a fixture while I stare up at Barron’s home, the lights are on downstairs at this early hour. The horse at my side whinnies and cries incessantly as if setting its hooves on this island brought it unimaginable misery. And believe me, I know that feeling.

      “Oliver?” a voice shouts from behind and I turn to see Ellis Harrison speeding down his enormous driveway. Another figure comes up behind him and I’m a bit surprised to see my look-alike Cooper Flanders there.

      “Is that an effing horse? Dude”—Ellis comes in close and takes the rope from me, causing the beast to toss its head back and wail into the sky—“get this thing back to Dudley’s.”

      “Good idea, Ellis.” I slap the back of the horse and marvel that this ghostlike creature feels so solid. “It’s not his, but I doubt that will matter much.”

      Coop stands in front of me with that heavy look in his eyes as he does his best to examine me.

      “You look like shit. What’s with the horse routine? You joining the circus?”

      “I don’t need to join. I’m a lifelong member,” I say, growling over at my brother’s house once again. “I need to speak to Gage.”

      Ellis starts down the street in the direction of Dudley’s house and we follow. “Call him.”

      “I’m guessing his connection is shot. I think Wes is my best bet. Anyone up for a trip to the Transfer?”

      Coop backtracks a step. “I’ll get my car and meet you at Dudley’s.”

      Ellis and I pick up our clip, and soon enough Dudley’s spectacle of a house is before us. The house is lit up, the music trembles from the windows and spills into this early hour of the morning as a rather oddly dressed couple is getting down to business against the side of the house.

      “Costume party?” Ellis says as we walk the behemoth beast past them.

      “I’m thinking throwback Thursday.”

      “The seventeenth century never lets you down, dude.”

      We crest the side yard and enter into the back of Dudley’s expansive property, and low and behold there he is, arms folded across his chest, dressed in a three-piece suit, that permanent scowl he holds just for me etched on his face.

      “This beast needs a new home,” I say, taking the threadbare rope from Ellis. “We chose yours.” I open up the gate to the corral and the beast moseys on in as if he belonged there, and I’m betting he does. “What’s with the party?” I nod to the house with its raucous music, the half-dressed girls oozing out of every orifice.

      “There’s a celebration to be had.” He glares my way before shooting a look to Ellis. “Certainly you’re apprised of the good news.”

      My heart stops cold. “Gage married Chloe and you threw a party?”

      “What?” Ellis squawks so loud the lazy animals in the corral stir from their slumber. “No effing way.”

      “Way,” Dudley and I say in unison.

      I nod for Ellis to follow me back to the side yard. “It’s nice to know where your loyalty lies, Dudley.”

      “My loyalty has never wavered, unlike your own,” he’s quick to spout back.

      I stop short of rounding out the corner and turn to find those bright crimson eyes focused on me like laser beams.

      His chin lifts a notch. “You gave her away out of fear, for a song. Unlike you, I understand my time with Skyla tarries.”

      For a second, I think of charging him, knocking him into a fresh pile of manure, but think better of it. I’m saving all of my punches for someone else.

      “Skyla is mine,” I say. “My heart, my attention is right where it should be. And you’re right. I made a grave error.”

      “An error that has cost your brothers and mine their place on this planet and in the kingdom. You are dangerous. And if you continue to act upon feelings, you will continue to destroy yourself and others.”

      I think on it for a moment and shake my head. I hate it when he’s right.

      “Duly noted.”

      “Good.” His jaw redefines itself as if he were looking to charge me instead. “What comes next?”

      “I find Gage. Beat the shit out of him. Don’t worry, Dudley. There are no feelings involved in this endeavor. It’s purely recreational at this point. Then I find Skyla. We identify those markers, get our people back, and get your people back where they belong. Is there anything you’d like to amend?”

      “Carry on.” A sly smile creeps up the side of his face. “And Oliver? Get a good left hook in for me.”

      “Done.”

      Ellis and I head out front and hop into Coop’s truck.

      “To the Transfer,” I say as Ellis and I buckle up for the bumpy ride.

      Coop drives us to the base of Devil’s Peak, and the three of us stare at that wall of granite as he revs the engine, preparing the truck and us for the drive right through that rock and into another plane. The speedometer clocks eighty just as we crash right through the spiritual divide. The truck, our bodies, our bones vibrate like a tuning fork struck by God until we land with a hard thump on the rugged, dusty terrain of the Transfer. Coop drives straight up to the walkway leading to Wesley’s haunt, running over at least a third of the ghostly residents in our way. It’s unlikely they’re hurt, considering they’re long deceased.

      The Transfer is filled with a vagabond group from ages gone by, the men still in their yesteryear suits with their spaghetti thin ties and the woman in full bustle mode, corsets, breasts hanging out like it was a sport to see how much flesh could be exposed without going full frontal. We hop out and make our way through the oversized doors leading into the castle.

      The interior of Wesley’s gargantuan home is limestone and marble. A grand room the size of my entire house sits to the right with a fireplace large enough to roast an elk. The large bath with a globe rolling in it sits just past that—Tears over Creation, Skyla called it once. I’ve heard it referenced as Tears over Paragon as well.

      “Wes?” I call out.

      If Wes doesn’t drag Gage from the pit of hell to see me, I just might try Tenebrous to see what the fool is up to. Gage couldn’t have done it, could he? But after having both Skyla and Marshall verify the fact Gage indeed married Chloe, it’s hard for me to give him the benefit of the doubt. In fact, he lost that privilege the day he usurped Skyla as the Faction leader. His stock has gone to dust entirely with me, and yet there’s a tugging in my heart because I still love him deeply. It looks like I’m the fool, after all.

      Laken startles from the sofa, a sweet baby girl suckling at her breast. “Wes?” she calls out in a panic and the baby’s arms extend with a shock of her own. “We’ve got company.” Her hand moves protectively to the back of the baby’s head. “Coop? What’s going on?”

      “Logan is looking for Gage.”

      Ellis thumps his chest. “We’re going to kick some Oliver ass.” His gaze shifts to the back. “Dude, you’ve got an open bar?” He heads over and pours himself a finger’s worth of whiskey.

      “What the hell?” a groggy voice grumbles from behind and we find Wes still buttoning his jeans, a flannel hanging by his shoulders, barefoot.

      I could catch him off guard right now if I wanted. Pick him up and toss him into the fireplace. The world would be down one wicked idiot, but I’ve got bigger Fems to fry.

      “Get your brother here. I need to talk to him.”

      “My brother?” His chest bucks as he lets an incredulous laugh fly. “He’s a bit indisposed at the moment.”

      Coop gives a dark chuckle. “So you’ve heard the good news?”

      I filled Coop in on the way over and he’s in just as much disbelief as I am.

      Wes looks to Laken and his brows lift.

      Her mouth opens as she shakes her head at her bedraggled hubby. “What news, Wes?” She looks up at the man who should be her husband. “Cooper?”

      “I’ll tell you.” Wes grinds a palm into his eye, still struggling to wake from his slumber. “Gage married Chloe last night in the dominion my father gifted him.”

      “Oh my God,” Laken’s voice riots through the room and the baby nestled in her lap shudders. “Is that what you went for?”

      “Yes.” He nods at the fact as if he were stunned. “It was supposed to be Skyla. She was there. He chose Chloe. It was a fucking mess.”

      I glance to Coop when Wes lets the expletive fly. It’s almost as if he wants us to believe he didn’t approve, but I don’t buy it.

      “Get him here,” I growl to Wes. “I want to hear it from his own mouth.”

      Wes shakes his head at me, no words.

      Laken rises and traipses over to Wes as he extends an arm to her, cradling her and the baby in his wing. It looked so natural—no, harmonious. It must kill Coop all over, every time he witnesses it.

      “Look”—Wes glares at the fire a moment—“I see that you’re pissed, but I can’t help you. I can’t even help myself.” He glowers back at that fireplace before pulling Laken in tight. “Now, if you will all please leave. My family would like some peace.” There’s a heaviness in his tone, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think it sounds as if he’s grieving.

      The baby rouses and looks around at our motley crew—that fair hair, those large expressive eyes, she’s Cooper Flanders’ kid through and through, and as soon as she spots her Pops, she squirms as if trying to inch her way to him.

      “Come here.” Cooper gently extricates her from Laken, and neither she nor Wes puts up a fight. Ironic since Wes made sure that paternity test ended up in his favor. I don’t believe it. I don’t care if Ezrina did administer it herself. She’s as good as on a leash around Wes. Chloe and Wes share a baby girl themselves, and since Chloe gave birth in her Ezrina-issued body, Ezrina feels a very real biological connection to October, Tobie, Edinger.

      “Charlie adores you.” Laken steps over and coos at the babe in Cooper’s arms. But Wes looks as if he’s about to kill or die. Maybe both in that order.

      I step over and drag Wes toward the mouth of the entry. “What’s going on? You look like you ate a shit pie and I’m not talking about your reaction to Coop holding his kid.” I blink a smile as if to let him know I’m in on it. Hell, we all are, with the exception of Laken.

      His jaw squares out. His eyes fill with venom. “Like I said, I cannot summon Gage for you. I cannot control Gage. Gage is off the fucking chain, and you better believe you haven’t seen the start of this shit show.” The veins in his neck distend, and his voice is raw with rage.

      I shake my head. “My God, he’s done something to piss you off, hasn’t he? He really is on a roll.”

      “I am,” a deep voice reverberates from the foyer and both Wes and I freeze.

      Here he is, Gage Oliver in that all too familiar body, those expressive eyes—and by his side stands Chloe Bishop—Chloe Oliver.

      After all we’ve been through with her. After all Skyla has been through with her. This is a nightmare we never saw coming.

      It’s as if the entire damn house collapses on itself, time rolls up like a scroll, and the stars extinguish themselves as I walk over with tunnel vision, on a mission to strangle the hell out of this piece of shit I don’t even know anymore.

      I lunge on top of him and my fists rail against his face, his chest, his neck, any and every place I can reach. Gage fights back, doing his best to restrain me, but I’ve unleashed every last ounce of my Celestra strength on his grimy ass, and I can feel he’s done the same with me.

      Power against power. Might against might. Light against darkness. I gift him that left hook from Dudley, then a dozen more from Skyla, a couple from each of the boys, and finally one from the father who raised him.

      How did it all go so wrong? How did Gage, this seemingly perfect resurrected version of him, fall to hell so quickly?

      It doesn’t seem possible that the boy I grew up with had somehow gnarled himself into the twisted monster Demetri so desperately craved he would be. It doesn’t seem even remotely possible that Gage would do what he did to Skyla and her people. And it sure as hell feels like an impossibility altogether that he would marry Chloe Bishop. He hated her with a fierce passion. There is no logical reason for this union. Not one.

      Gage Oliver was the most logical person I have ever met. I’m the one that ran off emotion. Numbers, charts, and sage advice fueled him. I took off running before I knew where I was going. Gage bought a map. I threw darts blindly, hoping they’d hit their intended target. Gage walked that shit up to the board and spiked it.

      A thought hits me like a house crashing over my head, and I stop cold and stagger backward, looking at his lip already swelling, the half-moon darkening underneath his left eye.

      Gage is logical. I pant as I struggle to catch my breath, but I don’t dare take my eyes off his. Gage is black and white, not one shade of gray in his psychological makeup. Sure, he was a writer, a poet, but you could be creative and still very practical about life, and that’s what he was.

      “Shit.” I wipe the spit off my chin as we look at one another, each hunched over, aching and out of breath.

      Chloe runs over to him and his initial reaction is to lift his elbow as if he were about to bat her away, but his arm falls and he lets her blotch his cheek with her fingertips. She looks my way and her lips are moving, but I’m not too concerned with whatever it is she has to say.

      Gage is logical; therefore, he is driven by logic. Whatever had him start that war—marry Chloe, it has to have made perfect sense to him. A desperate attempt at helping Skyla in some way. Gage lives to please her, to help her.

      I shake my head at him. You missed by a mile, buddy. You have taken a page from my book—and markedly fucked things up far better than I ever have.

      Gage lowers his head, those glowing eyes still pinned on mine as if he were trying to read my thoughts from afar, a skill I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have. But it’s almost as if he’s speaking to me, saying something that words cannot or should not express.

      I twitch my head just a bit and he nods just enough.

      There, he’s said something. Exactly what, I’m not certain. It’s almost as if he’s a hostage in his own skin, locked in a cage of bones that no one realizes. Something has happened to Gage Oliver, and I’m going to get down to the bottom of it if it kills me.

      “I’ll see you around,” I say it harsh, but my eyes are pressing in, begging him to find me, to get me alone so we can figure this out. I want to help him, pull him from the muck and the mire he’s drowning in. And at the same time I don’t.

      But Gage simply takes a breath and straightens, scooping Chloe in close with his arm.

      “This is my new wife, Logan. Get used to it because it’s never going to change.”

      Chloe bubbles with laughter as she looks up at him adorningly. Her hair is slightly mussed, her lids still hanging low. Chloe’s sexual charge for Gage has only grown stronger this night. Her strange obsession has come to fruition and she doesn’t know what to do with herself. I’m sure it’s been a nonstop orgasmic experience ever since they said I do.

      I take a deep breath. “Normally, I would welcome you to the family, Chloe. But I can’t bring myself to do that. The spell you cast is strong. It’s potent and dangerous.” I look to Gage and he’s gone cold on me. That look of his could burn down Paragon. “You, my friend”—I look right at the nephew I love so dearly—“were better off dead.”

      Coop and Ellis follow me out and we take off for greener pastures as Paragon welcomes us in a cloak of fog.

      Everything has changed. Only Paragon remains the same.

      But Gage was in there. I saw him, just a glimpse. And I’ll do whatever it takes to rescue him—rescue him from himself.
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      There was an entire season of my life where I was cock-sure about everything. An entire season of my life that I had fire in my belly, assured I would never make a single error, and then I lost Laken and my world went black.

      Yes, I had power. I had influence and the ability to lead my people in the direction I believe is best, but without Laken by my side, there was an everlasting hunger that no achievement was able to satiate. My life was empty, a hollow shell of what it should have been. And then, just like that, it turned on a dime. Laken by my side. Laken having my baby. The Factions were ours in a night. My brother finally at the helm, the fearless leader, the one I had sworn by oath to obey, his powers far more vast than my own. He owns me. And here I am—his puppet. And in one last great effort to secure our kingdom, I allowed him to do the unthinkable.

      I glower over at Chloe as she waves her way past me and coos at the baby in Laken’s arms.

      “Well, don’t just stand there.” She looks my way. “Get the bubbly, the good stuff from the basement. The oldest and the best. Congratulations are in order.”

      Gage tips his head back and sheds a bleak smile. That about says it all.

      “What’s going on?” Laken’s voice, her entire being is rife with suspicion. “Is this true?” Laughter peppers her words as she takes a few steps closer to my brother as if trying to read the lie on his face. “Gage, this is a farce and you know it. You’re not in love with Chloe. I saw the way you were looking at Skyla last night. Yes, you had great grief in your heart, but your love for her shone bright as the stars. Why are you doing this? Why would you hurt her?” Her mouth rounds out as if she’s coming to an epiphany. “It’s her birthday.” She shakes her head at Chloe. “Is this a joke? You married your wife’s nemesis on her birthday?”

      Gage swallows hard as if doing his best not to lose it.

      I blink over at him, bored. Stay strong, you bastard. You can do it. Crying is for pussies. I nod as if I had just conveyed the thought with words.

      “It’s no joke,” he croaks it out. “How about that champagne?”

      “How about whiskey? It’s quicker and less than ten feet away.”

      “Sounds good.” He heads over to the bar with me while Chloe rambles out something about how uncouth it will seem to polite society to have married brothers.

      I glower at this stone-faced version of myself. “Why are you here?” I ask as I pour us each a double and he knocks his back and drops the glass in front of me for more.

      “Logan. I heard he was looking for me and I appeared. He’s still my true brother.”

      “Unlike me.” I swallow a laugh. “I would walk through a fire for you, brother.” I lift my glass his way. “How about a simple thank you?”

      His jaw moves side to side as if he were chewing on my words. “Thank you for being by my side when I needed it most.” He lifts his glass as Laken and Chloe meander over.

      “Don’t you dare drink without me.” Chloe pours herself a generous amount and a glass of seltzer water beside that. “For the nursing mother.” She hands Laken the glass and we all hoist our drinks in the air. “Wesley, why don’t you do the honor? Seeing that we’re both with the ones our heart desires, it’s only fitting you bless this new union.”

      “Agree.” I lift my glass another notch, my eyes still unmoving from his. “To my brother and his new wife. May you have a long, satisfying union that brings you both so very much joy.” I said joy, but the inflection, my heart said misery. “To a fresh start and true love.”

      “True love.” Chloe chooses what she wants to hear as she lifts her glass ever higher.

      Laken looks up at me with those soft eyes, the hard edge of suspicion veiled beneath them. “To true love.” She glances to Gage and Chloe. “If this is what you really want, I hope you both find peace in it. Be mindful of the broken hearts in your wake. And be careful not to trample others on your way to happily ever after. I hope you enjoy all of the happiness that Wesley and I have found in one another.” Her gaze shifts to my brother, and her affect hardens as she narrows her attention. “And if this is a farce, I hope you live to rue the day you thought it a good idea to tear the beating heart out of the girl you once professed to love. May you rot in your misery, roll in agony in your bed at night knowing you have trampled a pure light under your heel, that I now question if you ever deserved.”

      Chloe scoffs. “This is the moment you choose to be petty? Oh Lakey, Lakey, Lakey-Poo. One day you will rouse from this mental block—a far less sanitized arousal than the one you’re having now, and you will rue the day you opened your legs to Wesley Edinger and closed your heart to Cooper Flanders. And then I will remind you of your indiscretions, your foolish parade of affection, and it will be you who rots in misery. It will most certainly be you rolling around your bed in agony knowing you’ve trampled under your heel a pure light that I too now question—along with everyone else— if you ever deserved.”

      Shit. I close my eyes a moment. My head is still pounding from this migraine that started as soon as I set foot in that demonic kingdom of my brother’s late last night and it hasn’t let up since.

      “Enough.” I nod to Gage. “Take your bride. Go and enjoy one another. Have a feast of the flesh.” My lips twitch with a sick sense of pleasure. “Take an extended honeymoon.” No skin off my nose if you never come back. “Chloe, I’d ask you to apologize, but I realize you’re incapable. Now if you’ll both excuse us, Laken and I have a daughter to tend to—two of them, a bed of our own to warm. It’s been a long night and an even longer morning.” I take a deep breath as I glance past Gage as they start to take off. “We’ll get together after the holidays and strategize.”

      That’s when my powers will be fully restored, and I am counting down the hours. The Justice Alliance took them away five months ago—a six-month suspension for screwing with Coop. It was worth it. And the fact that I still have Laken by my side makes everything seem worthwhile. I’d go a lifetime without a single extraterrestrial power if it assured me she would never leave me, never look at me again with the disdain she had in her eyes, in her heart, for the monster she thought I had become.

      Yes, she is still with me, but she is also slowly rousing from that fog her brain has been in for the last solid year. She remembers Coop, their marriage, but with about as much emotion as you might have after watching a movie. It hasn’t hit home yet, this great usurping of her spirit. It hasn’t sunk into her bones, this tragedy that’s given us the greatest blessing of all—each other.

      And will it still be a blessing, or will it be a curse when her heart catches up to her mind? Will she look at me with disdain again? Take my precious daughter, Charlie, away from me—and she is mine, despite what the masses want to believe.

      I love Charlie with the same ferocity I love Tobie.

      And then there is Eli, my only son, my heir to this wickedness that has absorbed me. I suppose the girls are, too, but it’s Eli that I’m afraid for most. Demetri likens girls and women to pets, but the men—you are either his charge or his enemy. Eli will have to fit into his mold and become the ardent Fem that Demetri will undoubtedly flesh him out to be.

      Yes, I will have a say in it, in as much as I agree with Demetri. Just like I was forced to agree with Gage last night as that shit show unfolded. He did it. A wedding—married to my own wife, ex-wife. Chloe.

      Laken presses a firm kiss to my lips, heated as a fire. “I need to lay Charlie down. Come straight to bed. That is a command, Wesley Edinger.” Her lips curve with devilish intent. “I’m pulling you out of that dark place, with my thighs if I have to. Let’s make more babies, Wes. Let me prove to you that I won’t fly away. I’m no bird with a broken wing. I’ve chosen you over Cooper, and I’m ready to seal our union properly.” Her heavenly blue eyes hang over mine before she whisks off with Charlie.

      The fire crackles and pops loud as a gunshot, and I look to the flames, unable to pull my gaze away. They dance and they flicker, burn with a relentless fervor, but eventually they will go out in a whimper. If I’ve learned anything from my short tenure on this planet, it’s that nothing lasts forever.

      Success, money, fame, it will eventually melt away like snow or end up with someone else. Everything is temporal. Unsecure.

      The flames rise like demons in the night, licking the walls, threatening to step outside of their bounds.

      Gage and the maddening wine of his power have already become a blemish, a bruise on my existence. His exertion of authority has already become a coat of flames around me, placed over my shoulders by my brother himself.

      So help me God, if Gage costs me Laken. After all we’ve been through, finding our way back to one another, creating life together in a harmonious union of our love. If Gage costs me Laken because of his burgeoning need to solidify his power, I swear on all that is holy that I will turn on him. And if my father doesn’t like it, I’ll turn on him, too.

      If Laken cuts me out of her life because of what Gage has determined to be my fate, then my brother will have hell on his hands that his ex-wife only wishes she could give him.

      I will destroy Gage Oliver. I will crush him under my heel. And then once my father turns on me, and he will undoubtedly do so once his favorite son is extinguished, I will crush him twice as hard.

      Demetri is the purveyor of all of this misery, all of this grief. But I can no longer excuse Gage as the puppet. No, my brother stepped fully into his own less than twenty-four hours ago. He spread his dark wings, roared with new lungs, and exerted his wicked power over me, first.

      Cost me Laken and I will drag my brother and every last Fem down to hell with me.

      It will be my great, great pleasure.
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      Bone-deep grief. Soul-soaked anger. Each moment of every day I vacillate between the abject grief of losing my husband and its darker twin, the disgusting desperation of wanting to do anything, to give up every soul on the planet to have him back—to the suffocating need to destroy him.

      Ellis stopped by and let me know that he, Logan, and Coop paid the Transfer a visit. Logan wanted Gage on a spit—those were Ellis’ exact words and they warmed me, but I laughed, too, because Logan built this monster just as much as Demetri did. That’s another gift of being blindsided with grief. Blame. How I love to point the finger at my mother, Demetri, Logan, Gage, at the universe, fate, God.

      Desperation mixed with fury, inextricably intertwined with blame is a trifecta of bondage. I want to beg, lash out, and kill all at the very same time. I can’t for the life of me keep my emotions in check. In fact, it is the very last thing I ever want to do. I want to roar. I want to riot against the Nephilim who have sided with the Steel Barricade and claw Wesley Edinger’s wicked eyes out for twisting their arms. I want to lacerate Demetri with Gage fashioned as a knife.

      I don’t know what could possibly hurt that evil creature. Perhaps if Gage, his favorite son, his only son when you get down to celestial brass tacks, were to inflict a fatal wound, it would take.

      But the fatal wound is mine at the moment. My wings proving immovable. And I am so fucking sick of likening myself to a butterfly pinned to a wax board—the victim of circumstance, the sickening whimpering damsel in distress.

      I want to pin my mother down and watch her bleed. I want to know what she’s made of. Certainly, she’s made a sport of dissecting me, exposing my deepest desires and then profiting from them. So easily she upturned my world. She yanked the tablecloth from beneath me like some dime store magician. She has made me walk the tightrope she strung out high over this dismal rock long before I was born.

      And perhaps she had my father killed. My father would never have wanted this for me. He would have stood in her way. God knows any opposition to my mother lands you in a very dangerous place.

      Look where Gage is. Look where I am. Desperate grief, hellish anger, and the despondent need to direct blame squarely on other people’s shoulders.

      Bone-deep grief. Soul-soaked anger. I need to pick an emotion and stick to it. I need to pick a horse so I can get back in the race. It all sounds right and just, but the truth is, I can’t even pick between my toothbrush or a comb.

      I have gone feral both inside and out, unrecognizable to myself. A stranger passes me in the mirror, so very frightening I want to get away from her. It’s a miracle the boys regard me as anything at all.

      But my own mother was there for me when I found my way back to my bed that night. Holding me, rocking me, kissing the wounds that she helped inflict.

      It’s so hard to damn Gage to hell on his own entirely. No. He will definitely need an entourage to accompany him. It’s only fitting. They helped get him there to begin with.

      “Earth to Messenger.” Bree slashes her hand over my eyes in a desperate attempt to revive me. “You’re like having a sack of potatoes around these days.”

      My eyes dart her way, the quick frenetic movement of a lunatic. My body has been paralyzed with an insurmountable dark energy just waiting to unleash on anyone and, my God, Brielle Landon will do just fine.

      Laken kicks Bree in the shin as we sit in lawn chairs, watching the kids in that bounce house Bree and Drake dragged into the Landon backyard. The oversized castle jerks and moves in jagged spasms as the kids scream with glee inside. Nathan, Barron, my little sister Mystery, Misty—the one who also happens to hold Demetri’s demented DNA, Brielle’s son, Beau—Emily’s daughter Ember, and, of course, Chloe’s poor castoff, Tobie are all enjoying the hell out of it. Enjoying the hell out of their youth, not caring that they live on a rock in the middle of nowhere. A place the sun chooses not to visit. We are wet with fog, the dew clinging to our skin like perspiration.

      Emily Morgan is here with us with her pale as paper skin, that dark round bushel of hair that sits on top of her head like a tumbleweed. She’s the only one willing to walk to the bounce house periodically to make sure those screams do not equal any broken limbs. Em’s body is ripe with child at the moment, her belly distended nearly two feet in front of her. She could have a litter of three just as easily as she could have one. My stomach sours at the thought because I did have three in my own belly at one time.

      Bree picks up a beer and swills it my way. That’s what Bree’s life has devolved to—day drinking.

      Drake, my stepbrother, sucks them down as if it were a sport he took careful practice to master and now, so does she. That’s one thing I appreciated about Gage. He didn’t drink, and neither do I. Don’t like the smell. I don’t like feeling any more out of control than I have to. But I’ve seen Em have an occasional glass of wine, using her pregnant belly as a shelf to hold it. To each his own. She is having a Landon, after all, her second child with Brielle’s dimwit of a husband. Harsh words, I know. But I’ve been in one serious harsh mood for days now. I’m not safe to be around, not in body or in spirit.

      “Guess what, bitches?” Bree gives a hearty wink my way. Most likely because I’ve been taking everything the wrong way these days—especially her moronic words to me—and I almost slaughtered her because of them.

      Laken snarls over at her and pulls the blanket higher over sweet baby Charlie. She’s a toe-head. Coop showed Laken and me a baby picture of himself at that age and they could be twins. Coop tried to play it off in an isn’t-it-funny kind of way, but Laken rolled her eyes and countered that she, too, looked just like Charlie at her age. Point taken.

      “What, Bree?” Em rolls her neck, her dark stiff curls never moving as she swings her head from side to side. Emily has always been pasty, but with each passing day of this new pregnancy, her skin grows paler to the point it’s impossible to believe she has a drop of blood in her.

      “So”—Bree jumps in her seat, repositioning herself as her gaze ping-pongs to all three of us—“I’m thinking it’s time to have another kid.”

      “No.” I don’t bother sugar coating it. “It’s bad enough Em is doing it. You don’t need another kid. You need to focus on the one you have and do something constructive with your life other than shoving malt liquor down your throat.”

      Bree squawks and chirps, but not an intelligible sound emits from her.

      “Skyla.” Laken shakes her head and frowns at my somewhat uncalled for outburst as if she wanted me to apologize.

      No, she is not getting an apology out of me. I may just go the rest of my life without apologizing to anyone. The Factions come to mind, all of those dead Noster. There are plenty of other people in line in front of Bree that I might need to beg forgiveness from.

      Charlie roots for food around Laken’s chest. Those adorable pouty lips suction to Laken’s skin until she pulls up her shirt and begins nursing her.

      “I’m going to have another one.” Laken forces a tight smile Bree’s way. “Wes is up for it, and I want the kids to be close in age.”

      Words choke their way right up my throat. “Charlie has a sibling her exact same age—Eli. In fact, they were born the same day. You could not get any closer than that. Please do not entertain that demon in your bed any longer than necessary.” My God, I need to shake Ezrina, Marshall, or my mother until one of them fixes whatever the hell is wrong with Laken. “And I thought you were going to wait until after the holidays to decide between Wes and Coop?” I knew it was bullshit the second she spewed it.

      Laken averts her eyes. “He’s not Gage, Skyla. You can stop having a transference issue with him.” Her tone is snippy, and her gaze cuts slyly in my direction before reverting to the babe in her arms.

      “I can’t breathe.” I spring to my feet. “Em, please watch the boys.”

      Emily groans as she cranes her neck back in that direction. “No, Messenger.” That stone-cold, almost corpse-pale face of hers glowers my way. “You’re always running away when the going gets tough. You put us in a shithole. And, as an appointed leader, you need to stomp this fire out instead of running away from it.”

      Holy crap. I’m going to break all kinds of records by skinning three witches in less than five minutes.

      “Let her go.” Bree waves me off. “I’ll watch the brats. We know you’re pissed because Gage chose Chloe. Heck, I was pissed at first, but I got over it and you’ll get over it, too.”

      If it’s at all possible for steam to come from my ears, it’s happening now.

      “I’m going to pass out, or maim,” I whisper mostly to myself.

      Bree gags as she rolls her eyes. “Relax, Skyla. Logan is up at bat next and he’s freaking hot. Not a lot of people are feeling sorry for you.” She glances to Em momentarily before looking back at me. “We had to talk Lex off a cliff literally when she found out. She knows this was the nail in their casket. Lex and Logan’s ship names were still Lex and Logan. Sure, they would have been adorable, but you and Logan are a classic. You’re getting your true love comeback. People would die to have that. Lex would give her left boob. And you know what?” She looks to Em and Em shakes her head ever so slightly as if she knew what word vomit was about to spew from Bree’s mouth next. “No, I’m going to say it. I’m happy about it. I’m happy that both of my best friends get to be with the loves of their life. You and Logan and Chloe and Gage.”

      A living rage percolates from me. All I see is red.

      Bree stands and starts backing up, her hand held out as if to stop me from advancing.

      “Come on, Skyla.” Her breathing grows erratic as if she were expecting a decapitation, and she should. “You had Gage for years. You knew whose son he is. You knew he had a destiny to fulfill.” Her eyes sharpen over mine, and for a brief moment I see someone else entirely inside of her. “If you had just thought a little more with your head and not your emotions, you wouldn’t be in this predicament and neither would your people.”

      “You have a death wish,” I breathe the words as my feet carry me to her.

      “No, Skyla. I don’t.” She knocks a lawn chair down between us. “I’m sorry. I thought you might need to hear it. Sometimes you need your very best friend to tell you all the hard things.” She’s panting now as I circle that silly piece of plastic she set in my way.

      Brielle darts for the trailer she and Drake live in, set in the middle of the Landon backyard. The fog billows in our wake as I bolt after her. I have never so much thought a bad thing about Bree, but I want to kill her. I want to inflict pain on her. Make her pay for the obscenities that flew from her mouth. Those warped and twisted words that painted such a gruesome picture. I catch her by the shoulders, spin her hard, and slam her into the aluminum house with so much fervor an impression of her body indents into the tin can. Her eyes roll back into her head, her knees give way, and I hold her up.

      “Oh my God,” I pant in disbelief as my best friend hangs limp in my arms. “Bree, wake up. I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry.”

      She shakes her head and her strawberry blonde curls bounce over her shoulders. “I’m fine, Skyla.” It comes out airy as she struggles to catch her breath.

      “You meant what you said. You’re happy for Chloe.” I shake my head, incredulous. “You have always loved her.”

      Bree’s eyes glow crimson as fresh tears fill them.

      “My life’s mission is to kill your best friend, Brielle. I’m going to kill her. She will die by my hands. And if you have a problem with that, we can’t be friends anymore. Understand?”

      Her eyes widen a notch as my words settle deep in her bones. She gives a weak nod and I head back where Laken rises to meet me, that sweet babe nuzzling away at her breast.

      “I live to destroy Wesley Edinger.” I shake my head at her. “If you are not for me, you are against me. I’m afraid this is where we part ways, Laken. I am all through entertaining my enemies.”

      I brush past her and Em steps into my path, those large dark eyes examining me, looking into the nexus of my being as if she sees the real me.

      “There is only one strategy that will work to destroy your enemy.”

      I soak her in, pale as a creature that lives under a rock.

      “What strategy is that, Em?”

      “Their own.” The fog swirls between us thick as a tribe of ghosts. “Take Wesley’s plan and turn it on its ear. You’ll have to turn the entire Steel Barricade over to the government. Only then will you be victorious.”

      It’s as if Paragon suddenly spins like a top, the sky and the ground trade places, and the earth drinks me down as if I’m standing on quick sand. Every last part of me knows she is right.

      “You’ll defect from the Barricade?” I ask as she sheds the slightest impression of a smile.

      “If I think you can pull it off.”

      “I will drown every last soul in the Barricade like a rat for the sake of my people and this weary world that has no idea what hell has hit it. Now, get out of my way, Emily, and until you’ve sealed your alliance, don’t speak to me.”

      I collect the boys and head inside.

      I don’t need friends. I don’t need a husband.

      The only thing I need is justice, and I will bring it about by my own hands.
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      Christmas Eve on Paragon is devoid of snow. Instead, it brings its slutty younger cousin, sleet. Of course, the day is still young yet. It’s not even ten in the morning.

      The boys scoot down the stairs on their bottoms just the way I’ve taught them and run like mad once they reach the foyer. No sooner do I get downstairs than Mia accosts me. Her hair sits in a messy bun on top of her head, yesterday’s mascara runs down her cheeks like rain, and she looks worn, bitter, weary of all that life has to offer. Join the club, sister, I want to tell her.

      She digs her fingers into my shoulders and pins me to the accordion door that leads to the washing machine. “I made a mistake, Skyla. I don’t want to be married to Gabriel Armistead. He’s an asshole!” she hisses just above a whisper.

      A burst of laughter comes from the family room, and that egregiously large TV Drake has decorated it with shows a lime green forest filled with animated versions of Gabriel, Drake, and Ethan running with guns. It’s been one long video sesh ever since he moved into his new wife’s bedroom. I don’t know why I expected anything different. Mia is simply following my horrific lead.

      Melissa leans over the banister. “Gabe is an asshole!” she thunders down the stairs and is in our faces in no time. My stepsiblings, Melissa, Drake, and Ethan, all share the same dark hair, same sickle-like widow’s peak, same glimmer for mischief in their Landon-colored eyes. “I think we should plot to kill him.”

      “I am on a murderous spree,” I say mostly to myself as I look to the family room where Gabe lifts a leg and lets one rip, and the under-five crowd’s laughter singes the ceiling. “I could hone my methods on him.”

      Melissa gives a wild nod. “I suggest poison. Dominique sells this toxic shit down at the apothecary that could kill a man in fifteen minutes. Painful death. It’s called wolfsbane. I could pick up the capsules and we’ll bust ’em open and sprinkle them over his Captain Crunch.”

      Gabriel Armistead eats his weight in carbohydrates every single day, and believe me, that nutritional malfeasance has not gone unnoticed by my oft frugal and ornery stepfather, Tad Landon. Technically, Lizbeth is my stepmother, too, but I’ve never regarded her that way. My father married her after my birthmother, Candace, died in a fire, but Lizbeth is just as much my mother, if not more.

      “That’s too easy,” I say as another round of laughter emits from the family room and the sound is like acid poured over my open wounds. I hate that anyone should be happy. I hate that this entire holiday season rotates around joy and laughter. I’d rather the world suffocate in Gabe’s bodily emissions than curve their lips to the sky another second. “We need to make him pay. We need to show him that he’s made a huge error. That whatever has driven him into insanity’s arms wasn’t worth it. We need to make him beg for mercy that will never come.”

      “Cool.” Mia staggers back in awe just as Melissa smacks her on the arm.

      “She’s talking about the prick who left her. Don’t you see? She’s in a trance. God help Gabe if she treats him like she wants to treat Gage. Hey! Those two assholes are just one letter apart—and one sister apart!”

      Mia scoffs. “Good riddance to them both. Help me give him the boot, Skyla. Just the way you gave Gage the boot. You switch out boys in your life like a crop rotation. The only reason you stayed with Gage so long is because he knocked you up. And once you got bored, you kicked him to the curb.”

      If only.

      “Damn right,” I say tongue-in-cheek, but they don’t know that. “And don’t you forget it. Feel free to kick the boys in your life to the curb once you’re bored with them.”

      Before they do it to you.

      A breath hitches in my throat. I haven’t exactly been forthcoming with the details that have transpired in the last few weeks. Yes, they are both aware that Gage started another Faction war, usurped my standing in the heavenlies, and soaked the earth with Noster blood, but there is one devilish detail I’ve been withholding.

      I take a deep breath. “I have to tell you both something. The night of the boys’ birthday party Demetri said Gage would marry me if I showed up to his place. Chloe was there. He chose her. End of story.”

      Mia and Melissa lose the color in their faces, their eyes set wide like granite stones.

      “Damn, Skyla,” Melissa croaks. “And here I looked up to the two of you. If you guys couldn’t make it work, then true love really doesn’t exist. I give up.”

      “Damn right.” Bree inserts herself into our holy huddle without warning. “Now stop all this talk about breakups and makeups. Broken hearts do not a Christmas Eve make.” She wrinkles her nose. “Skyla, I totally forgive you for that outburst the other day. This day is about getting high and presents! Oh hell, I don’t mind spoiling your gifts one bit. I got each of you a vibrator for Christmas!” She claps and does an odd little dance as if she had one trapped in her jeans right this moment.

      “Bree!” I squawk. “They’re in high school. I forbid you from distributing electronic sexual devices to minors this Christmas—especially if said minors belong to this family.”

      “Skyla!” both Mia and Melissa whine in synch. But I don’t listen. I start to take off with Bree by my side. “Make sure mine is an extra-large. I have a deficit to make up for.”

      “You bet!” Bree smacks a kiss onto my cheek. “You know I love you, Messenger.”

      “I’m still killing Chloe.”

      “You’ll change your mind yet!” she calls out as I head into the kitchen where Mom and Tad are huddled and whispering amongst themselves.

      Mom has dyed her hair a bright shade of red for the holidays. She’s made it a point to wear both green and red exclusively from Thanksgiving on. You get my mother on a kick and she’s diehard until the very end. She held her annual craft fair at the community center this year after Demetri got the city council to waive the permit fees.

      I didn’t go. For one, Chloe’s mother was there regaling the masses with those ridiculous chicken hats again this year. I threatened my mother within an inch of her life if she brought a single one home. I don’t want any evidence that the Bishops live on this island in my face.

      And out of respect for my current situation with Gage, my mother and Demetri decided—let me say that again because I cannot believe the lunacy—my mother and Demetri decided it would be best to host my mother’s annual Christmas Eve bash somewhere neutral. When Demetri volunteered his haunted hovel, I growled at him like Cerberus on acid. But then, Marshall stepped up and offered his carnal kingdom, and so that’s where we’ll be in just a few hours. I’m glad about it, too. I plan on staying for the requisite dinner, then hightailing it out of there with the boys. I figure that will be long enough for Emma and Barron to fawn over their grandchildren. Gage hasn’t seen the kids since that fateful night. I’m hoping he’ll never show his face again.

      Gabriel Armistead launches another grenade from his rear and Nathan and Barron scream with laughter.

      As much as I wish I could do it, I will never stop seeing Gage Oliver’s face. I see him in duplicate each and every day. I kiss his face when I kiss the boys and it breaks my heart all over again.

      “Skyla!” Mom giggles my way and rouses me from my stupor. “Tad and I have a very exciting announcement to share.”

      A breath hitches in my throat as I look to the two of them. “What is it?” I spit the words out, knife-sharp and angry. God knows my mother and step-dolt never have anything good or productive brewing. Poor Tad is just a sock puppet that the Fems and Counts like to toy with. My God, they haven’t even figured out a useful way to utilize him for their wicked regime.

      “Ah-ah!” Tad barks like a seal. “All in good time. This announcement is so big we’re saving it for tonight.” He looks to my mother. “We’ll purge Professor Dudley of his finest champs and then we’ll drop the bomb.”

      “Finest champs,” Mom bubbles as if she herself could be poured into a crystal flute. “This is big news, Skyla. Believe me when I say it will change everything. Nothing will ever be the same again!”

      “I’ve already crossed that bridge, Mother.” I head to the fridge and stare at the meager offerings.

      Mom comes in close and plucks at my hair. “Oh, honey. I have to tell you something.”

      I close the fridge and offer her my full attention, not that my attention span is anything to be impressed by these days.

      “A little birdie told me that Gage will be there this evening.”

      A jolt runs through me, quick as a lightning strike, and my adrenaline hits unsafe levels for this early in the morning.

      “Then she’ll be with him,” I whisper to myself as a brief vision of Gage and Chloe linked at the arm wafts through my mind, their mouths filled with laughter and mine with vomit.

      “I can’t go.”

      “Oh, Skyla.” She gives my fingers a tug. “You can and you will. Gage is just going through a phase. He’s trying to make you jealous. Men are foolish that way.”

      All I see are flames, the same inferno that burned in Shaddai that night he took Chloe and consummated their union.

      “This is no phase, Mother. This is an eternal betrayal. Chloe is the noose he’s decided to hang himself with.”

      She scoffs at the thought. “You’ve always been a bit of a drama queen. He’ll come around. You’ll see. In the meantime, I want you to enjoy having that bed all to yourself. You don’t ever have to worry about finding the seat up on the toilet and you get command of the remote control. Half the married women in the country would die to have a vacation from their spouse.” She gives a slotted glare to Tad.

      “You do realize you’re projecting.” I don’t mind pointing out the obvious. “I never cared about those things with Gage.”

      She coos at me while cupping the side of my face. “That’s because you’re in love. And believe me when I say he’s in love with you. Don’t doubt it for a minute. Skyla, you of all people know how deep his love runs for you. None of this makes sense any other way.”

      “He’s with Chloe because he loves me.” I can’t even fashion it as a question.

      She gives a frantic nod. “That’s right. Just remember that.” She gives my cheek a pinch and takes off.

      Gage and Chloe will be there tonight—in the same room as me on Christmas, as if they were offering their union as a gift to Paragon. I almost want to laugh, but tears seem a far closer companion.

      Bree and Em crop up, wide-eyed.

      “We heard the news!” Bree juts her head out like a chicken as they both await a response from me.

      “I’m going.” I swallow hard because, face it, everything about tonight will be hard.

      “Good for you, Messenger,” Em says with the same enthusiasm one might reserve when stumbling upon a dead cat.

      “You bet that’s good.” Bree whisks me toward the hall. “Now we just need to get you looking your best. Gage Oliver is going to eat his heart out when he sees you tonight. Nobody takes my bestie’s heart and breaks it. That boy is going to be in hell once he sees what he’s given up.”

      “From your lips to God’s ears.”

      And just like that, Bree and I get to work.
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      Marshall Dudley’s estate holds a supernatural appeal on any given day, but on this holiest evening of the year, lit up like a gingerbread house, it looks as if it was dropped out of heaven. Too bad it didn’t land on a Bishop. Chloe to be exact. The Wicked Witch of West lives to torment another day. I’ve given a lot of thought to my murderous intentions. My mother might have cast a protective hedge over Chloe when we traveled back in time last spring, but certainly those misguided intentions can’t last forever.

      “What’s with the ghosts?” I ask as my mother unleashes the boys from their car seats. At least a dozen white ghoulish creatures are staked around the entry of Marshall’s home, each donning his or her own Santa hat. Spider webs have been tossed errantly around the porch, and if I’m not mistaken, they’re catching the light with red and green glitter.

      “You know, all those Christmas carols are rife with keeping spirits bright, tales of ghost stories, ghosts of Christmas past, present, and future. It’s richly embedded into holiday tradition but never fully explored. I festooned the entire property inside and out as if it were a holiday haunted house. You don’t think it’s appropriate?”

      “Oh, I think it’s appropriate. I think it is very, very appropriate.”

      She snickers as she points to Tad. “And I brought my very own Scrooge! Oh, wait until you hear the great news, Skyla! Just you wait!”

      She picks up each of the boys’ hands and scuttles off without me. Tad hobbles off after them, and now that I think about it, he is rather Scrooge-esque—too bad it’s a year-round event. Although he’s donned quite the festive ensemble, a bright green suit with an electronic bowtie that blinks on and off in red and green.

      Mia and Melissa link arms while Gabe strides ahead of them like the gentleman he is not.

      Ethan helps Em waddle to the door, along with Ember and Misty—two tiny cherubs singing out of tune and looking adorable while doing so. Drake heads over with Beau Geste while Bree lands an arm on my shoulder.

      “Well, Messenger?” Brielle wrinkles her nose. “You look like a firecracker. You could have looked hotter, though.” Bree had two different department stores bring over their best personal shoppers with about sixteen dresses each. It’s safe to say she wanted me to have options. She then proceeded to tip each girl a cool thousand. Honestly? I hope Bree and Drake suck all the money out of Demetri’s faux bank account—and sadly, that’s exactly where they’re getting it.

      “Yeah, I could have.” But I chose to eschew the skintight red sequin Mrs. Naughty Santa number that Bree voted for and played it safe with a black velvet dress strewn with pearlescent dots that just so happens to hug my hips and show off my new svelte figure.

      I inadvertently went on the Gage Oliver is an Asshole Diet last October after he eviscerated my people. On the bright side, I’m now just as trim as I was before I had the boys. There is some practicality to debilitating grief. But God forbid if you don’t have a few pounds to lose. I would have hit heart-stopping levels if I didn’t go into this nightmare with a little padding. And because of that, I plan on gaining back at least ten pounds. Insurance against any more heartbreak the aforementioned asshole plans on thrusting my way.

      “Come on.” Bree leads us down the haunted walk, complete with blue fog floating at our feet and music bleeding from some unknown speakers that sounds as if someone is moaning in nonstop pain. The playlist of my heart. My mother knows me, after all.

      Inside, the crowded house is decked with garland wrapped in spider webs, gossamer hangs right along with the mistletoe, and there are just as many skulls as there are cherry red bows. Seems about right.

      “Shit,” Bree hisses as she looks at something to our left.

      “What?” I crane my neck, but there are so many damn bodies in my way—all of them dressed to the haunted nines, which really does beg the question what century do these bodies belong in—but I can’t see a thing.

      “They’re here.” She gives my hand a hard tug. “Gage and Chloe. Don’t freak. They’re holding the boys.”

      “They’re holding the boys?” Instantly, I’m lit with rage. My body goes numb and spikes with heat at the very same time. It’s an odd sensation, but in truth I’m so all over the place with my emotions I can’t blame my poor body for not knowing which direction to go in with this. “Holy hell.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” Bree’s eyes gloss over with tears just for me.

      “No, I mean I’m going to give them holy hell.”

      “Skyla! It’s Christmas.”

      “Look around. It’s Christmas in hell, Bree.”

      I brush past her into the ever-thickening crowd. The Christmas carols blare overhead, but the cheery sound is only rivaled by the chatter of the joyful crowd. The faces, those pasty, pasty faces of souls long since gone by, turn to look my way as I struggle to make my way through their thick red crinoline bustles, the tartan plaid gowns with egregiously long trains, emerald taffeta—my God, it’s prom night for the long deceased. I spot Dominique Winters chortling away with a small crowd, and something in me enlivens as I make her my first target of the night.

      “Skyla!” The sounds of a familiar husky voice boom from behind, but I eschew the familiarity for far more unfamiliar pastures.

      “Dominique,” I say breathlessly as I come upon the small crowd of hussies from yesteryear. It’s a trio of can-can girls with their ruffled dresses in jewel tones of amber, ruby, and sapphire, cut high in the front to give any horny ghost a snatch-shot and long enough in the back to let the ladies in the room know where to stand.

      “Skyla.” Dominique’s eyes cut to slits. Her blood red hair hangs long and luxurious in glossy tendrils like well-behaved garden snakes. Her lavender eyes sparkle with evil. Her skin is so paper-white it hurts to look at, and that dark mole between her left cheek and lip only adds to her wicked beauty. She’s donned a long, black satin gown that plunges generously into her décolleté and shows off those powder white tits for all to see. Most likely Demetri. But it’s that scar across her neck that brings me pleasure to look at. I put it there just a few months ago when I tried to kill her. I wanted her life, her body on a spit after I found out that she was the one who killed my Gage—the one I thought I knew. The one I mourned for, still do.

      My heart pinches for a moment. A part of me wants to dive back into the grief and blame her for killing off Gage as God intended him to be. A part of me still wants to blame her for the sudden nightmare I’m immersed in, that the world and my people are drowning in. But not tonight.

      I pull her to the side and the trio of tramps flicks their wrists and begins cooling themselves with black lace fans. That’s right, girls.

      “It’s about to get hotter than hell,” I whisper as I look this monster in the eyes. Dominique Winters is truly another creature altogether who possessed Dominique’s body after the poor woman had a heart attack and died. In fact, her daughter, Melody Winters, was recently possessed—also after an untimely death—by another seventeenth century piece of crap called Cassandra Graham, and I’m willing to bet Dom’s boys, Ashbury and Cash, are truly throwbacks to another evil era as well.

      She tries to step to my left and I block her at the pass. “What do you want?” Her eyes flash like purple flames.

      “You run the apothecary. I’m looking to purchase something that can inflict mortal harm in the most painful manner possible. Think Madame Bovary.”

      A warm laugh rumbles from behind. “Discussing nineteenth century French literature, Ms. Messenger? You never cease to impress me.” Marshall strides up next to her, those eyes of his set to cauldron red.

      “Merry Christmas, Marshall.” I blink a quick smile his way before turning to the pale vampire of a woman before me. “Something that lingers. Something that I can get my hands on sooner than later. Time, space, and cost are of no obstacle. My traveling abilities are at your service.”

      A sharp cackle emits from her as if I were regaling her with my comedic abilities instead. “No need to travel far. I have what you’re looking for.” Her eyes widen. “But I’m not a fool. When I see a bear trap, I tend to avoid it. There is vengeance in your eyes and I’m not interested.”

      “The vengeance isn’t for you. In fact, I forgive you for the things you were forced to do to secure your own standing. If it weren’t you, it would have been someone else. I’m not a fool either. This I know is true.” A roar of laughter breaks out from somewhere to my left and I can’t shake the feeling as if I were being openly mocked. “Funny how life works, isn’t it, Dominique? You give me what I want. You have my blessing with Demetri.”

      She gasps with delight, but I don’t stick around. I thread my arm through Marshall’s and take off into the crowd. “You made love to me,” I say without giving him the honor of looking up into those haughty with lust eyes. That pleasant vibratory hum buzzes from his body to mine, and it feels surreal with this level of rage percolating within me. I’m one spark away from blowing up the planet. Not even Marshall’s cool vibes can temper me.

      “It sounds as if you have pleasant dreams, Ms. Messenger. I’m flattered you think of me so fondly. I am, however, an innocent man.”

      A bout of laughter bursts from my own throat as I look up at him—my anger still flickering and breathing, a very real living being rising up inside of me. How I love hatred. Its dangerous borders hold me and cradle me and tell me that I have the power at this, my darkest hour. Yes, this would be that horrible moment in my life. Gage and Chloe in my face, with my boys, in a room full of Paragon past and present. They know no shame. They hold zero regard for me. Gage has been lumped with Chloe in that respect. He no longer deserves to be held on his own merit.

      “You are no man, Marshall, and we both know it. Feel free to visit my dreams anytime you want. I’m through with relationships, but I’m not lying down and dying. I will take care of my bodily needs with whom I please. No strings.” I spot Ellis and Giselle and free myself from Marshall’s grasp as I head on over.

      “Skyla”—Ellis pulls me in and holds me in his solid embrace—“Merry Christmas, Messenger.” Never have I been so glad that my friends still call me by my maiden name. If anything brings comfort to me right now, it’s that eternal echo, that fragile connection to my father. I would do anything to have him here.

      “Same to the two of you.” I pull back and examine sweet, innocent Giselle with her Gage-like features. Giselle died as a toddler, but my mother gifted her Emerson Kragger’s body, and my mother gave her dimples just like the ones that grace Gage Oliver’s face.

      “How could you do this?” Giselle’s features crumble. Her lips tremble as tears stain her eyes a brilliant shock of red. “You let Chloe steal my brother away, and now everything is different. It’s terrible! I don’t like seeing her face instead of yours. She’s miserable, and she hates me. She only pretends to like me. She’s mean, Skyla, and you did this to me!”

      “Ellis”—my entire body hums with an undercurrent of rage—“take Giselle someplace safe if you want her to live to see Christmas morning.”

      A deep voice shouts my name from behind once again.

      Ellis frowns at Giselle as he wraps a protective arm around her. “Go easy on her, Skyla. It’s been a mind-bender ever since we bumped into them.” He leans in, those glossy eyes of his pinned over mine. “Let’s get our shit together and fight like hell to fix this. I’m not waiting for spring, or summer, or for whatever perfect formula you think we need. There has to be something we can do now.”

      “There is. As soon as I figure it out, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Ellis and Giselle dissolve into the crowd and I turn to find Ezrina and Nev looking dapper, along with baby Alice in all her curly redheaded glory. Ezrina and Alice have on matching deep forest green velvet dresses with the neckline bejeweled in black sparkling stones. Nev has on a suit with a tie patterned with mistletoe. We exchange the appropriate holiday greetings as Alice fights to be let down.

      “No, you don’t, wee one.” Ezrina gives the girl a brisk pat on the bottom. “Mind yourself, there are far too many people for me to keep track of you.”

      Alice looks my way and bites the air between us as if she were feral.

      “Feisty,” I say. I like that.

      “We’ll be leaving soon,” Ezrina informs me with that ever-sober expression of hers. Ezrina is wearing Chloe Bishop’s OG coat of flesh, and Chloe is wearing Ezrina’s. And for a brief moment, it gives me the tiniest pleasure to know that Chloe’s own body wasn’t lucky enough to be present when Gage took her. Although it matters not. The body is but a glove. Chloe was present and accounted for in every important way, feeling everything he was willing to gift her.

      I lean in. “We need to press ahead with hiding the markers. I’m afraid we’ve run out of time. Emily says the only way we’ll revert the nightmare we’re in is to utilize the enemy’s plan against him.”

      Nev’s chest bucks with a dull laugh. “It’s genius. We ourselves adopt their strategy. And knowing Master Wesley, it is a good one.”

      I can’t help but shed a devilish smile because he didn’t credit Gage. I like that he’s already been demoted in the eyes of my people as second best to Wes. In some twisted, dark way, I’m rooting for Wes to be the leader of that demonic league—for Wes to usurp both Gage and Demetri in their dark authority.

      “Skyla,” that deep, booming voice finally catches up to me, and I turn to find Logan and Coop. Logan’s chest is palpitating as if he ran a marathon. He looks resplendent in jeans and a flannel, ever the average man who shines like a god. Those amber eyes of his are wild with rage that almost matches up with mine. “You say the word and I’ll get the boys. We can go to Whitehorse, the Landons’, anywhere but here.”

      “No. I have to do this. It’s happening and I’m not running from anything anymore.” I pull both Logan and Coop in for a quick embrace. “Merry Christmas.”

      “And on that note.” Ezrina pecks Alice with a kiss. “I think we’ll get this one home where she can be herself.”

      “Don’t leave. Santa’s coming and Alice won’t want to miss it,” Logan implores. He shoots a quick glance my way and I can feel him saying something, asking me to read between the lines, to trust him. There is a very real reason he wants them to stay, and I’m pretty sure a surly man in a red suit has nothing to do with it.

      Ezrina pecks another kiss to Alice’s rosy cheek. “Fine. We’ll be out back. It’s far too stuffy in here. A breeding ground for germs.” They start to take off and a surge of desperation hits me.

      “Ezrina.” A part of me understands that my mother is not the deadly tool in my arsenal. It’s this woman right there. “Aside from the markers. I’m open to suggestions on how to take down the enemy. Something unconventional, something heinous. Nothing is off the table.” I take another step forward and pick up her hand. I’m going to kill Chloe. And if she cannot die, I’m willing to make a sport of having her try. Both her host body and Ezrina herself are Celestra, so I have no doubt she heard.

      She cranes her neck toward the rear of the room past the fireplace, deep into the crowd of bodies, and a line of heat bisects my stomach. That’s where they are. I can feel them there. Feel the boys.

      “That is my body.” Ezrina meets her ice-cold eyes with mine.

      “And she’s defiled it with wickedness,” I say.

      “Pity.”

      Nev steps in. “Skyla, you realize we can’t mix insanity and schemes. We stoked the flames of your mother once and can’t possibly go along with whatever you’re filling Rina’s head with. We have a child, Skyla. We will offer our full services to aiding your people, but any personal vengeance is yours alone.” He gives a curt nod as they speed off.

      I turn to find Coop and Logan with their arms folded tightly across their chests like twin bookends.

      “What?”

      Coop’s lips twitch. “I don’t know what that was about, but I’ve got a gift for you that might cheer you up.” He glances to Logan. “Both of you.”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense,” I say. “I need a little pinhole of light in this dark night.”

      He glances around and shakes his head just a bit before stepping in close. “I came across a research paper online about a group of teenagers in Norway who contracted a rare tropical virus while on spring break one year.”

      Logan and I exchange a quick glance.

      “Coop”— I nod—“bright light, remember?”

      “I’m getting there.” He sheds an easy grin and looks impossibly like Logan. My heart breaks that he can smile at all knowing how Wes is defiling his wife. “The virus was so disruptive to their systems, it not only nearly damaged their major organs, but it scarred their cellular structure.”

      My lips part as my jaw unhinges. “Cooper Flanders.” I can hardly breathe. “I think you just gave me and our people a gift that will keep on giving.”

      “Shit.” Logan leans in. “Then that’s where we look next. Ezrina was trying to find a cure when all along she needed to find a disease.”

      I look to Coop. “What happened to the teenagers?”

      “They’re all dead. It took them down in days.” He glares at something or someone near the entry. “I’ll be back.”

      Coop takes off and Logan steps in close, our eyes constantly surveying the crowd as if we were expecting another government sting operation, but we both know we’re expecting something far worse—Gage and the demon he’s leashed himself to.

      “Virus.” His brows tweak a moment. “You realize the enemy would love nothing more than to watch us kill ourselves in an effort to try to survive.”

      “Yes, well, they say the planet is due for another purging. I say we swing at this beast from another angle entirely. Kiss Wes and his people with something that makes Ebola look like a summer cold, while those who side with us enjoy our inoculations. Might I suggest something painful that makes them bleed from every orifice.”

      “That’s messy. And torturous. You do realize half our friends and family are lumped in with them.”

      I make a face. “To quote Ezrina, pity.”

      “And, of course, the poor humans. They wouldn’t stand a chance. And after we’ve killed off the human race, I suppose that would make us the evil ones by default.”

      “I tried to save everyone, and look where that landed us.” I’m about to enter into a tirade about the injustice of the wicked and how they always seem to have the damn upper hand when ironically a hand itself falls over my shoulder and Logan’s, but before we can process what’s happening, we’re being escorted out back and into the cool Paragon mist by none other than the host with the most ghosts himself, Marshall Dudley.

      “Hate to break up the pity party.” He gives a sly wink my way. An odd confirmation that Marshall is indeed always listening in on my conversations. “But the heavenly gentry just arrived, and there are a few souls I thought you might be interested in seeing before they once again became the dearly departed.”

      My adrenaline spikes, and every ounce of hope I’ve ever felt in my life skyrockets through me as Marshall leads us toward his enormous barn. A blaze of magnificent light bursts from its every seam in colors of lavender, cerulean blue, and amber shine like the spectral sight they are. As soon as we set foot inside, a sparkling fog envelops us and we’re met with a wall of chattering bodies dressed gloriously in rich velour and brocade, and yet each person here has a faded appeal to them. Each person here is only partially visible, their bodies ingloriously immaterial.

      “Oh, for shit’s sake,” I hiss. “Marshall, I can see right through these people. You can’t let them out of this barn. You have humans in the house who won’t know what to make of this.”

      Logan moans like he might be sick as he looks to his left and I follow his gaze, only to be met with an entire handful of the celestial beings hovering four feet off the ground.

      “Dudley,” Logan growls. “Fix this.”

      “What’s to fix?” Marshall crosses his arms, resting his chin on his hand in observation. “I think we’re through with pretenses, Ms. Messenger. No walls, no cumbersome bodies to hoist around. It really is a freeing sensation. Besides, it’s your mother’s brainchild.”

      I’m almost afraid to ask. “Which mother?”

      “Both really. Lizbeth dreamed up the idea of a phantasmic Christmas, and Candace brought the phantasms. So you see—it’s quite the collective effort.”

      “No more pretenses,” I say under my breath. “I feel that to my bones.”

      A woman in a mint green ball gown floats to the ceiling like a helium balloon and then right through it. A small crowd migrates toward the door, floating ever so higher as they hit the exit.

      “Oh God.” My stomach churns just watching the gentry disperse as if there were something malevolent chasing them out of the room, and then I see it. The sound of a screaming meteor, something sharp and completely supernatural, eardrum rattling, bone-shattering screams pass us as the light in the center of the barn magnifies to inhuman levels. Standing in a semi-circle, completely absorbed in a conversation of their own are Jack and Julie Oliver—Logan’s parents—and mine, Candace and Nathan Messenger.

      “Daddy.” It comes out lower than a whisper, afraid I might startle myself and awake from this glorious dream.

      His face lights up when he sees me, and I’m on him in a moment, my arms snug around his body. And unlike those phantasms, he feels and looks every bit real.

      “Skyla.” He buries a kiss in my hair, and I can feel the warmth from his mouth on my scalp. He pulls back with those happy-to-see-me-yet-veiled-in-grief watery blue eyes. “I’m sorry that you’re having such a hard time of it. Understand that this is your—”

      “Destiny,” I finish the word for him. “I know. And for the first time, I really accept this. I suppose it’s too late now. Things aren’t going as planned but—”

      “They will.” He steals the words from me with a smile.

      My mother offers an affable nod my way. “The Olivers are embracing, my dear.” Her lips flicker with a pained smile. I glance back to see Logan and his parents enjoying a spirited reunion before smirking back at my mother.

      “Normally, I’m not that enthused to see you.” No use in skirting around the truth. “But knowing what waits for me back in that house, I can use a hug from my mommy.” I flick my fingers, and Candace floats over with a chortling laugh as she wraps her arms around me while looking every bit like my double. Her body is more or less an idea at the moment, but those vibrations of hers penetrate to my core and it indeed feels like love.

      Logan steps back and wraps an arm around my shoulder as we take the four of them in.

      Logan’s mother, Judy, has strawberry blonde locks curled near the bottom and the ringlets sit neatly around her shoulders. She’s young. My God, she looks younger than me, and she’s a stunner with her smooth features and sharp eyes. His father is a looker, a younger version of Barron with a little Logan and his brother, Liam, mixed in for good measure.

      Logan lifts a hand in their direction. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

      “Merry Christmas!” I trill while hopping on my toes as if it just occurred to me why we might be standing in the same airspace on such a festive night.

      The tips of my mother’s hair spark and flicker with the threat of flames. “Yes, the birth of our Savior is a blessed occasion, but we’re here for an equally blessed occasion.” She pulls my father in for a partial embrace. “We’re here to officiate your union, Skyla.”

      “What union?” Anything chipper left in me up and disappears. “As in the state of the union? You mean the state of the Factions?”

      Logan blows out a breath as his arm falls to his side. “I think she means our union, Skyla.”

      Judy’s face brightens with an incandescent glow. “That’s right! It’s your wedding day.” She claps her hands together as if she were praising the heavens. “You don’t know how much I wished to be at the last covenant the two of you partook in, but we were told to choose wisely.” She points to Candace and wrinkles her nose adorably. “We could only witness one.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to my mother, stunned. “Is that what this is about? You’re here to see me wed Logan? Here? In a barn? Tonight? Not a month after I had my heart pressed through a strainer? It’s still lying on the ground like hamburger, by the way. So, no thank you.” I offer an apologetic look to Jack and Judy. “I’m afraid you’ve come a great distance for nothing.”

      “Skyla!” my mother snips, her countenance quickly piquing with color. “It’s only a matter of time. I suggest this happens sooner than later. Do not disrespect the royal gentry. Indeed they have traveled afar to witness the blessed event.”

      “You mean spectacle. Mother, Logan and I aren’t even there emotionally.”

      “He is,” she bites the words through the air, and it only enrages me to hear her raise her tone this way.

      “You mean you are,” I snip right back.

      “He loves you, Skyla,” she riots back, her body closing the gap between us.

      “Well, I love him—I’m just not sure I need a husband right this very moment.” I bite down over my lip as I look to Logan. “Nothing personal.”

      “Duly noted.” He blinks a wry smile right back.

      “Oh come, don’t be silly.” My mother lifts her hands to the ceiling, and a heavenly choir rings out in perfect harmony. “I’ve put some thought into this, and what better eve to commence such a momentous occasion? Christmas Eve is so very special, and to share your special day with the Master is an honor indeed.”

      I shoot my father a look and he shrugs.

      “You’ve thought about it?” A dull laugh rattles in my chest as I look to this illuminated version of myself.

      Both Jack and Judy inhale a sharp breath—and if I’m being perfectly honest, Logan might have done just that, too.

      “Yes, Skyla.” Her eyes sharpen over mine, and that incredulous tone lets me know I should always consider the fact my mother is mapping out my future without my permission. “If not I, who will dictate where your feet may fall?”

      “How about me?” Now it’s my voice that holds the incredulous tone. “It’s my future, Mother. It’s up to Logan and me to decide whether or not we’ll take that step one day.”

      “Logan is ready now.” Her eyes widen just a notch, her bubbly demeanor quickly giving way to fury. “This shall be your wedding night. You’ll wed here, before the gentry. I was kind enough to exhume your father and your future in-laws from the heavenlies.”

      “Where’s Rory?” I cast a suspicious glance in the vicinity, hopeful that we can change the subject.

      A tiny girl steps out from behind my father, her dark hair set in neat twin French braids, her glowing blue eyes pinned to mine with hatred.

      “She didn’t ask about me, did she, Grandfather?”

      “Sage!” I drop down over her with a monstrous embrace and she wriggles out of it in record time.

      “Don’t touch me,” she spits the words out as she heads to my mother’s side. Sage has donned a ruby red velvet dress lined with tapestry piping, and the buttons on her poncho look as if they were hand forged, steel lattice that I could stare at for days.

      My mother drapes an arm over her. “Now, Sage. Do be considerate of the one whose womb you were knit into existence.” Her lips curve with a smile as she looks to me, perfectly satisfied by the constant rejection my daughter gives me.

      Logan pulls me back and wraps an arm around my waist to comfort me, but it’s my father that heads over and does the same for Sage.

      “Of course, your mother wants you, dear.” His soothing tone is a balm to me as well. “I’m willing to bet she’d rid the entire lot of us just to have you all to herself.”

      “He’s right.” I don’t hesitate to let her know it. “I love you, Sage. I love you more than you can ever understand. You’re my whole—”

      “Are you saying I’m a nitwit?” Her face inches up to mine.

      “No, never. Sage, you’re everything to me. You and your brothers—”

      “Where are the little pigs?” She sneers just past me. “I suppose they’re with Father. I’m off to tug on their ears.” She heads for the exit. “Their squeals of pain please me. I’ll make sure my new stepmother squeals, too. Consider it my first and last holiday gift to you.”

      Judy taps her hand across her nearly invisible chest and shrugs my way. “She’s a lovely girl.”

      Her husband nods to both Logan and me. “Upright in every way. It’s a tough transition visiting the home planet.”

      Home planet. It makes them sound like aliens, and in a way I guess they are.

      “I should probably get in there.” I look to my father, forlorn. “I have to face them sooner or later. And I don’t like the idea of the boys spending prolonged amounts of time with either Chloe or Gage.” I wince as I look to his grandparents. “Sorry.”

      Judy crimps her lips. “No apology needed. We are equally vexed and perplexed.”

      Logan offers my shoulders an affirming squeeze. “Thank you all for coming down. It’s always a blessing to see you.”

      My mother’s eyes ignite with fire. “We’re not leaving. Skyla, you will wed Logan sooner than later. You have an obligation—”

      “To my heart,” I cut her off. “To myself. And to Logan.”

      She flits her gaze to him. “Are you prepared to wed my daughter?”

      I can feel him stiffen against me. “Yes. I think everyone here knows how much I love Skyla—including Skyla. But it’s not happening tonight. Skyla is right. We’re not there yet.”

      “She’s not there.” My mother glowers at me as if this were the ultimate disappointment. My God, she didn’t act nearly this way when she discovered that I lost my position, inadvertently started a war, and landed a majority of Noster in the heavenlies. She really does have one serious boner for Logan.

      “Skyla!” she reprimands because obviously she heard my private musing. She’s been prying into my mind all along.

      Marshall steps up from behind me. He was so quiet I had forgotten he was with us. “I do believe I should tend to my guests. Please feel free to linger and mingle.”

      My father offers a warm smile and it lights up his entire face. “We will be lingering. Candace has offered an extended stay.”

      Marshall lifts a hand. “Then I bid you to haunt my halls. My home is yours in every single way.” He tries to leave, but I leash my hand to his. Marshall isn’t leaving this good time until I do.

      “That’s right.” A malevolent smile graces my mother’s lips, never a good thing. “I had warned them ahead of time regarding your stubborn heart.” Her affect flattens and she’s right back to glowering. “I might allow them to remain until your wedding day. Mind you, earth is not a pleasant stay for those who have partaken in paradise. As much as it will be a joy to witness your union, this will be a burden on their proverbial shoulders. Do be considerate of the fact.”

      My mouth falls open at the audacity. “Are you kidding me? You take these poor souls back to paradise with you tonight. I don’t know when or if Logan and I are ever getting married. Not only are we emotionally not there, but he hasn’t even asked!” I hold a finger out at him. “Don’t you dare.” I turn my ill-affection back to my mother. “You’re impossible, you know that? You give me life, you mold my future—I’m nothing more than an inanimate object you hurled onto the planet with your name plastered over my DNA because you believe you own me. What you fail to realize is that I am my own. My thoughts, my dreams, and my heart belong to me exclusively. I decide who I love, when and if I wed again. I decide who I sleep with. I will sleep with Marshall or with Logan or with some unknown who strikes my fancy because I decide who I will spend my time with!”

      The poor Olivers shudder as they huddle together. My father looks unsteady on his ghostly feet. But my mother glows red with rage.

      “Skyla,” she seethes. “I forbid you to partake in carnal union with anyone until you have accepted a proper covenant. Let us do this now and the two of you—”

      “No!” I’m so outraged I can’t see straight. “Daddy, I apologize. I can’t do this anymore.” I look to Judy and Jack. “I’m sorry. Don’t wait around for my wedding.”

      I detangle myself from both Logan and Marshall, but they’re both at my side before I get back to the boisterous crowd blooming from every orifice this mega mansion has to offer.

      “Skyla, wait.” Logan pulls me in, his eyes lit with both regret and a touch of pride. “You know I love you. But I would never pressure you into something so serious. Your mother is—well, she’s just being a mother. She’s excited. She’s—”

      “A lunatic with the keys to the kingdom.”

      Marshall groans, “Ms. Messenger, do hold your tongue where Your Grace is concerned. Once she’s set her mind to something, there is no stopping it. The sooner you understand this basic principle, you will learn to adapt and work around it.”

      “Work around it.” I nod up at his glorious eminence. Marshall shines like a heavenly host himself against the velvet night sky, the powder white fog pluming around him. “It’s time.” I tick my head toward the pulsating window behind me. “I’m going to get my boys. I suppose they’re holding them hostage until I acknowledge them.”

      “Do not congratulate them,” Logan admonishes.

      Marshall’s brows bounce with amusement. “Please do, Skyla. When the enemy sets your feet to the flames, extinguish them with the water of kindness. They expect rage, Skyla. Dare I say, they are hungry for your venom. Don’t feed the fire, my love. You hold the power.”

      “I hold the power,” I say as I head on in.

      The room is heated and thick with bodies. The ghostly gentry are scattered around the vicinity, glistening like stars, their laughter rising like holiday bells.

      An arm plucks me from my mission, and soon I’m staring Natalie Coleman, Michelle Miller-Oliver, Emily Morgan, and Lexy Bakova in the face. Lex is the one who’s holding me firmly by the wrist and I’m quick to wriggle free.

      “I see you’ve already staked your new claim,” she grouses while hosing Logan down with her hatred. Her copper hair is cut short and curves neatly under her jaw. Her skin glows a deep tan and her features are precision cut. Lex has always been a stunner. “Chloe says you’re fine with this new setup. What the hell has gotten into you, Skyla? Gage Oliver was the love of your life up until a few minutes ago, and now you’re fine with him bedding Bishop nightly?”

      Those last few words spear me like a knife to the gut, quick and blindingly painful.

      “Shut up, Lex,” Nat barks as those tight ringlet curls of hers vibrate right along with her anger. “She didn’t know Gage was going to screw her over like that. He’s garbage to her now. She’d never take him back. She’s probably kicking herself for not sticking to Logan to begin with.”

      I glance his way. “I need to go.”

      Nat sinks her claws into my arm. “I’m still on your side. You did more for me than anyone. I’ll kick Bishop’s ass if you want me to.” By more, she means her brief reunion with the love of her life, Pierce Kragger, who has since gone on to the other side—specially delivered there by me.

      “Okay. I’ll probably take you up on that.”

      Em averts her eyes. “And once you give me back my brother, I’ll do ten times worse to her—as a thank you.”

      “Great. I hope to have him to you soon.”

      Michelle Miller—Oliver, flashes that enormous rock her father helped Liam purchase for her. “We’re family, Mess.” She offers a pearly grin my way. Michelle’s skin holds a deep tawny hue, and that smile glows as if she has a moonbeam trapped in her mouth. With her long dark hair, that naughty gleam in her eyes, Michelle has always been a wicked beauty. “But I guess Chloe and I are family now, too. Liam and I are taking them out to dinner sometime next week. We’ll pencil you and Logan in sometime after that.”

      “Pencil me in.” I can’t help but shake my head at the lunacy.

      Lex offers a short-lived smirk. “It feels like shit to have someone else steal your man from under you, doesn’t it?” She swings her hips my way as she takes a step closer. “The Enchanted Closet is having a sale on slut wear. I can hook you up with something that might help you land a man. Can’t guarantee you’ll keep him.”

      Logan takes up my hand and attempts to pull me away. “That’s enough.”

      Lex smirks over at him. “Oh, that’s right. Skyla has her number two. How does it feel to be the fallback guy? I bet you’ve already filled that gap between her legs. Everyone knows Messenger can’t go long without having something long and hard pounded into her. Isn’t that right, Mess?” She takes a bold step forward. “I know you slept with Dudley. Does he still get you going now that you’re no longer logging time in second period with him at the helm? Unable to flash him your panties whenever he was standing in front of you? We were there, Skyla. We saw it all. So how long did it take for you to fall back into bed with him? I’m betting it was night one. Gage beds Chloe and you bed Dudley. An orgasmic time was had by all. Deny it, Skyla. Go ahead. Logan is right here. God knows you love to defend your precious chastity.”

      “I will sleep with whomever I wish, however much I wish, whenever I wish,” I say with my heavy gaze pinned to Lexy’s. My mind says take the high road, and my flesh says kick her in the balls she professes to have. “Logan is right. It’s enough. Yes, it hurt like hell to have my life flipped upside down. If you feel a fraction of the pain I do, Lexy, then I’m sorry.” Oh, honey—I glare at Lex with everything in me—I am saving my wrath for someone far worthier of it than you.

      “Sorry?” a female voice trills from behind. “Is that what’s keeping you from your children, Skyla? Apologizing to each soul in this room might just keep you away from them forever.”

      That voice, that wicked taunt—my body goes numb, and it feels as if I’ve suddenly become submerged underwater. It takes an enormous effort to pivot on my heels. The room rotates around me, the music fades to thick silence, and the people and morbid decorations my mother thought it a good idea to festoon this place with fade in a dizzying blur.

      There they stand, my nightmare, my living hell, a reality during waking hours. Gage and Chloe.

      Gage. So tall and stately, that dark hair, that pale skin, those knife-sharp eyes. His very presence stings me. Gage Oliver has always been a masterpiece to look at, Michelangelo’s David walking around among us. Those cobalt eyes spike into mine, cold and unfeeling, not one inch of affection for me remains in his soul. A flashback of every moment we ever shared pulses through me, strong as an electrical current, and every errant whisper, every soul-quenching kiss blinks through my mind like a series of photographs slapping down far too fast for me to process them all, breathtaking, unstoppable. Each moment felt so very genuine, not manufactured by any means. It felt so real, so solid, our forever secured by the potency of our immeasurable love.

      In his arms Barron lunges for me, and I take him and hand him to Logan before plucking Nathan from Chloe. The boys wiggle free to the floor, happy and giggling. Em takes them by the hand and says something about taking them to my mother before disappearing. But I can’t tear myself away.

      My gaze is immovable, my eyes set over his—the same eyes that watched me with love now look through me with ice-cold anger as if it’s what they’ve only ever felt for me. As if I’m a malfeasance in his presence.

      He’s watching me, holding up a wall of thoughts as if his life were staked on it. I could always read it on his face whenever he did that. Even now he’s keeping something from me. His tortured version of the truth. I want to believe it.

      Deep down, I want to believe that he’s plunged us into the miry depths of misery because the alternative doesn’t fit the narrative my heart demands to give it.

      Gage Oliver has good intentions. The Gage Oliver I knew only wanted the best for me, for my people. The Gage Oliver I knew hated Chloe Bishop. He spit her lukewarm bullshit out of his mouth. And yet, this one drinks it up, laps her up like vomit off the ground. This one chooses her as his bride. This one, whose mind is forever intact and blessed by the hand of God, the resurrected version has come back like a devil. Gone is the angel I once knew. Dead and buried.

      I should fish his head out of that blue keeping solution Ezrina has it bobbing in over at Whitehorse. I should put it up in the butterfly room and build an altar to it. Defile myself with it the way Chloe did. That was Gage. This is someone I never want to know.

      “Skyla?” A cheery voice gives my shoulder a quick shake and I startle back to life, only to find my mother—the earthbound version—Tad, Emma, and Barron staring back at me.

      “Crap,” I mutter. As much as I hate to admit it, Emma’s gloating might have the power to take this hellish night to new heights. And judging by that tightlipped smile on her burnt orange lips, she’s ready to douse me with another round of gasoline just to see how bright I can burn.

      “It’s time!” Tad bellows, knocking a knife over the crystal flute in his hands. That electronic bowtie of his blinks on and off, red and green, the stuff that seizures are made of.

      I glance to Chloe and her wicked grin spreads a little wider. A representation of how her legs have been spreading for Gage ever since, I’m sure.

      Every last part of me is numb. It’s far too hot in here to catch my next breath.

      A hand lands on my back and a powerhouse of feel-good vibrations shower through me in deep, calming waves. I glance down to find Marshall’s thick hand cupping me lovingly from behind and I take everything he has to offer.

      My mother shoots the new couple a curt look. “Gage—Chloe.”

      Emma’s left eye comes short of winking. “Oh come, Lizbeth. Surely you can congratulate the happy couple. It’s not the end of the world. People go their separate ways all the time.”

      “Emma,” both Barron and Logan boom at once, but Gage doesn’t flinch. His silence speaks volumes.

      Tad scoffs. “I’m a little shocked you showed your sorry face.” His chest puffs up as he postures toward Gage. “What’s the matter, buddy? You ate us out of house and home and decided to find a woman whose father has a bigger refrigerator? Carpet-lined walls ain’t good enough for you? Huh?”

      My heart soars and beats erratically at the very same time. I hadn’t expected Tad to defend me. Anyone but him.

      Tad’s feet engage in an odd little shuffle. “According to my calculations, you’ve tallied close to twenty grand living under my roof for free—eating the meals I worked hard to land on the table.”

      Gage takes in an angry lungful. “I’ll have a check to you first thing in the morning.”

      “A check?” Tad balks and I’m more than uneasy.

      My God, does he want cash? Gage can easily give it. Just reach into Daddy’s magic balls and just about any bullshit will come out, even legal tender. I give a quick glance around and spot Demetri and Dominique watching from a safe distance. Figures.

      Tad trots forward, his left foot oddly skipping ahead as if this were some terribly choreographed dance move. “You just go ahead and send it, but I’ll rip it up and send it right on back. I don’t need your money. I’m glad you’re gone, Gregory. I’m glad I don’t have to look at that disheveled hair, those baggy sweatpants, that dumb look on your face at the family table. Once you left, it’s as if the curse had lifted. You’re not looking at Tad Landon the broke joke. You’re looking at Tad Landon, Wild Fifty winner!” A slight gasp goes off in the crowd and I look to Logan for answers.

      The lottery, Skyla, Marshall answers instead, and now it’s me gasping.

      “That’s right!” Tad hoists his champagne glass to the ceiling and sloshes some of the golden liquid over Chloe’s chest, and sadly it only invokes images of Gage doing just that to her on a far more intimate level. “I, Thaddaeus Thorne Landon, am RICH! And now I can finally tell each and every one of you what I think about ya!” He shakes as he extends those last words like a gleeful threat.

      And just like that, my night gets better.

      He jabs his finger at Gage. “You are a waste of human flesh who left behind three mouths to feed, hoping that a real man will come along to clean up your mess! And you”—he snarls at Chloe—“I thought you had brains. Just remember you brought this plague upon yourself.” He jabs an accusatory finger at Emma. “You are an insolent, overbearing, pompous”—his head sways dramatically from side to side with each new barb—“arrogant snob who walks around with her nose in the air to the rest of us. Well, I’ve got news, sweetie. The only time you bring anyone an ounce of joy is the moment you step out of the room!”

      Emma gags and stutters, holding her chest as if Tad had the power to invoke a coronary incident. I say, go Tad.

      “What’s the matter, Emma?” he barks with that demented look in his eyes. Tad Landon is drunk with power, and there’s no stopping him now. God knows I wouldn’t dare do it. “I bet when you played hide-and-seek as a child, no one came looking. And you’ve spent your life taking it out on the rest of us!”

      Barron groans, “That’s quite enough.”

      “And you!” Tad doesn’t waste a second before jabbing a finger his way. “You’re a pushover if ever there was a pushover to push! You’re the pushiest pushover that the pushovers of the world have seen!”

      “TAD!” Mom riots as if she used her supernatural capabilities to turn her voice into a megaphone. “Enough with it already.”

      Demetri closes in on us with that pompous grin and, my God, if he’s not asking for it.

      “Well, look who’s here. If it isn’t good ol’ Demeet.” Tad distends his chest, his thumb hitched behind his suspender. “Well, guess what, Demetrio? I’ve got my own money now. No more kissing your tiny hiney, letting you pet my wife when you think I’m not lookin’. I’m a serious contender now.” A loud pop explodes overhead as a light bulb from a chandelier nearby goes out. Then, one by one, they blow like gunshots and the crowd screams and shrieks, while Tad ducks and jives as if his life were in peril. “They’re gunning for me, Lizbeth! They’re after my millions.”

      Emma sneers as she bats him away before he inadvertently knocks her down. “You don’t have millions, you moron. The Wild Fifty is worth fifty thousand dollars.”

      Tad straightens, and it becomes apparent to everyone he’s just now realized the error of his verbose ways, amusing as they were.

      “It’s still enough,” Tad grouses as he threads his arm through my mother’s. “Time for more bubbly, Lizbeth. And it’s high time I put these two left feet to good use. Somebody turn up the music!” he roars. “The time has come for Tad Landon to dance!”

      The music indeed increases in velocity, the lights dim, and bodies of those long deceased rise a good ten feet above the floor, garnering an extended round of oohs and ahs from the crowd.

      I glance past Demetri and spot Mia and Melissa, each holding a miniature dance partner. The boys look adorable in their matching hunter green sweaters, their miniature Levi’s. I want nothing more than to be home with them, warm in my bed with our bodies intertwined. For a moment, I envision Gage holding me tight, his—

      “Skyla”—Emma steps in far too close for comfort, blinking at me with that obnoxious look on her face—“I’m hosting Christmas dinner. Understandably, you won’t want to be there. Have the boys ready by three. I’ll have Barron pick them up.”

      “I can do it,” Logan volunteers.

      Something enlivens in me, a whole new level of rage. Gage can have his useless love back, but he can’t have my boys. I may have been generous while he was on his own, but no more.

      “Or I can bring them myself,” I say. “Will there be a seat at the table for me, Emma? Or should I bring my own folding chair and crash the party anyhow?”

      Barron pulls a scoffing Emma away. “Of course, you’re welcome, my dear. We look forward to having you. Good evening.” He nods, his salt and pepper hair shorn short, his silver-rimmed glasses catch the light. Everything about Barron reminds me of simpler times, and yet at the same time everything about Emma makes me want to drown her like a sewer rat.

      Chloe steps forward, the prickling of a demonic smile twitching on her lips. “I’ll save a seat at the table for you. You’ll sit next to me, Skyla.”

      “You’re going to die.” The words stream from me like a poem.

      A dull laugh thumps from her. “Fate seems to be on my side. I’m not exactly looking over my shoulder for the Grim Reaper.”

      “Don’t fear the reaper, Chloe. Fear me.”

      My hand flies over her face so fast and hard my palm rejoices with the sting.

      Chloe’s features harden to flint, her hand rising to that newfound pink spot on her cheek.

      “That is the last time you may hurt this body.” Her eyes widen with rage.

      “Hey”—Laken speeds over and offers me a hard embrace—“Merry Christmas, Skyla. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you sooner.”

      She pulls back and I spot Gage in duplicate, Wes holding a beautiful blonde Charlie while Tobie runs away from him. Tobie has it right. Everyone should run the hell away from Wesley Edinger.

      “Skyla”—Logan reels me in—“let me take you home.” His eyes flit to each of mine, begging me on a cellular level to listen.

      “Not yet.” Chloe reaches into her purse. “Not until I give you your gift.”

      She lands a svelte white stick in my palm and it takes a moment for it register.

      “A pregnancy test.” It comes out like a fact. Each word stings like a slap. Unfathomable.

      “Turn it over, Skyla. I want Gage to see it for himself.”

      With the flick of my palm, the stick flips almost voluntarily, staring back at us with a bright pink plus sign.

      Someone knocks the stick from my hand. The room closes in on itself. My feet carry me to Gage. My Gage. The man I was so willing to sell my people for.

      I look into those beautiful cobalt eyes, that dark hair my fingers twitch to touch, that dark scruff a contrast to his skin, so very pale, white with shock.

      With all I’ve got, I summon every last bit of saliva—I’d extract every bodily fluid right from the pit of my bowels if I could—and I hock it right in his face. A spray of the ages, baptizing him with my bastardized blessing.

      “Congratulations, Gage. The two of you deserve one another.”

      Logan hustles me to the door and shouts for Mia to bring the kids.

      Ellis and Laken appear by my side, an odd combination but so very comforting in this moment where the walls of my world are set ablaze once again.

      Ellis leans in. “Say the word and I’ll smother them both in their sleep.”

      “I love you.”

      Laken pulls me in, nose to nose. “I heard what she said about dinner. If you’re still going, I’ll be there.”

      I offer a meager nod before extricating myself from her embrace and looking to the sky. As if on cue, Holden and his pale bride circle above me and I point hard to Marshall’s haunted manor. My Christmas gift to Chloe.

      Logan shuttles me to his truck and straps the boys into their car seats before hopping in.

      The fog wraps itself around Marshall’s estate like a blindfold, erasing all of its features, evaporating its inhabitants, leaving nothing but a peachy glow emanating as a reminder.

      Bone-deep grief. Soul-soaked anger. The fork in the emotional road.

      I need to choose, and I choose anger.

      It segues perfectly into the road that I must travel.

      Revenge.
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      Nightmare.

      The room fades in and out once Skyla is hustled to the door. Chloe steps into my line of vision. That dark smile curving on her lips.

      “Congratulations”—her fingers curl under my chin—“you’re going to be a father again.”

      Shit. Say something. Anything.

      “Yes.” I nod, dazed by the news. Emily and Nat stride by and I carefully herd them over. Emily with her painfully enormous belly—my God, that’s going to be Chloe. Skyla spit in my eyes, but Chloe threw acid into her face. “Nat, please get Chloe some water for me. See that she gets off her feet.”

      The three of them head off and Chloe chortles with delight. “So it begins. That man treats me like a queen.”

      I turn to find Wes by the door and speed over as if I were about to tackle him, and how I would love to shove him through the damn wall.

      In a moment I’m on him, swinging open the front door that just saw Skyla leave, and I land us on the other side like a morbid ballet move. My fists knot up his jacket as I crash him to the side of the house again and again.

      “You little shit!” I riot in his face.

      Wes flicks my arms off in an aggressive move, the fury etched on his face matching mine.

      “Skyla knows I have the power to give life or deny it.” My chest pumps heavy and hard. There’s not enough air on the planet to satisfy me.

      His cheek flickers with the hint of a smile. “Well, brother, it looks like you chose to give it.”

      Wes and I stare one another down, look through one another as our respective shitty futures glare right back at us.

      Wes gifts me a hard shove to the chest. “If you wanted to ensure an empty womb, you should have fucked her yourself.” He takes a step toward the door. “Pull it together and get back inside. Your wife is with child.” He glares at me with a hatred I have never felt from him before. “And believe me when I say, they are both very much yours.” His lips pull back. “A baby. I guess the devil gets his cut, after all.”

      The fog does its best to cool me, but this hell burns bright in my spirit, and the chilly hand of the fog only highlights how much misery I’m dipped in.

      I head back in and spot Em, Nat, and Michelle catering to Chloe, her feet already up on an ottoman.

      Chloe is left, so I go right. It takes great effort to maneuver through the tangle of bodies, half of them disembodied. They’re not even trying to hide it. If this is some new strategy Skyla has employed, my mind can’t keep up with her. Don’t know what it means, don’t care. The universe just took another royal crap on my head, and I haven’t had a chance to wipe my eyes clean yet.

      “Gage Oliver.” A warm hand lands on my shoulder and I find a friendly face, one that looks remarkably like the face I love like a brother, Cooper Flanders. “Just the man I was hoping to see. Got a minute?” He navigates us to the patio and I’m back in the thick of the mist, my body ablaze and frozen all at the very same time. It feels surreal, but the shock of seeing Skyla hasn’t worn off yet and I’m still numb to my weary soul. She was stunning. The stars should bow to her glory. And they will one day. I’m making sure of it myself. I’ll write my apology in the stars when this charade is over. But in the meantime, this is a fight I cannot lose. At the end of the day, I am an innocent man who chose love at all costs. Some might say the cost is too high, but I disagree. Eternal separation is in the bounds. I would slaughter my mother in her sleep if I could prevent an eternity without Skyla, without my children.

      Coop winces. “Congratulations. It’s certainly been a banner year for you. New body, new wife, new life. It doesn’t get better than that.” His lips expand with a shit-eating grin.

      This isn’t Coop. Cooper Flanders is a good and decent guy. He doesn’t stick a rusted blade into someone else’s wound. But then again, he doesn’t know I’m wounded. No one does. That’s the point.

      “Thank you.” It comes out without sound, a clicking of the tongue. If anyone on the planet can relate to my abject misery, it’s this guy. Wes has shoved a shit sandwich down his throat for the last solid year. I’m sure if he knew that I repaid Wes the favor last month he’d be congratulating me on a whole new level.

      “You happy?” That glee in his eyes dissipates a notch. “Getting everything you wanted—is it what you thought it would be?”

      A crowd of women breaks into cackles down by the barn, loud, supernatural howls, and I can’t help but think they sound like witches.

      “Yes, Coop. It is every damn thing I thought it would be.” A fucking nightmare. “I’d ask how you were doing, but I think I’ve got a pretty good handle on it.”

      He rocks back on his heels, a dark chuckle in his mouth. “You’d be wrong. In fact, I’d say things are finally starting to look up for me.”

      “Really?” Of all the people who could have pulled me from my stupor, I would have placed Coop at the bottom of the list.

      Coop and I bear twin sorrows and identical goals in life—get the love of our life back where she belongs, in our own damn beds. Skyla most likely will never land in my bed again, but I’ll settle for eternity.

      He is making everything new, including my relationship with Skyla. These are the shitty terms and I accept my fate. Coop still has a damn good reason to fight. Not that he’ll win. Not with my brother. Wesley wins every dogfight he’s in. But it’s admirable to see Coop struggle to survive. Laken has her memories. Game over. But I’ll be the last to break it to him.

      “Let me guess,” I say as we step into the darkness. “You’ve got a new plan in motion on how to get Laken back?”

      “That I do, my friend.” His eyes widen a notch, his demeanor hauntingly serious, but there’s a playfulness in his tone. He’s mocking me, and for the life of me I can’t figure out why.

      Coop examines me with those look-alike Logan eyes, his penetrative gaze feels intrusive, unfriendly, and it’s sure as hell unwanted.

      “What is it, Cooper? If you’re here to make me feel like shit, about a dozen people already beat you to it. I’ve enraged Skyla. I’ve got kids that wonder why the hell I’m not in their lives anymore like I used to be, and every Faction member on the planet would like to invert my balls. So let’s have it. Belt out your verbal assault, or let’s go with the physical one. Either way, I’m okay with it.”

      A good old-fashioned fistfight is something I’ve been craving. Personally, I was expecting another one from Logan, but he’s laying low, letting his anger smolder, ignoring me at every turn. The last time we truly spoke was the night I kicked Celestra to the curb. He let me come into his home. Ellis came over and we watched a movie and got stoned because we had to.

      “I know,” Cooper whispers, his eyes drifting to each of mine. There’s a palpable irritation in his voice.

      “You know what? My life hasn’t exactly been under wraps for the last few months. What do you profess to know, Coop? The fact I slaughtered your people, or the part where I married Chloe? You said it best, Coop. It has been one hell of a banner year.”

      A dull laugh thumps through him, but his expression is stone-cold.

      “I know why you’re doing it. I know the motivation behind the madness. My question to you is, who else is privy to this nuclear bit of information? Logan doesn’t know. The two of you were pretty close. Skyla for damn sure doesn’t know. Does Dudley know?” He shakes his head just enough. “Does your father? The one who raised you? I’m guessing none of the above, or at least if they do know it wasn’t by your mouth. No, this is the kind of thing you’d want to keep under wraps because it has the power to unravel the universe very, very quickly.”

      My gut seizes for a moment. “What in the hell are you babbling about?”

      “My guess is that Wes knows. Hell, he probably ran to you with the news. Demetri, well, he’s known all along for as far back as the beginning of time.” He nods to me as if affirming an unspoken truth and my blood runs cold. “I know why you slaughtered Skyla’s people—your people. I know why you flipped the table of your sanity and upended everything you once stood for. Hell is in the bounds—an eternity without the woman you love.”

      The wind howls and shakes the evergreens as a pricking of icy rain begins to bite over my skin.

      “Shit.” I don’t say another word. Don’t want to. This is the part where I fake it. Tell him he’s delusional, but that determined look on his face assures me we both know he’s not. Rage fills me just as much as grief as I toss him against the wall with a violent thrust.

      “Who else knows?” I might as well have asked who else do I have to kill?

      His fingers flick to the sky. “No one. Dudley and Ezrina helped me crack the code on that ancient alphabet, but I transcribed the book myself. Before I pieced it all together, I took Logan and Skyla down to Tenebrous. We saw the pit, the portal straight to hell.” He shakes his head, his panting fills the silence as he gently removes my hands. “I’m no fool, Gage. I knew your initial reaction would be to send me off for one long dirt nap. Your hands are already covered with blood. My blood would make no difference to you. But it wouldn’t behoove you to think about it. I’ve put a few things in place. If I die, everyone knows. Logan and Skyla first, then your parents, every Faction leader on the planet, and then finally the Faction members themselves. If you incapacitate me in any manner, your world will tip over slowly like a row of unsteady dominoes.”

      The rain picks up and needles me with its intrusion as if trying to wake me from this dream I’ve come to hate.

      “What do you want?” A thousand scenarios run through my mind at once. Skyla and Logan. The weeping, the gnashing of teeth. Skyla would never damn Dudley. She would never damn me. All of my villainous ways would be washed clean under the banner of our love. She would understand. The ruse of my marriage to Chloe quickly uncovered. There would be far more chaos than there is now. I don’t doubt it for a minute.

      Coop takes a deep breath, his features softening as the rain eases up. “If you were me, what would your answer be?”

      “Laken.” I close my eyes a moment. Yes, in every way Coop is my twin born of misery. Wes and his obsession with the girl bounce through my mind. “There’s no way Wes will ever—”

      Coop’s hand closes around my neck as he gives me a rattle before pushing me away. “There is a way and you will find it,” he bears the words through clenched teeth. “You will land Laken back at my feet, back in my bed where she truly belongs. You and I both know that’s not with Wes.” His body shakes as he struggles to maintain his composure. “Now”—he takes a breath and straightens, his eyes set in the distance a moment—“I think I’ve just scored an invite to that dinner tomorrow night. Wherever Laken goes, there I will be. And you will move heaven and earth to reunite us sooner than later. This is happening, Gage. You might not get Skyla on this planet—and I understand why. She’s not dumping Dudley in that molten pit either. You pissed her off good because you want her to fight for her people. It would go against her nature not to, and for you she volunteered to roll over. But you don’t want a fair fight, because you’ve already proven you’re willing to play dirty to get what you want. No, you need her to lose, and that’s just the way it’s going to have to go. It’s a shitty deal. I get it.

      “But as for me—if Laken is there, I’m there. I’m your new shadow. You are looking at your new best friend. This farce you are running is only as good as me. Cooper Flanders. Noster. There’s a bit of irony in it. Don’t you think?” He starts to back away. “And as far as that vise Demetri set your balls in”—he shakes his head to the skies—“heaven help you, because I sure as hell can’t.”

      Coop disappears back into the house, the exuberant voices, the screeching laughter escaping as he opens and closes the door.

      Hell on earth. Coop knows. If anything happens to Cooper—if my brother happens to Cooper, he will land us all in a bigger pile of shit than we’re already standing in.

      I say goodnight to my parents and take Chloe home to our new home—the very home Skyla and I worked so hard to bring back from the dead. Chloe lies next to me in our bed—the bed Skyla and I shared the night before my life ended. And I truly do view it that way in every sense. Chloe stays on her side and I stay on mine. She’s tried to fumble her way toward me, wrap her limbs around me like a vine, but I threatened her with a growl and she has given me space.

      Chloe has promised me all the time in the world to get where we need to be. Little does she know there isn’t enough time left on the human clock to do so.

      Slowly, almost impossibly, I fall asleep despite Chloe’s endless chatter about our baby, the angel knitting itself in her womb that is part her and part me.

      Unbeknownst to her, that child will share the same father as October. They will be full-blooded siblings in every way with the exception of their knowledge of the fact.

      No, to the world that child will be mine, just like Nathan, just like Barron. No one must ever know.

      It’s a dangerous game when secrets should be taken to the grave, and there are one too many unreliable players.

      Yes, it is a miracle I fall asleep at all.

      I dream of Skyla. Of the two of us in the butterfly room above our old bedroom in the Landon house. How I regarded that house as a living hell for all those years we were trapped within the confines of its walls, and now looking back it brings the sweetest memories. If you were to mine my life for riches, all of the gold would be buried within those crooked walls. What a sweet and precious time we shared.

      Skyla kisses me as the butterflies dance around us. Her mouth is cool and tastes as sweet as strawberries. I take in the vanilla scent of her hair and it overpowers me. She lays me down, hovering over me, her bare flesh glowing blue in the incandescent light.

      “I’m going to love you, Gage. Now and forever. I’m going to worship you, until the day I die.” Her kisses stream down from my mouth, down my torso, hot as molten iron, and I moan through the burn. She cruises lower to the base of my hips and her mouth wraps itself around that most happy-to-see-her appendage. Skyla rides me with her mouth, thrusting me down her throat with an abject violence.

      She is proving a point, writing a poem over my flesh with her lips. My insides tense into a steel knot, so achingly hard I let out a roar as I hit my zenith. My entire body convulses into her and she drinks me down, every last sip.

      My eyes blink wildly as I pant myself back to life. The butterfly room and all of its magic is gone. The scant light of the room reveals Chloe sitting at my knees, a wicked gleam in her eyes because she took me, caught me off guard and sucked me dry.

      “Shit.” I get up and hit the shower, frustrated ten times more than I was before I ever hit the sheets. So what, Chloe took me with her mouth. It’s over. It meant nothing to begin with. I scald myself for what feels like an hour, turning off the water and letting the steam soak into my lungs. I’ll do separate bedrooms—a lock on the freaking door. It will never happen again. Little does she know that’s all the action she has ever and will ever get from me. Chloe has had me exactly twice now. The first time I was dead and decapitated, the second unconscious. That about sums up our fairytale.

      You’re welcome, Chloe.

      Remember it, because you’re not getting another hit.

      I open the shower door and the wind gets knocked out of me.

      “Skyla?” I whisper, stunned, as she sits up on the counter, her hair rising from the humidity, skin glistening. Her eyes are bright and clear, and she’s biting down on a nervous smile the way I’ve seen her do a million times.

      She shakes her head. A pitiful look in her eyes is in stark contrast to that grin expanding on her lips. Her arms wrap themselves around my neck as she pulls me in close, and I don’t fight it. She lands a careful kiss to my lips, and it feels like magic, like the medicine I so desperately need to get me through this hell.

      “I’m not Skyla. I’m her sister, Rory.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I’m here to worship you.” Her finger glides straight down my chest. “My precious, precious king.”
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      Christmas with Skyla. I need no other gift. But at this point I feel more like a stalker, a voyeur into her world—a world which she might just wish to give me the boot from. We haven’t spoken much since that infamous night, the night that Gage entered into an abomination of a union with the devil herself. I can’t blame Skyla for unraveling. I certainly can’t blame Skyla for wanting revenge. But I wish to God she’d open up to me. Let me help her. Let me be the shoulder to lean on. I want to wipe away her tears. I want her to wipe away mine.

      The Landon house, despite its many occupants, and some of those I could do without, holds very real memories for me. My memories of this place are vastly different from those that Skyla holds. Without asking, I’m sure that if given a choice she would burn this place to the ground and curse its ashes.

      Gage Oliver had done this to her. Turned all of the good they had, they could still have had, and threw it into the shitter. For what, I may never know. Demetri owns him now. It is worse than grieving a dead man to see him resurrected and completely unknowable to me anymore. And worse than that, there is no disease, no brain tumor, no mental decomposition we can look to for answers. He is whole and aware, and ironically perfectly screwed up. It’s a mind-bender. At this point in time, my questions have questions. He is flying his lunacy high like a kite, waving it in our faces, making us smell his shit. How impenetrable he’s become, irretrievable. I simply don’t understand any part of him. But I understand Skyla. And I most certainly understand her pain. I want to help her. I just need for her to allow that to happen.

      Mia lets me in and both Nathan and Barron run over, happy to see me, their dimples going off like flashing lights. Their husky laughter guts me. They are the exact representation of their father. No sign of Skyla in sight in either one of them, and I mourn that fact a little.

      I chase the boys into the family room much to their giggling delight, and Bree pegs me in the head with a wad of wrapping paper.

      “Merry Christmas, Oliver.”

      “Merry Christmas to all,” I say and the rest of the room chants the holiday greeting albeit without as much vigor.

      Em and Bree corner me a moment while Drake and Ethan sock the crap out of one another over a fouled move on the video game they’re playing.

      Emily grunts as she rubs her belly. She could easily have an entire litter of babies in her overgrown stomach. “West is having a fundraiser to buy smart boards.”

      “Great.” I nod as thoughts of West Paragon High come crashing back and I mourn Gage all over again. If I think about it long enough, it truly feels like a blink of an eye that we were there—that Skyla walked into the bowling alley for the very first time. What in the hell happened? “I can donate a few free passes to the bowling alley and the gym.”

      Bree offers a silent applause. “That’s all fine and dandy, but they need bodies. Tickets are one hundred dollars a person, and you need to be there.”

      “Be there? Be where?” That all too familiar knot that lived in my stomach the entire time I was a student at that institute has decided to make a reprisal.

      “Prom.” Em gets right to the nitty gritty, and it’s something I’ve always appreciated about her. “It’s on Valentine’s Day. But they’re calling it the Comeback Prom, open to alumni.”

      “Great, we qualify.” I’m not really sure it’s all that great, but it’s happening. For a second, I envision Skyla in a hot dress, that smoking body pressed to mine. I approve. Gage and Chloe will be there, no doubt. Where there is potential for drama, you can rest assured Chloe is driving the bandwagon.

      Bree leans in, her mouth agape. “Do you think you’ll take Skyla?”

      “Hell yes, I’m taking Skyla.” As in transporting her. Just as I’m about to do now.

      “Ah-ha!” Tad limps over. Mr. Gimpy, Mr. Grumpy, Mr. Five Figure Lotto Winner with his ever questionably faithful Lizbeth by his side. “You think you’re just going to step right in, doncha? Park your rear right in front of my refrigerator, ain’t that right? The Oliver baton was passed to you, and now you’re taking Skyla and all the Landon spoils that come along with her. Well, let me tell you, Loki”—Tad wags his finger in my face while Drake and Ethan howl with laughter at the moniker I’ve been gifted—“this is not freeloader central. Tad Landon does not run a charity. There is no sign out front that reads Come one Oliver, come all, and bring your greedy, needy appetite. Bring me your weary sweatpants wearing, jobless Emma Oliver discards. When you are under my roof, you are under my dictatorship.”

      Em groans, “You got that right.”

      “Tad, please.” Lizbeth does her best to pull him away, but he breaks free from her stranglehold.

      Tad waddles in close until his face is inches from mine. “Like it or not, I’m the man around here. I’m a homeowner who happens to have five big ones in my bank account. I’ve got a sedan, a wife, and thirteen mouths that depend on me for survival. I’m the fifty thousand dollar man. What do you got, buddy? Nothin’! Hasta mañana.” He lifts his chubby fingers to his cheek and waves.

      “What do I got?” I fold my arms across my chest. “I’ve got a house that sits on Silent Cove worth just under two million. A bowling alley, gym, and a bona fide working farm—all three generate a total income of over a million a year. And if I sold the land, I could probably get three. So I guess that makes me the five million dollar man.”

      Tad straightens as if he were having a heart malfunction. His face smooths out with surprise.

      “And by the way”—I lean in, stern as hell—“my name is Logan. I’m here to pick up Skyla and the boys. That’s it. I’m not eating your food, using your electricity, or flushing your toilet. If you ever call me Loki again, I’m going to put you through a wall. Gage may have tolerated your extracurricular bull, but I’m not having it.”

      “Skyla!” Tad thunders as he staggers past me. “A fine young man is wasting his valuable time waiting for you. Get the rug rats together. The three of you are going on a date!”

      Skyla bounds into the room, hair in perfect golden ringlets, tight red sweater, black velvet jeans, and silver heels.

      “Stunning.” It’s all I can say.

      “You treat this young man with respect,” Tad growls at her and she lifts a hand dismissively as Lizbeth helps bundle the boys up. “If you play your cards right, you could end up Mrs. Skyla Oliver!”

      Both Skyla and I roll our eyes, pick up a boy, and head on out.

      We step out into the fog thick as pea soup.

      “You look beautiful.” I pull her in and land a kiss to her cheek. “Merry Christmas.”

      “And you look like a fine young man. Should I ask what that was about?”

      “No. Do you want to go to prom with me? West is having a thing in a couple of months.”

      “Prom at West with Logan Oliver?” A dark growl of a laugh comes from her as we head to the truck. “Only if you promise to pick me up in the Mustang.”

      “Consider it done.”

      And just like that, we buckle up the boys and take off for what I’m hoping won’t be the second shit show of the night. Something tells me Gage had procured the ability to top any of the crap Tad is capable of in spades.
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      Barron and Emma’s house is festooned with a holiday light display that usually puts the rest of the neighborhood to shame, but it just so happens that the house next door to the Harrisons’ is decking the halls at a bit more velocity than Barron and Emma can ever hope to achieve.

      “You like?” Wes shouts with a jovial note in his voice as he and Laken usher a bundled Tobie and Charlie from across the street. Wes bought the house and quickly moved his brood into it.

      “There goes the neighborhood,” Skyla says, unleashing Nathan and Barron from their car seats, and they spring to the front door, shouting for Ga-ma. Tobie races past us, shouting the same. I’m sure Emma doesn’t mind. Especially since Tobie’s brother, Eli, has been living there for the last four months. “But I like Laken,” Skyla says, heading over and giving her friend a gentle embrace before ogling at the princess in her arms. “I like Charlie and Tobie, too. I just don’t like you, Wes.” Skyla offers a dry smile as we make our way to the door.

      Laken shakes her head at Skyla. “If at any point you want to leave, I’ll take you across the street and show you the house. Wes has spared no expense.”

      “Everything has its price, Laken. Believe me when I say you’re the one paying.”

      The door swings open as Barron greets Wes and Laken first. I turn back to find Skyla lifting a finger in the air, and sure enough Holden and his newfound feathered wife are floating up above.

      “Skyla”—I pull her in and it takes a moment for her to look into my eyes—“I’m here for you, too.” My heart slams against my chest just holding her close like this. It was last spring that I openly declared my love for her once again, and it’s only grown from there.

      “I know.” She lifts our conjoined hands for a moment, and I inch back a notch. It’s never me that forgets we’re telepathic, and yet this time it was indeed. “I love you too, Logan. I have always loved you.” She shakes her head as if it wasn’t true on some level. “And when the time is right, I’m going to give you all of me.” Her mouth falls open as she looks to my lips as if they were her favorite snack and she was feeling mighty hungry. “But first, you will have my body,” she says it like a fact. “I can’t let sex stand in the way of my sanity anymore, and Dudley won’t have me.” She shrugs. “But you will have me and all of me will follow soon enough.” She speeds inside and I wonder what in the hell just happened.

      “You coming in?” A deep voice belts out.

      I look to find Gage at the door and my blood runs cold.

      “Merry Christmas,” I say as we head inside and spot Chloe with her feet propped up in the living room, Michelle Miller—Oliver seated by her side fanning her. Skyla and Laken are clear on the other side of the room and I can feel Skyla’s tension from here. “Dude, you are an exceptional asshole, you know that?”

      “I try. And believe me when I say, I’m putting a concerted effort into it.”

      My gaze hooks to his. “You don’t have to try so hard. I get it. You are pushing her away. Mission completed. No reason to eviscerate her, too.” I spot Coop speaking with Liam and wince. “It’s bad enough tonight has to suck for Skyla, what’s Flanders doing here?”

      Gage swallows hard, his Adam’s apple goes for the ride, and something in me cinches. I know that look on his resurrected face. “I invited him. He said he was going to be alone tonight. I guess I have a heart, after all.”

      “You don’t have a heart, Gage. You plucked it out and shoved it up Chloe’s vagina.”

      I make my way over to Coop just as Demetri heads our way with that plastered-on smile.

      “Logan Oliver. Holiday greetings.” Demetri looks to Gage. “I’m sure you’ve congratulated my son on the new offspring.” His lips twist my way. “I suppose this secures the win for you. I’m sure Skyla and you will be procreating soon enough. You’ve always felt the need to keep up with my son. Hoping for twins?”

      Gage growls at his father. But, in all honesty, I’m a bit amused. It’s almost as if he’s goading Gage. Demetri knows I don’t give a shit about anything he has to say.

      Skyla comes up with Laken and Wes just as Michelle helps Chloe over.

      I glance to Skyla and my heart breaks when I spot that crestfallen look on her face.

      Chloe chokes and sputters. “She’s killing me, Gage.” She points a crooked finger at Skyla. “She’s commissioned that cursed bird. I can’t keep a damn thing down. Do something, Demetri—God knows Gage still has his head up her ass.” A horrible moan comes from Chloe before she begins in on a violent retching session.

      Demetri steps forward, but Gage holds his arm out.

      “No,” Gage belts it out with fury. His eyes sharpen over Skyla’s, ripe with anger. “Enough, Skyla. Call off that damn bird, or I swear I’ll have it on a spit and delivered to Tad with a bow on it. Both Holden and Serena will be on the menu if you don’t stop this petty madness right now.”

      Chloe pulls it together long enough to admire Gage, her champion.

      But Skyla—her skin is white with shock, the false bravado she strode into the room with has dissipated, and she looks frightened, embarrassed, fit to kill out of sheer desperate need to hold onto her sanity.

      Kresley bops over with a tiny prince in her arms, an exact replica of Nathan and Barron at that tender age. Kresley’s face has been fully restored and she’s a stunner with a nose that’s about three times too small for her face.

      “What’d I miss?” She knocks her hip to Wesley’s and he takes up Eli in his arms. Wesley’s super sperm have yielded him an embarrassment of riches as far as children go.

      Laken clears her throat. “Actually, you’re right on time. I have an announcement.” She looks to Demetri, then to Wes. “Wesley—we’re going to have another child. August—again.”

      “A baby?” Wes lands his mitt over Laken’s stomach. “You and me?” he asks as if they’ve never had one before and I go to shoot Coop a knowing look, but he’s gone, just a ghost of himself standing there like a placeholder. Coop looks as if he died a year ago the exact day Laken went missing.

      The crowd breaks out into an awkward cheer as Emma and Barron head over in time to hear the news. Soon enough, Emma is popping the bubbly and our small destructive circle disbands.

      Poor Coop stands stunned near the bar, refilling his glass like he means it.

      I swat Gage on the arm. “You piece of shit. Now I see why you invited the guy. Your wickedness really knows no bounds.”

      Gage lifts an arm. “I swear I didn’t know.”

      Ellis and Giselle walk in and the room explodes with the appropriate holiday greeting.

      Ellis heads straight for Skyla and the two of them join Coop.  I can’t help but note how divisive the room feels, how empty and lonely despite the body count.

      “Can I ask you something?” I look to Gage, this seemingly innocent looking version of him, the exact replica of the boy I knew and loved. “Are you ever going to drop this act? Are you ever going to allow any of us to wake up from this nightmare?”

      Gage inspects me a moment as if weighing his answer. “Yes, Logan. I am. In about a hundred years give or take a millennium.” He takes off for the bar as I reflect on that clusterfuck of words.

      “What do you want?” Skyla growls up at him as she pours herself another drink.

      “Visitation.” Gage barrels right in with his answer—no lube, just bend over.

      Skyla nearly shoots the champagne from her nose. “Good luck with that, buddy.”

      “I don’t need luck.” His lips bounce a short-lived smile. “I’ve retained Olivia Harrison’s services.” He nods to Ellis at the mention of his legal eagle mother. “She’s drawing up a visitation schedule. I get the boys on weekends.” He takes a breath as if it took something out of him to say it. “I want fifty-fifty come summer.”

      “Gage,” Skyla wails, her voice fragile and pleading.

      “It’s not happening.” I wrap an arm around Skyla and she bears her weight against me as if she needed me to hold her up. “We’ll fight it. I’ll invert every bank account I have to make it happen.”

      Gage gives a single nod, his dimples dig in, no smile, and it’s as if he’s already gotten what he was after—Skyla in my arms, the two of us a united front—against him of all people. My God, it’s as if his every breath is monstrously calculated.

      Emma calls us to the table and Laken helps Skyla to the restroom as the two of them leave the room.

      Ellis shoves Gage hard in the chest. “Screw you, Oliver. I don’t care if you are G’s brother. If this is the real you, I have never known you. You don’t touch those boys. They belong to Skyla. You forfeited them the day you married Bishop.” He takes off for the dining room and it’s just the monster and me. Coop watches from the corner, his fingers curled around the champagne flute as if it could be transformed into a weapon at a moment’s notice.

      “Well done,” I say, looking into those familiar cobalt eyes. “She’s almost there. You keep this up and she’ll be in my bed by midnight. Don’t worry. I’ll fill her stocking for you, Gage.”

      He shoves a hand against my chest so hard it qualifies as a heart-stopper.

      A dull laugh rumbles from me. “It’s nice to see it works both ways. You get a rise out of Skyla. I get a rise out of you. That tells me you still care, buddy.” I lean in and look around those blue eyes of his. “It tells me you’re still in there somewhere, lurking like a stranger in your own skin. One of these days I’m going to put the puzzle together. I’m going to figure out what makes this new version of you tick.” I shake my head at him. “Let me in, Gage. I can help you figure this out.”

      “And then?” He knocks back the rest of this drink. “You going to help me win back Skyla?” He smears it with the necessary amount of sarcasm.

      “No.” A slow spreading grin takes over. “I made that mistake once, and I will never go down that road again.”

      Gage offers a slow blink as if accepting this on some level, as if it were the very last thing he ever wanted to hear and I’m betting it is.

      “Merry Christmas, Logan. You get Skyla.”

      “Merry Christmas, Gage. We both wish we still had you.”
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      A father—again.

      The smug grin just can’t seem to leave my face. Kresley looks pissed but happy enough that I’m holding Eli. He’s her world; he’s mine, too. And as much as I wish she were nowhere near our lives, I will respect the fact Kres is his mother. As much as I’m painted as an abject monster, it is ironically through Kres in which I’ll prove them all wrong. We will be one happy family even if it kills me.

      That’s why the house across the street seemed so perfect. In addition to being far more house than Laken and I can hope to utilize, there’s a small cottage tacked onto the back of the property. I didn’t dare bring it up to Laken, but should Kres ever get the boot from the Oliver house, she’s welcome to the cottage. Bonding with my son is of the utmost importance. I will never do to him what my own father has done to me. No. I will be the anti-Demetri.

      “You’re staring at me.” Demetri nods with that placating smile stuck on his ridiculous face as the clank of forks hitting porcelain lights up the room. Emma has pulled out all the stops for tonight’s Christmas feast. Here we are, the entire motley lot of us gathered around the dinner table breaking bread together as if no one was wishing anyone here dead.

      “You’re a good-looking guy.” A dull laugh pumps from me as I offer up my own shit-eating grin. “I’m just admiring my handsome lineage. Wondering if I’ll see your face in my new child.”

      Skyla chokes a moment. “God, I hope not.” She bats her lashes toward Laken. “Don’t let Wes scare you. Since this one will actually belong to him, the odds are good he or she will look like Tobie or one of my own cherubs.”

      “Skyla!” Laken laughs it off and I’m glad about it. Skyla is out of her freaking mind tonight. A loose cannon that shouldn’t be anywhere near a formal dinner party. I glance to Coop as he continues to glare my way.

      “What’s the matter, Coop? Fly in your soup?” I give a sly wink. Skyla might have a thorn in her side with Chloe, but Coop is one hundred percent mine. I’m going to have one serious talk with Gage. I have no clue why Coop is here. And I’m not buying that whole poor Coop was about to curl into a corner and play with his new toys all by his lonesome. Gage is sending me a message. He’s in charge and he’s choosing to wield his prowess with me first. Wrong move, dude. Wrong freaking move.

      Coop growls in lieu of a response. “Laken?” He produces a smile just for her. “I meant what I said. I’m more than happy for the two of you. My heart is settled just knowing you’re where you want to be.”

      Her mouth opens as she looks to me. “Thank you,” she whispers, her cheeks piquing with color as if his kind words were nothing but coals heaped over her. Killing her with guilt. Killing her with kindness. Good strategy. It won’t work. Feast your eyes, Coop. This is the last dinner invite you get with Laken and me in the room.

      Demetri raises his glass to Gage. “Son? I have a feeling your kind parents feel remiss to have not been present during the union to your beautiful new bride. I’m willing to open my home if the two of you are up for a vow renewal.” He takes a sip from his wine and it looks like blood staining his lips.

      “Yes!” Chloe gasps. Her color has come back just enough to remind us she’s remotely human. After Gage threatened Skyla with the boys, I saw both her and Logan head out for a moment. Calling off that damn hex, I suppose. Too bad. I was rooting for the bird. “We’ll do New Year’s Day. My family would love to be present as well. We can invite our friends and have a reception. Only the finest food. I’m sure Lizbeth—”

      “Will not be participating.” Skyla shakes her head to my brother, her face red with fury. “Gage? No.”

      Gage swallows hard. His desire to please Skyla far outweighs his desire to watch her squirm at every turn. But he’s not through with her yet. This new leg of their relationship is still tender, green at the root. I give a subtle nod his way and he clears his throat.

      “New Year’s Day sounds perfect,” he says while looking down at the prime rib glistening on his plate. The damn pussy hasn’t had a single bite.

      Skyla lets out an exasperated sigh as Emma and Demetri lose themselves in an instant conversation, their voices pitching with excitement. Poor Barron looks on, confused as hell. His eyes are wide as he looks to Skyla, but she’s not paying him any mind. She’s too wrapped up in trying to figure out how to strangle my brother.

      Skyla leans in toward Gage—both he and Chloe are just one seat away from the hurricane brewing inside of her. “How dare you take a giant shit over our lives then smear my face in it with so much hubris.”

      Ellis grunts, “Tell him, Skyla.”

      Giselle swats him.

      My simpleton of a niece is fiercely loyal. I think we can use her.

      Skyla’s lips twitch, unsure which direction to go in, her eyes still pinned on my brother. “I just might kill your wife and your child.”

      His eyes dart to meet with hers, first time since we’ve sat down at this unholy coven.

      A laugh bubbles from Skyla a moment, proud to have attained his full attention. “That’s right. I don’t have any regard for human life anymore. Just Factions. Turns out, I’m a lot like you.”

      Laken clears her throat, straightens her spine as she takes up my hand, and a warm smile spreads over her face as if I had the power to put it there. Eat that, Coop.

      “If you don’t mind, I would love to say a few vows,” Laken offers. Her other hand dips to her stomach. “Especially now with the new baby.”

      “Yes.” Everything in me enlivens. “Laken, you were meant for me. I have never loved anyone the way I love you. It’s always been you for me as far back as Cider Plains.”

      Eli yelps on cue and Kresley growls out an excuse before leaving the room with him.

      Chloe nods my way. “You’ll do it with us. A double wedding. I couldn’t think of anything as romantic. But we’ve done it before, haven’t we, Wes? It’s the way we married.” Her gaze moves to Skyla. “You remember, don’t you? It was quite the spectacle.”

      Skyla gives a silent nod. “Sort of the way this is now.” Her eyes widen as she looks to Gage, her pain so very palpable even I want to beg him to put her out of her misery.

      We won the damn battle. Who the hell cares if she doesn’t put up a fight? If I were Gage, I’d take her back. Skyla would be up for it. They should be enjoying each other, living life and riding high. Skyla was so very willing to throw it all away and pass the Faction baton to Logan. Why the hell not?

      A deep sigh expels from me. I will never understand how my brother’s brain works. He’s forever the shining knight even when it requires the blade to penetrate his own heart.

      I pull Laken’s hand to my lips. “I love you so damn much. We’ll go ring shopping in the morning.”

      Michelle Miller, Liam’s new nightmare of a wife, whoops up a storm. “And, of course, the entire bridal party will be taken care of by The Enchanted Closet. Not Em, though. She’s about to burst.” A nasty look of satisfaction takes over her features as she feasts her eyes on Skyla. “And we’d never leave you out, Mess. In fact, we’ll give you the pick of the litter. You’ll be there, right? I mean, Logan will be Gage’s best man. Obvs.” She winks Logan’s way.

      “No.” Gage drops his knife with a heavy clink, his chest expanding with a breath. “It’s Wes. Small ceremony. No friends.” He glares at Chloe. “Just family.”

      Chloe’s lips fidget as she bites down on a smile. Watch it, Gage. That witch gets exactly what she wants, and if Chloe wants friends at her wedding, then Gage be damned, there will be an entire fleet of them. She might have to purchase them for the day, but nevertheless, Chloe will inevitably get her twisted way.

      “No friends?” Chloe balks. “But the kids are a must. That’s a hard line for me. Tobie will be there. Wes and Laken will have Charlie and Eli. Will we have our boys? I think we should each hold one as we solidify our family bond.”

      Gage shoots a look to Skyla, his features slowly turning to stone. He never thought it would be easy. But he never thought it would be this hard either. Welcome to reality, brother. With Chloe as your bride, she will ensure every damn day is a freaking nightmare. Deeper and deeper you’ll spiral until hell sounds like a day spa you’d love to spend eternity in.

      “Then it’s settled.” Demetri offers a weak applause. “Of course, the royal gentry will wish to be present. You are the king, and your kingdom has certainly come. New life awaits us in the new year, a coronation fit for the ages, a new kingdom, a new era. To the beautiful year ahead.” Demetri lifts his glass and half the table feels the need to join him. But Skyla and her loyalists sit this one out.

      Emma’s eyes sparkle with tears as she looks to her son with something that supersedes love, obsession. “To my son, the king. You have arrived. Destiny has gifted you the world at your feet. I love you.”

      “Hear, hear!” Demetri laughs as they imbibe.

      Laken elbows me in the rib. “You’re not toasting.”

      I come to, stunned that I’ve momentarily sided with Skyla’s dissidents. I’m quick to rectify the effort and knock back my wine as if it were a shot, quick and hasty.

      Dinner wraps up, and soon we’re bundling Charlie for the trek across the street. I kiss Eli and offer Kresley a hearty embrace to appease her before Logan nods for me to follow him to the porch.

      “What’s up, Oliver?” I say, adjusting the collar on my coat.

      “You tell me.” His piss-yellow eyes glare my way. “You don’t want Gage up on that throne any more than I do. Give him the boot. Put him out of his misery. Take the helm. I’m rooting for you.”

      I inch back, amused by his midnight soliloquy. “You’re dreaming. That boy wants to be there.”

      “The hell he does.” He squints over at me a moment. “Maybe it’s you who doesn’t want to be there.” His chest heaves as if he came upon an earth-shattering revelation. “Leave the Barricade, Wes.”

      “Not on your life. Not on mine. I’m the one that believes in it, remember? I penned the articles of confederation. I’m a founding father of the cause. I’m not going anywhere.”

      He swallows hard, his eyes pinned to mine, wide and apprehensive as if I were his only hope.

      Skyla bounds out with the boys running between her legs, a lethargic Tobie latches onto me, and I scoop her up and let her melt over my shoulder.

      Ellis Harrison, stoner extraordinaire, jumps down next, his glassy-eyed stare somehow managing to unnerve me.

      Ellis blinks a smile. “You’re looking at your worst nightmare.” A dirty grin glides easy on his face. “New year, new life, new bullshit? Not gonna happen. The new year only brings one thing. A holy countdown. The Barricade loses its legs.”

      A huff of laughter pumps through me. “You almost sound lucid, Ellis.”

      “I’m sober, Wes, and I have you and your brother to thank for it.” He takes off without his precious G by his side and I can’t help but smirk.

      “You’re welcome,” I shout after him.

      “Shut up, Wes,” Skyla scowls as Logan shuttles the boys to his truck and wrangles them inside. Her eyes, those crystal clear haunting orbs, scour me with such a vitriolic hatred I’m forced to look away. I don’t hate Skyla. I don’t think I ever could. I hate what she stands for. There’s a big difference. “Wesley”—her voice pulls out with a wobble, a desperation I have never heard from her before—“don’t let him touch my babies.”

      A chortling laugh erupts from behind as Chloe steps into our midst with that familiar musk scent she wears like a calling card and, of course, miles of dark thick hair just as wicked as she is.

      “Oh, Skyla. How desperate you are to ask the enemy for mercy. Celestra deserves better than that.”

      “It deserves better than you.”

      “Why?” Chloe’s eyes ignite like infernal flames. “Because I got to do what you wished you could have? You would have sold your people for less than a song. You’re no different than me. Gage and your children, they are mine. The universe owes me that much after the hell I went through to land Gage Oliver by my side.”

      “Enough,” Gage says as he steps over.

      Skyla leans in, that look of hatred magnified by the power of ten. “Enough from you, Gage Oliver. At least Chloe is true to herself. Not even while we were fighting side by side did I consider her a friend. I never thought I’d say it, but Chloe Bishop is far more honest than you’ll ever be.” She takes off and Chloe scoffs.

      “Chloe Oliver!” she shouts after her nemesis as Skyla piles into the truck and Logan and her take off with the fog swirling in their wake. Chloe gives Gage’s tie a quick tug. “I’m gonna skip ahead. Rumor has it, there will be a very naughty Mrs. Claus waiting for you in bed.” She gives a hearty wink before heading up the street.

      “Sounds as if someone is getting lucky tonight.” I can’t help but glower over at him. “It wasn’t good enough to escape hell for eternity, you needed to seek it on earth.” I shake my head at him. “Screw you for letting Skyla go and bringing all of this unnecessary misery on everyone. Make no mistake about it. She will bring down hell on us. And fuck you for inviting Coop.”

      His cheek flinches as if I struck him. “New Year’s Day.”

      I slam my hand into his chest. “That’s right, buddy. You get a do-over. A true blue vow exchange in front of your mother and every other wicked celestial entity. I may have stood in your place the first time—you may have pressed cobalt blue contacts over my evergreen peepers, but next week, it is all you, buddy. I get to marry Laken and I am damn glad about it. But you”—I shake my head at him—“you just can’t seem to stop falling deeper into the flames. Go home and make your soon-to-be bride happy. Try to find some joy out of this nightmare you’ve embroiled yourself in. Good news, Chloe is limber as hell.”

      Laken and Coop step outside and Coop gives us both a curt nod. “I look forward to the wedding.” His lips expand in my direction, and something inside of me unsettles.

      Laken pulls him into an awkward embrace with Charlie sandwiched between them.

      “We look forward to seeing you there,” she whispers.

      He looks my way and his eyes hang on mine a moment. “Good night, Wesley. Laken.” He nods before disappearing into the night and a chill runs through me. Coop thinks he has the upper hand, and if I don’t watch this new Dr. Feel Good act of his, he just might.

      Laken makes her way off the porch as she heads toward home.

      “I’ll be right there,” I say as I stall at the foot of the driveway. I look back to Gage. “Let me be the one to remind you that you, in fact, are in charge. You could have it all, Gage. You with Skyla. Me with Laken. The only thing stopping you, rooting you to the ground like a lead weight, is your noble heart. Cut the cords. Take what’s yours in the here and now. No matter how hard you wish she would fight, you will not let her win. That’s not noble, Gage. That’s just cruel.”

      I take off and catch up to Laken, kiss her precious face as we get home, get our children to bed, and then I make mad love to the girl I love, precious and achingly slow, the mother of my child, the mother of my children. Laken. She is my entire universe, my queen, my goddess, our bed, my altar.

      And I worship.

      Oh, how I worship.
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      There was a time when I would anticipate seeing Gage Oliver’s face when he walked through the door, when I heard the jiggle of our bedroom door and I knew it was him on the other end, our reunion just moments away. All day I would fantasize about the things we could do alone in the butterfly room, the things my tongue would do, where it would roam.

      But now all that greets me, waits for me, is revenge. Grief was a slow suicide, an eroding of the mind and heart, but anger is something that I can shape, work with, fashion into the weapon that it needs to be—a very sharp spear necessary to skewer both Gage and Chloe. Years ago, Chloe did exactly that to Logan and me.

      This is me returning the favor.

      The big New Year’s Eve bash is right back where it belongs at the Harrisons’ estate. And in just a few minutes, I’ll be making my way there. Logan offered to pick me up, but since it’s out of his way, I let him know I’d meet him there. That way, when I ditch out early, I won’t ruin his good time. My stomach sours at the thought. I know full well Logan sees both a good time and life in general through a very narrow lens—me. I feel terrible about it, too. But my head and my heart are in no position to sort out my feelings for anyone right now. There are so many open wounds, it’s all I can do to stop up the bleeding.

      I dress the boys and we head downstairs. Misty and Ember taught the boys how to slide all the way down on their stomachs and they both bubble with husky laughter all the way to the foyer. They no sooner get to the bottom than they trot off for the family room.

      The downstairs still has every last Christmas decoration up. It’s a funny thing how they initiate such a pre-holiday high, and once it’s over, they go stale and begin to look wrong altogether. God forbid they stay up until February. It can make you feel like a loon. Sort of like Gage and me. We felt good and right—and then out of nowhere we bottle rocketed our way right to lunacy.

      Drake and Ethan shout with glee as they obliterate someone on the television screen and I gasp as the bloodied men from the video game look as if they have the ability to run right into the room.

      “Why do they look so real?” Honest to God, I don’t think I’ve ever commented once on the resolution, size, or color contrast of the electronic beast taking up space in the room.

      Drake flicks his elbow my way. “Dad just bought a new set, dude. Freaking 4D!”

      “4D,” I say absentmindedly as I make my way to the dining room and pause at the sight before me.

      Huddled at the corner of the table sit Mia, Mom, Tad, and Olivia Harrison, Ellis’ lawyer of a mother. The same lawyer Gage threatened to discuss visitations with.

      “What’s going on?”

      Tad slaps his palms down over the table. “This meeting is adjourned. Lizbeth, we have a party to tend to.”

      Mia looks up. “I’m divorcing Gabe.”

      Mom shrugs my way. “We’re paying the retainer.”

      Tad nearly knocks over the table as he rises. “And that kid had better pony up the rest of it.” He growls my way, “And don’t get any bright ideas. I’m not paying for your divorce either.”

      “I don’t need one,” I’m quick to point out and then reconsider. Even though our covenant has been abolished, what about the legal ramifications? Gage is renewing his vows to Chloe tomorrow, but now that I think about it, maybe it’s because he wants to make it legal? Nuptials in the heavenlies don’t count for much in the great state of Washington.

      Just perfect.

      Tad hitches his thumbs into his belt loops. “Lizbeth, we’ve got fifty pounds of lobster that need to be cooked alive and the guests will be here at any minute.”

      I glance to the kitchen, and sure enough the sink is filled with long, archaic overgrown cockroach-looking creatures doing their best to crawl their way out.

      “Oh my Lord,” I hiss. “Do not let the boys near those.” No sooner do I say the words than the entire gaggle of children who live under this roof scramble on over, each hoisting their own step stool in tow.

      Mom rises. “I’ve got this, Skyla. You and the girls have fun.”

      Tad growls, “Not too much fun. Just because Big Daddy here has deep pockets doesn’t mean you need to go popping out another litter.”

      “I can assure you I’m coming home litter free.” And will remain so for the foreseeable future. I hope.

      “See this?” Tad barks while pointing at me and garnering the attention of my sisters, along with Em, who just waddled in, and Bree. “You can all learn a lesson from Skyla here. She realizes she made a mistake! She got married young, pumped out two pups, and ruined her life!”

      “Tad Landon!” Mom gruffs so loud the windows rattle. “These precious boys are no mistake. And if you ever reference them that way again—well, I don’t care how much money you have, or how many diamonds you have on your teeth, you’ll find your things on the porch.”

      The entire house takes a collective gasp, including me. After all of these years, after all of Tad’s tyranny, she’s finally standing up to him.

      Bree smacks Tad on the arm. “You have diamonds on your teeth? Let’s see ’em, Pops!”

      Drake and Ethan jump over the sofas and even Olivia pauses from collecting her things to ogle at the oddity.

      Tad opens wide and Ethan shines the light on his phone over Tad’s left canine, and sure enough there’s a glint of light shining right back. A bulbous crystal sits over his enamel like an expensive barnacle for no one to see. God knows Tad never smiles.

      The room breaks out in congratulatory applause.

      Tad licks his lips and I recoil, sorry I ever fell into his mouth with my curiosity.

      “You got to treat yourself at least once in life.” He sniffs hard, rocking back on his heels with pride. “Life isn’t just about suffering, paying the bills, and wondering if you’re going to step in a pile of dog crap when you walk through the living room barefoot.”

      A couple of amens shoot off from the peanut gallery.

      It’s true. D-O-G craps like a bear right here in the house, and he doesn’t seem too fazed when you reprimand him about it either. D-O-G, who also goes by Bullet, is under a shared custody agreement between Mia and her old boyfriend. We’re on hiatus from D-O-G at the moment since it’s Revelyn Booth’s turn to play host. Rev is Mia’s punk rock ex-boyfriend, five years her senior who actually cleaned up his scruffy leather and chains act and transformed himself into a hot underwear model fit for Times Square. If I were Mia, I would have dumped Gabe, too.

      I spin on my heel and gag at the sight before me.

      “What’s he doing here?” I ask, looking right at the malfeasance himself, my sister’s soon-to-be ex-husband.

      Mia whips past him. “He’s my date. Melissa and I will be ready in a second.” She looks to me and rolls her eyes. “Everyone knows it’s bad luck not to have a date on New Year’s Eve. Don’t judge me.”

      “I’m not judging you.” I’m judging Gage because his date for the night—for life, just so happens to be Chloe.

      “Skyla, go on and get out of here.” My mother comes up from behind and lands a quick kiss to my cheek. “The boys will be fine with me.” She stiffens for a moment. “And full disclosure, Emma and Barron will be coming over. Oh, and Hal and Glendora are coming over, too. We’ve decided to band together since we’re going to be one big happy family.” She claps her hands and I want to take them apart and strangle her with them.

      Hal and Glendora are Chloe’s parents.

      “You can’t be serious.” I say, stunned, just as Olivia comes up and leans in.

      “You’d best go along with it, Skyla. Your boys are young.” She shakes her head, her eyes steadying over mine as if she were forlorn for me. “It’s hard to be apart from your children. I don’t envy you. It’s part of the reason I reached an understanding with Morley. Even though we divorced, I was not about to move out and share Ellis. That boy needed the both of us under one roof, and look at what a fine young man he turned out to be!”

      My lips twist as I work quickly to analyze this. It’s no wonder Ellis has been numbing himself with pot since he was a little boy. This sheds a whole new light on everything.

      “Well, he is special. And he certainly has a special place in my heart.” In fact, Ellis’ utter devotion to me has made me outright love him as family, deeper than ever before.

      “I’m glad you think so.” Olivia sniffs the air. “As for Gage, maybe try to work things out. He cheated, he smeated.” She waves the idea off as if it were a fly. “You know what they say, stand by your man—and his money.” A throaty laugh escapes her. “And judging by the fact he has his father’s backing, he does have money. Night, all! I’m headed to the mainland to ring in the new year with a few special friends.” She winks at my mother before trotting off.

      “What was that about?” I whisper as the room comes back to life.

      Mom lets out an exasperated sigh. “Olivia and her new boyfriend are into sharing.” She lifts a shoulder and indulges in an awkward nod. “As in the swingers scene.”

      “What? And ew. Don’t you dare share what the good Lord gave you.”

      “Ohh”—she looks back to the kitchen—“you just reminded me that I need to text Demetri to pick up some caviar on the way over.”

      “No can do.” Tad stalks off toward the hall. “I foot the bill around here from now on. And I’m picking up the finest champagne, too! What is it? Ten bucks a pop? I’ll take twenty.”

      Before I can pop his cheap champagne bubble, Bree skips over in a tight red dress while Emily waddles over in a psychedelic looking tent. Even in that, her swollen belly protrudes like a torpedo.

      Em grunts, “If Ellis’ shit show doesn’t put me into labor, nothing will.”

      Mom scoffs. “If you change your mind and want a home birth, I’ve got the blowup pool in the garage all ready to go on standby.”

      Em grunts. “I shit like a lion just as Ember squeezed her way out. I think I’ll pass.”

      It’s true. I was there. Not only did it morph into a shitty situation, but there was this whole blood and gore fireworks spectacular beforehand. I’m thankful that my birthing experience was nothing like that. A memory comes back to me from that day and it’s of Logan sweetly holding my hand. My heart warms at the thought of him for the first time in months. Maybe, just maybe, he can pull me away from the dark place Gage has landed me in. As much as I don’t need a man in my life, I need Logan’s sweet friendship and his kind smile to make me feel human again.

      Drake and Ethan can’t tear themselves from their game, so it’s just Bree, Em, and me headed out for a wild night of fun.

      Here’s hoping nothing cataclysmic happens.

      But I know better by now.
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      Brielle screams her way from the car with a wild whoop in her throat, her body skipping up the Harrisons’ enormous driveway as if she were home after a long hiatus. The gargantuan fountain that sits in the middle of it trickles water gently from each of its tiers. The twelve stone lions at the base of it look far too forlorn, far too lazy to properly guard us from the night.

      “So you’re not really going to kill Chloe, right?” Em asks as I help steady her on our way to the door. “I mean, she’s having a kid. You can’t kill the kid, Messenger. It’s not the baby’s fault its mother is a wicked bitch.”

      My lips flicker with the idea of a smile. On a micro level I appreciate Emily calling Chloe out for who she really is. Emily is only capable of spouting off the truth.

      “Anyway”—she runs her hands over her enormous belly—“I have a vision for you.” She holds up a finger and I back up an inch because I thought she was about to smack me. “Before you say you don’t want it—too bad. This is happening, so brace yourself. Besides, I think you might actually like this one. I have a good feeling about it. I don’t know why.”

      Em is never privy to defining her visions from God—she’s simply instructed to give them. They are His work, His warnings.

      “I’ll take a hard pass,” I say as I look to the overgrown home before us.

      Music booms from the Harrisons’ mansion as we head on in. The windows buzz as they rattle. The bass digs into my chest and pulsates through me like an unwanted heartbeat. It’s so loud I don’t bother saying another word to Em as we go our separate ways. I spot Ellis and Giselle with their arms wrapped around one another and he looks up and does a double take my way before they head over. It’s dark inside, a sprinkling of neon lights, small as confetti spin over the ceiling.

      “Messenger.” He slaps me five. “What is up? You look smokin’. You’re going to make all the big boys cry tonight.”

      Giselle shrugs. “He’s right. You look amazing.” She glances down at my silver sequin dress, long-sleeved, high neck and even higher hemline. I dug out a pair of silver heels with a row of spikes running down the back to pair it with. It’s nice to know I have a weapon I can utilize if need be. “My mom says you’re going to marry Logan now. Can I be in the wedding? I’ve always wanted to be a bridesmaid.”

      Gage pops up between the two of them like an apparition, catching me off guard, with his ocean blue eyes as they drill right through me the way they used to do.

      “Yes, Giselle,” I say. “You can be in my wedding. But I think you have another wedding to think about first. One that will take place in less than twenty-four hours.”

      His dimples dig in. He’s hiding something, loving something. I can’t read him anymore. Gage has disabled me from his network.

      Logan comes up behind them, a slight mischievous grin already pinned to his lips. His brows do a funny dance as he looks at me. He’s unsure of what’s happening. Well, that makes two of us.

      “What’d I miss?” He comes over and lands a kiss to my cheek, his arm glides over my waist and it feels intimate, it feels both right and wrong.

      Giselle bops in rhythm to the music. “Skyla says I can be a bridesmaid in your wedding. Chloe hasn’t asked yet, but I might be in hers, too.”

      Logan moans out a dull laugh. “Yes, Giselle, you are most certainly welcome.” His fingers dig deep into my waist a moment. “It’s going to be a blowout.” That sly smile on his face rides higher as he looks to Gage.

      “So when’s the big day?” Gage takes a breath as if he needed to steady himself, and suddenly I am addicted to catching him off guard.

      “We’re undecided,” Logan answers for us. “Might be a year, might be next week.”

      “I want to do things right this time.” I wrap both of my arms around Logan as I tuck a kiss to his cheek. As soon as my lips hit that scruff on his face, a spark goes off in the pit of my stomach. There it is. I’ve been waiting for you. My feelings for Logan live, after all. His chest bucks with a silent laugh because my hand is touching his arm and he heard every word.

      “A wedding, huh?” Gage looks from Logan to me, his jaw moving from side to side. He’s trying to contain his emotions, maintain his cool. I think this is a perfect chance to challenge his steely resolve.

      “Honeymoon in Rome?” I wince at Logan as I ask.

      “Been there, done that. I say we do something new, something unexpected.”

      “Oh, I so agree.” I’m about to pull Logan into the crowd and get away from the cloying air Gage seems to bring with him these days just as Chloe pops up next to Ellis.

      Giselle leans her way. “We were just talking about your wedding. The one you won’t let me be a part of.” She rolls her blue eyes and it reminds me to track down Emerson Kragger. Emerson wants Chloe dead just as much as I do. I have no doubt my mother left Emerson on this planet long after her ninth life expired just so she could do my dirty work for me and I can keep my hands clean for the sake of the Factions.

      “Of course, G,” Chloe growls over at her because clearly it was not her intention to include her. Chloe likes all the attention on herself. Nothing has changed at all. “In fact, you can be my maid of honor. And since Wes is getting married, too, Ellis, you can stand up for Gage.” She snarls at Logan, “We don’t expect much out of you.”

      “I’m not going.” Ellis shoots death rays at Gage. “You can screw your life up all you want. I’m not sticking around to witness it any more than I have to.”

      Ellis has always been like a brother to both Logan and Gage.

      “Ellis!” Giselle snaps at the love of her life, and, honestly, I don’t think I’ve seen her display this much emotion. “You’re going to the wedding. I’ll be wearing a pretty dress, and I want you to see me in it.” She drags him off into the crowd. Giselle is a loyalist to the end and so is Ellis. It’s a beautiful thing, with the exception they’re each loyal to the other side, mostly.

      Logan glowers at the two malfeasances left in our presence. “I’d be offended by your comment, Chloe, but I wasn’t invited to the re-launch of our nightmares.”

      Chloe wraps an arm around Gage’s waist and he hesitates a moment before doing the same. A part of me insists on believing this is all an act, something fake to upset me to the core, but the Gage I knew would never be so shallow. And for the life of me, I can’t understand why he would be.

      Her hand rides over her nearly flat stomach.

      “Of course, you’re both invited. We’re family.” She jostles Gage by the arm. “Isn’t that right, honey? It’s important that our family witnesses the renewal of our vows. The boys are in the wedding—that goes without saying. Twin ring bearers. Emily volunteered Ember to be our flower girl. It’s amazing how everything is falling together so quickly. When something is right, the universe moves heaven and earth to make it happen.” Her head tips to his shoulder. “Just the way heaven and earth moved for us.”

      A dull laugh bounces through me. “When you take heaven and earth out of the equation, Chloe, all you’re left with is hell.” I look to Gage. “And that’s exactly where you are. You just don’t know it yet.”

      Chloe presses out a forlorn smile. “Skyla, so petty. Are you still planning my demise?” She pats her belly. “It would be a double homicide. The half-brother or sister of your own boys. What would your children think of their mother?”

      “Believe me, I’ll be their hero once I slaughter you.” I glance to her stomach, and just the sight of it spears my heart with pain. “But it looks like you don’t need a protective hedge around your neck. He planted one inside of you. I wouldn’t plan on getting too attached to the baby. But then, you never do get too attached.” I pull Logan with me into the crowd and wrap my arms around his neck as we begin swaying to the music as if it were a slow song.

      Logan Oliver is a resplendent sight tonight, all testosterone and sex, hooded lids, dirty grin, flannel over jeans, three-day-old scruff. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he were gunning to get laid—but this is Logan. He makes the girls moan in passing every single day.

      He tips his head back. “Laying it on a little thick, are we?”

      A tiny smile twists on my lips. “You love it and you know it.”

      “I love our spontaneous engagement, too. I’m glad you said yes.”

      I can’t help but frown at him a moment. “You knew I’d come around.” I toss a sly wink his way.

      He gives a slow blink. “Gage is about to blow a hole through the roof.”

      “You do realize that at the last two New Year’s Eve parties there was a literal hole blown in the roof.”

      “I remember. Last one was at the bowling alley and it’s just now recovered. But I think Gage should bottle rocket through the ceiling, any ceiling. It’s just the beginning of a long list of things I wish for him.”

      I shrug up at him. “It was pretty easy to rile him up.”

      “If you want, I can unzip my pants and you can ride me like a bronco right here in the living room.” His brows twitch because the dirty bastard means it.

      “That would be fun,” I say without the proper inflection. For a moment, I envision Gage’s fury, the old Gage, the one who actually cared. This version might cheer us on. “But when I’m with you”—my fingers dig into the back of his hair, thick and smooth, something I can get used to touching all night long—“and I will be, the only show I’ll be putting on will be for your viewing pleasure. I may have a broken heart, but I have needs.” I glance to the floor, embarrassed that I’m being so brazen, asserting myself sexually at the most inopportune time. Logan wants all of my heart and he has it, but in Gage’s wake, a thousand emotional walls have erected themselves, towers that rise into the sky and mask daylight and all of the good emotions I should be reveling in, and instead, all I see is black.

      He nods as if he understood. “Just for the record, I’m not opposed to revenge sex in or out of the public eye.” His gaze penetrates mine. “I made my feelings about you well known last spring, and I stand by them. I’m sorry he broke your heart, but I do not doubt for a moment that you belong with me.”

      “I know. I mean, I realize how you feel. My head feels the same. My heart is still plastered over the walls, trying to figure out how to go on beating after that utter pummeling he gave me—gave us. You loved him, too.”

      “I still love him, Skyla.”

      “I know, and believe me, it’s a betrayal, Logan. As petty as it sounds, I want you to hate him as much as I do.”

      “I hate what he did. And I hate it more than you can imagine. Possibly more than you do. I know your head is everywhere right now and your heart is nowhere to be seen, but, like I said, if you see him watching and feel the urge to drop to your knees and offer up a BJ, I’m in.”

      A laugh rips through me and I feel somewhat human again, not that I am human—I’m anything but. “You are a dirty, dirty boy, Oliver.”

      “You need to stop flirting with me.”

      “Oh, honey, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      He gives me a twirl and I spot Emily in the corner with a blue light aglow next to her as she works furtively doling out those prophecies as fast as she can get them to paper. There’s already a line snaking into the living room, and I’m glad about it. The busier Em is, the less the odds that she’ll have time to whip one up for yours truly. But let’s be honest. Emily Morgan always seems to make time for me.

      A hand taps over Logan’s shoulder and I squint into the dark to find Marshall pushing him out of the way.

      “I believe the lady deserves a gentleman.” Soon enough, I’m in the sexy Sector’s arms, gliding clear across the room into a thicket of bodies, doing exactly this at supernatural speeds. Those brilliantly beautiful vibratronics of his strum through every last inch of my body. My God, just holding onto Marshall Dudley is like visiting a sexually satisfying day spa.

      “Hey, handsome.” I run my finger along his jawline. “Rumor has it, I’ll be making a pit stop into your private chambers this evening. I believe a wild, thoughtless romp should start the year off right.” This, the night before Gage and Chloe’s wedding. I strongly like the idea of showing up for their nuptials—and by showing up, I mean standing in the back long enough for the farce to commence so I can scoop up the boys and run the hell home—good and thoroughly satisfied by the surly Sector before me. A ragged sigh escapes me. How a part of me longs for the days where Gage and I simply thoroughly satisfied each other and were far more than content by that alone.

      “I’ve no intention on defiling your body—yet.” He runs a gentle line down my lips with the tip of his finger. “However, I am certain you will have creative, and might I add, satisfying dreams for many, many hours into the night.”

      “Then it sounds like I’d better call it an early night.” I give a quick sweep around and my heart stops cold when I spot Gage with his arms wrapped around that demon doing exactly this. “He’s a monster, Marshall.” The words swim from my lips like traitors.

      “That he is.” Marshall takes a deep breath. “Focus, Skyla. Do you know what my good friend Ezrina is doing at the moment?”

      I shake my head, my gaze still painfully pinned in that horrid direction.

      “She’s in her laboratory experimenting with hundreds of viruses.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “How is she going to test the effects? Please tell me she has no intention of using an animal.”

      “Bite your tongue right now.” He gives a sly wink. “Bite mine, later.” He gives a subtle shake of the head as if reverting his thoughts. “Heavens no. Rina would no sooner hurt a living creature with malice in her heart than she would her own child. She has a myriad of cells to work with. She can see the effects without harming a soul—at the moment.” His brows swoop in like a bird in flight and it makes him look frighteningly handsome. About sixteen different girls just sighed in this direction. Marshall is eye candy that has the power to detonate your ovaries all in one delicious blink in his direction.

      His lips curve at the tips because we both know he heard me.

      “Once again, however”—he begins—“she will eventually need a willing participant. What holds in a stabilized cellular structure held in a petri dish may not be what works in a living being—such as a Faction member, one of your people. Do you realize this subject must be willing to die for the effort?”

      A hard groan works from me. “It should be me.” I shake my head in the darkness. “I cost the Factions everything. It’s my foolish heart that was swayed so easily. But I swear to you, Marshall, that was the last time I choose love over my people. I won’t be made a fool of again. It’s God, the Factions, and my boys. That’s it. I have a one-track mind, and that track is not getting on my knees to please Gage Oliver’s penis.”

      “Ms. Messenger.” Marshall’s muscles tense with the offense.

      “Sorry.” I shoot a dirty look in the oversized penis’ direction, and Gage pins his eyes on mine. It takes everything in me to drag my eyes to Marshall’s heavenly features. “I have to focus on my hatred for him.”

      And that’s precisely why I shouldn’t jump into bed with Logan. What Logan and I have is far too pure to be reduced to revenge sex. I’m terrified of committing to him just yet. Sure we were just playfully engaged. But the real deal? I know once I cross over and give myself fully to Logan Oliver, he will own me. And after what happened with Gage, I’m not sure if it’s a good thing.

      A sorrowful smile twists on Marshall’s lips. “You have to focus on your love for the Factions, my dear.”

      “That’s why I’m not jumping into another relationship. I just think it’s not for me. I mean, I realize now that I should have been with Logan all along instead of falling headfirst into the enemy’s schemes, but…”

      “But what?” Those boiling cauldron eyes of his begin to glow like rubies, and as much as I want to tell him to knock it off, I’m far too mesmerized to do it. “Skyla, Logan is your destiny. Not even I can stand in the way.”

      “And you? What are you? Because I feel something intensely intimate with you, and I always have. I was too busy pretending to be number one wifey to acknowledge it. What are you to me? Did you win a portion of my life in some celestial bet with my mother? God knows you did not get around that battleax.” The room shakes under our feet and dozens of girls scream with delight.

      Marshall’s enormous chest expands like a solid sheet of granite. “Your time with the Pretty One has come, Skyla. There is no use in fighting it.”

      “I’m not fighting anything. I’m just not ready.”

      “He never left your heart. You don’t need to be ready. The restraint you feel is due to your fierce loyalty to Jock Strap. You have a desire to make amends with him, to right the wrongs, to burn the witch by his side at the stake as he begs his forgiveness to you. It’s not going to happen. You will sooner grow hooves and begin chewing your cud than having your old life pieced together. It’s over, and the sooner you let go of childish fantasies, the better for everyone involved.”

      My eyes widen as I stare down this not-so-heavenly creature before me. “I’d slap you, but I think I’ll save that for later when we finish this argument in my bed. Fair warning, I am very, very pissed. Expect a war. You will get one.” I try to leave and he reels me back. His embrace is tight, his eyes shining bright as flames.

      “I look forward to the battlefield. Know this, I am heavy-handed with the enemy, and I bring no mercy with me.” His thumb runs a quick circle over my cheek, and those vibratronics turn up to unfathomable volumes, forcing my body into a quivering quake right here on the dance floor.

      “I won’t need your mercy. I just need your rock…hard”—his brows hike an inch as I say it—“cunning personality.”

      I make a clean break and head for the backyard, where the Harrison estate rivals that of Demetri’s as far as sprawling in each direction goes. The music is just as jarringly loud and the faint smell of weed lights up the air. The fog is thick, but the sea of bodies is thicker. Off to the right is a Jacuzzi brimming with beauties, and I spot Ellis and Giselle in the mix. And if that steam emanating from the oversized swimming pool is any indication, Ellis has turned the entire Olympic-sized pool into a Roman bathtub. Although there is standing room only in there at the moment. All that body heat has probably spiked the temperature.

      I spot Wes by the woods that butt up to the property and make my way over. Unfortunately, Laken is never too far from that devil these days.

      “Hey,” I say as the fog swirls around us, the din of the music growing fainter with every step I take toward him. It’s not until his eyes flash to mine that my heart seizes, because it’s not Wes. It’s Gage. “Oh, sorry. I thought you were Wesley.” My entire body pulsates with a heartbeat of its own.

      His features harden on cue. “Don’t you ever apologize to me.”

      Something about that wicked look on his face, the way his voice cut through the night brings my anger right back to boiling.

      “Why are you looking at me as if I offend you? I have done nothing but give you my all. How dare you take a shit on me every chance you get.” I’m this close to slapping him silly, but God knows once I start I will not be able to stop until I claw his eyes out. Who am I kidding? It would end in tears, in my limbs attaching themselves to his familiar frame, begging him to wake the hell up so we can both be done with this nightmare.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way.” His voice softens, as do his features, and there’s something familiar in the way he looks at me before he sends his gaze to the woods like a punishment.

      “You’re still in there, Gage. I know you are.” My voice is faint, my words a betrayal to the rage still percolating in me. The very rage I’ll need to survive this. “I don’t know what’s happened. Why you feel the need to hurt me so very much. We could have had it both ways. With that stone—my mother was about to gift you everything we could have wanted. Seven more years, Gage. With the peace we brought to the Factions, we could have bought seven more decades. You and I could have held onto our family, onto each other, spared the world, our children, ourselves the pain of this wretched separation. From the moment I met you that day back in the bowling alley, you were nothing but kind to me. Not once since I’ve known you have you displayed this level of disdain for anyone. I have never seen your beautiful blue eyes with so much malice in them as they hold for me. Not even for Chloe.” Her name chokes from my throat. “You have a pure heart—a soul as bright as the sun. Your love for me was unshakable, unrelenting, immoveable, and as expansive as the east is from the west. There was nothing you wouldn’t do for me, not one person you wouldn’t have burned to the ground to protect our love. You have challenged my sanity in destructive ways that I cannot measure. The sheer ferocity of your cold heart makes me doubt I ever knew you. What an actor you’ve been all along. A rabid wolf in the best sheep finery.” My fingers graze over his arm and a spark enlivens in me. But I retract. Gage Oliver is no longer mine to do anything with, let alone lay my hand to.

      His dimples dig in deep as he takes his next breath. Those cobalt eyes make their way back to me.

      “Feel better?” It comes out sweetly, tender as if I had just finished vomiting my guts up and he were trying to comfort me, make things better at any cost.

      “Not even a little.” My own voice meets him in that soft-spoken tender place. “Nothing can make this right, Gage. Only my rage can save me now. It shelters me from the storm you’ve dragged us into. From that hurricane you insist on leashing yourself to. Chloe will die, Gage.” My body begins to shake once again as my anger comforts me in ways that Gage refuses to. “She cannot do those things she’s doing to my husband and live. I may be forced to kill Chloe, but her blood will be on your hands. I’m still unsure if I’ll wait until she’s had your child.” My voice breaks when I say it. “It’s unimaginable, unacceptable, unfathomable what you’ve done to the world, to me, to us. What you’re still doing to my people.” I try to take off and he grabs ahold of my wrist. Our eyes meet up once again and he presses his gaze into mine hard, penetrative.

      His jaw is clenched, and his eyes enlarge just enough.

      “Oh, save it.” I pluck my arm free. “I can practically see the words damming up in your throat, but you’re too much of a coward to give them.”

      His chest thumps, his lips flicker with something just shy of a wicked smile. “I’m no coward, Skyla. I can promise you that. The things I’ve been brave enough to do have astounded even me.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. The Gage I knew would never have answered like that. There is no probable way.

      “What fuels you, Gage?” My voice softens. My entire body acquiesces to this madness as if accepting it on some level, something that I swore on a cellular level that I would never do.

      That stern expression comes back to haunt his features. “You.” He starts to take off, then pivots back to me. “And the boys. The three of you fuel me.” He takes off for the house, leaving my brain to try to tease any sense from his ridiculous answer. He answered like the old Gage. And perhaps that was the greatest mind-bender of the night.

      I take a staggering step forward and the sound of primal howling garners my attention. If we had werewolves on Paragon, I would be certain I just heard one. That was no animal. That was human, or at least as human as you can get on this haunted island. The howling goes off once again, and this time ends with a whimper. It’s coming from the woods, only a few paces from where I am, and I take a few careful steps in that direction. It’s probably some ho from East having a good ol’ time ushering out the year on her back.

      For a second, I picture Carson Armistead. That boxy shouldered bimbo has been in my face ever since Mia knotted herself up with Gabe, Carson’s idiotic brother. Carson and her family are Noster, one of the lone few. And they, like every other Noster remaining, are majorly pissed at me.

      Join the party, I want to say. I’m pissed at me, too.

      “Ms. Messenger.” Marshall’s voice comes from behind. I spot him and lift my finger to my lips for him to keep it down before waving him over. “What’s this?” he whispers, lifting an amused brow my way. “Luring me into the woods to expend a little physical aggression? You do realize Candace would have my proverbial spirit sword on the chopping block.”

      “Really?” My mouth falls open, wildly amused by this. “And here I thought she’d cheer my spirit husband on while he slayed me with his proverbial sword.” I trace my finger over his lips, and those mean vibrations jump through my arm, having their way with my entire body. “So tell me, Mr. Studley Dudley, do you have one of those miniature swords, or is it something more along the lines of a full size?” I know what I’ve seen in my dreams, and there’s no way that spare leg is anywhere near reality. He’d have to have a basket in his boxers just to keep it in line.

      His lids reduce to slivers. His lips pull back with a look of utter disdain. “My love, I can promise you that miniature is not a word one would use in its presence. This is not a meager full-sized option either. I am generously endowed to surpass all of your expectations. Dare I say, a few women have been delightfully surprised and a tad bit frightened of what might become of their delicate parts once I’ve impaled them with my prowess.”

      “Oh, please”—a female voice grunts from behind and we see Chloe barreling our way—“by the time it’s your turn, Dudley, that anaconda in your pants will still be too small to fill her used and abused girl parts.” She shoves us both out of the way as she barrels between us. “Em texted and let me know she’s squeezing that kid of hers out in the damn forest. You’d better follow me, Skyla, because I’m not touching Morgan’s bloody vagina.”

      “What?” I grab ahold of Marshall and the three of us follow the sound of that horrific moaning. “Emily?” I call out and she belts out a series of primal cries.

      The moon shines through the fog just enough to illuminate a huddled mass of bristled hair and yards of psychedelic fabric. Emily’s dress is pulled over her enormous white belly. It is a jarring sight and yet stunning in its own right.

      “Help me!” she groans.

      “Chloe, call 911 and get out of my airspace,” I pant as I fall to my knees. “Marshall, please”—I point to the ground next to me—“you have to help.”

      “I’m afraid I cannot alter the natural order of events. I shall stand by at a safe distance in observance and defer to your womanly wisdom.”

      I scoff at the sneaky Sector. “In other words, when you get right down to it, you are a stereotypical man.”

      Chloe pulls out her phone and Emily kicks it out of her hand in what I’m hoping was just a spasm of delirium.

      “Nobody calls 911!” She bears down as if she were being crushed under the weight of a fallen evergreen—and believe you me, that would be far more pleasant than childbirth. “I’m having this kid naturally, and I don’t want a bunch of assholes trying to move me onto a gurney.”

      “And that’s what I was afraid of,” I mutter under my breath. “Don’t listen to her, Chloe. Find the damn phone, call for help, then run off and give Gage a blowjob. I really do not care.” My heart wrenches when I say it as if protesting the idea. But my mind insists on putting up a strong front. I am forcing myself to down a cocktail of bravado mixed with rage to help me survive, moment to moment.

      “No!” Emily rages. “Chloe, hold my hand.”

      “Chloe is a monster!” I rage at Emily as she lifts herself up onto her elbows. “If she stays, I leave!”

      Emily’s eyes glint in the light. “Stop being such a bitch, Skyla.” Her knees part for me, and I’m exposed to that dark triangle of hair at the base of her thighs. “You and I both know Bishop is a useless piece of shit whose sole purpose on this planet is to make your life miserable!”

      Every muscle in my body freezes as my eyes meet up with the witch to my right. “No one speaks the truth like Emily Morgan.” I glance to Marshall who’s standing with his arms folded and his feet in a defiant stance as if he were a paid security guard. “Marshall, please call for help. This is hardly an environment to bring a child into the world, let alone if something goes wrong. I can’t risk this child’s future. Sorry, Em. It’s not happening.”

      Emily lets out a razor-sharp cry that shreds my eardrums and saws along every one of my last nerves. Emily’s vajayjay bulges with such immediacy you’d think she were trying to push a bowling ball through it.

      “Oh God,” I whimper at the sight. “Marshall?”

      “I do believe your instincts will kick in at any moment. Do tend to the situation, Ms. Messenger.”

      “Call somebody!” I howl up at him and Em joins me, filling this wild night with our spastic voices.

      “Dudley”—Emily’s voice threatens him in a low, demonic octave I have never heard before—“call for help and I’ll find a way to make you die.”

      “On that note.” Marshall takes a breath and turns to his right, his head pointed as far from Emily’s bulging privates as one can get. “Ms. Messenger, I bid you the best of luck.”

      “Luck?” I balk. “Luck isn’t a part of your lexicon!” I riot at him. “Mother!” I shout to the sky in hopes of celestial intervention.

      “Skyla,” Em pants her way through another contraction. “It’s coming!”

      “I need a blanket. I need something to wrap the baby in.” I glance around and take off my dress. The fog licks at my skin, but it feels as if every last inch of me has been Novocain-ed, numb with shock.

      “You little witch,” Chloe bleats, stripping off her own sweater and tossing it at me. “You just wish Gage would see you as the hero in all this. Skyla and her superpowers to the rescue.”

      Marshall lands the jacket to his suit next to me and I quickly move it underneath Emily’s hips, creating a dark, clean surface.

      “I love you, Mr. Dudley!” Emily grunts as her head spins in slow counterclockwise circles, her mind far past delirium.

      “Oh, shut up.” Chloe tries to break free from Emily’s death grip, but it looks as if she’d sooner lose a finger. “They were about to take off their clothes anyway. I heard the whole awkward convo leading up to what they were hoping would be an extraterrestrial hookup. I can’t believe Gage ever thought you were so innocent. You’re nothing but a common street whore.”

      A flash flood of liquid vomits from Emily’s vagina and the baby’s head crowns. Dark hair glistens in the night and a small laugh gets caught in my throat at the miracle of it all.

      “A whore!” Chloe riots into the night as if trying to one-up Emily and her constant cries of agony. “I can’t wait to expose you! Now that Gage has come to his senses, the entire world will see you for what you really are—a hungry cocksucker who would kneel at the feet of anyone with a penis!”

      Emily bears down and the head glides out, a tiny face with eyes shut tight, lips crimped together, and I can’t help but smile and laugh through tears.

      “One more time,” I shout and Emily digs deep and bears down with all of her might, allowing the baby to inch forward enough for me to slip my fingers under its arms and pull it out with ease.

      I hold it to the moonlight a moment as the fog christens it with a kiss.

      “It’s a girl!” I shout, quickly pulling her to me and suctioning out her nose with my mouth, spitting to the ground without giving it a single thought.

      “I’m going to fucking die!” Chloe thunders as if we were holding her hostage. And I suppose Em is.

      The baby lets out the distressed cry of a lamb at the sound of Chloe’s voice, and I land the precious babe over Emily’s bare chest.

      Marshall clicks his shoe to mine. “There’s one more treat on the way.”

      No sooner does he say it than the placenta, the large dark, glibbery, crimson mass that reminds me of a human liver spills from her and the umbilical cord separates from it.

      “Crap,” I mutter as blood sprays everywhere, my flesh quickly hosed down with the sanguine liquid, my face, my hair, my mouth. “Marshall!”

      “Tie the cord off, my dear. The baby is divine.”

      “God.” I look around for something that will work and note the hairband around Chloe’s wrist and snatch it from her before tying off the umbilical cord with it.

      “You freaking got blood on me,” Chloe howls as if this entire episode affronted her. “Typical Skyla. Always stealing what’s not rightfully hers. You stole my butterfly room, my husband. It’s nice to know your mother really does care about righting the wrongs in the universe. Do you know what she told me the other day? She said Gage Oliver has always belonged to you. What a gift those words were to hear after years of living under your tyranny.”

      Chloe meant you as in her, but I heard you as in me—and who knows what the hell my mother meant.

      “I have a gift for you, Chloe.” I pick up the slippery mass of bloodied tissue and peg her right in the face with it. The satisfying slap it evoked will ring out in my mind for years to come.

      “You bitch.” Chloe holds out her hands as she glances down at the mass slithering down her chest and screams into the night as if she were singing an aria.

      Soon enough, the medics are here. Someone, somewhere, had the wherewithal to call for assistance. Marshall helps me up, taking off his dress shirt and quickly wrapping it over my shoulders as we make our way out of the woods.

      Logan and Gage run up just as we emerge, the look of curiosity on their faces quickly morphing to panic as they ride their eyes over my bloodied body.

      “What the hell.” Logan takes a step forward, his eyes still mapping out the carnage splattered over my skin before he pulls me in. “Who did this to you?”

      I catch Gage just as he casts a hard glance to the ground. The look of remorse is clear on his face, and I wonder if it’s because he’s not the one holding me. If he wanted to hold me, he would have done things a lot differently.

      “Em had her baby.” I glance to Marshall who’s making his way to Nev and Ezrina, and I’m relieved to see them. We are getting a damn move on regarding those viruses even if I have to infect myself.

      “And you delivered it.” Logan pulls back and his lips twist, taking in the damage. “Let’s get you to the shower in the pool house.”

      “I agree.”

      Gage takes a deep breath as if acquiescing to this fact, as if Logan and I had just announced we were showering together. After being reamed by Chloe for the last half hour, I say he deserves to bask in the misery.

      “I’ll find Laken,” Gage volunteers. “I’ll get you some dry clothes to change into.” His eyes pin to mine, and there’s something in them begging me to let him do this. My own begging didn’t get me anywhere. I don’t see why his should.

      “No. I’d rather leave wrapped in a towel than let you help me. Why don’t you find your wife? She was rather shaken by the whole incident.” No sooner do the words escape me than Chloe staggers up as if she were the one who gave birth. Her hair is wet, her face washed anew, and gone is every last trace of that parting gift I tossed her way.

      “Don’t you look at that bitch,” Chloe barks it out to Gage and his brows depress in that way they do when he’s amused. “She threw that garbage that fell from Morgan’s ass into my face.” Chloe looks to me with venom in her eyes. “You’re going to pay for that, Messenger.”

      “For the level of enjoyment I received, I doubt you could come up with a punishment to make me regret it.” I look to Gage as his lip rises on one side with a lopsided smile as if approving of my actions. It’s as if the old him were in there, prisoner, silently cheering me on. Wishful thinking on my part. The old Gage wasn’t weak enough to let this new demonic version rule the roost. There would have been a battle to the death.

      “Let’s go.” I pull Logan in and he feels solid, real, and strangely enough, he feels like home.

      “Skyla?” Gage calls out before we can get three steps in. “I’ll need the boys for the wedding tomorrow.” There’s a playfulness in his eyes as if he were kidding. As if this were one big joke, and I was the only one not in on the punch line. Hell, I am the punch line.

      Skyla. And every dark force of nature laughs up a riot.

      Chloe straightens by his side, her bare skin taking on a purple hue in the frosty air.

      She gives a shivering grin my way. “Be at Demetri’s by three and no later. Ceremony starts at four o’clock sharp and I need my boys dressed and rehearsed by showtime.”

      My stomach clenches when she says my boys. My gaze meets up with the man who once loved me, and I bear all of my hatred into his eyes for upturning my world—for demanding that I give my angels, my twin beating hearts to the scourge he chose to torment me with.

      “I wish I never met you,” I say the words lower than a whisper as I look to Gage. Those are damning words charged with emotional consequences because I just erased our three children with them. But a part of me meant them. If I could protect the boys and Sage from these beasts trying to take them from me—and I don’t just mean physically—I would do it without thinking.

      We have diabolically opposing morals, and each of us believes we’re right. The boys are in for one hell of a tug-of-war, and the thought of losing makes me want to scratch the entire world out of existence. It’s one thing to take their bodies, another entirely to take their souls.

      Logan’s hand tenses over mine, assuring me he heard every last word.

      We take a step together, in harmony as if we were one.

      “Skyla?” Gage calls out and I glance his way. “Don’t be late.” The hardness on his face, those bitter eyes. I can’t even process the madness anymore.

      Logan leads me to the pool house, my knees weak and my limbs feel like rubber from all of the adrenaline I’ve had to dispense. I pull off Marshall’s white dress shirt as Logan starts the shower for me, the steam already filling the small cottage equipped with a couch and pool table and very little else. I remember being here with Logan all those years ago when we were first a thing, when I thought Logan was the only one for me. The red felt of the pool table brings back that night, flooding in like a wave of warm, beloved memories that I will cherish for all time. I lay Marshall’s dress shirt over the pool table, the blood already dried in a marbled pattern.

      Logan comes out and winces. “Geez, you’re covered head to toe. How many children did you deliver, Dr. Oliver?” His brows hitch as he looks to the dress shirt and does a double take.

      “You know what I was just thinking?” I pull him in and mouth an I’m sorry as my bloodied belly rubs against his flannel.

      “Never apologize to me.” His smile expands. “I’d never miss out on an opportunity to hold you.”

      “Then I’m a lucky, lucky girl.” I can’t help but frown because I think we both know that’s not true.

      “What’s on your mind?” He glances back to that shirt as if it were competing for his attention. Logan isn’t the jealous type, nor does blood make him squeamish, so a part of me is intrigued.

      “If my memory serves correct, we shared one of our first kisses right here in this very spot.”

      His features smooth out and his grin begins to fade before flickering back to life. “I think you’re right.” A quiet laugh pumps from him. “And I believe I killed the moment by saying right here, right now.”

      “Always going for the sexual gold.” We share a warm laugh. “But in your defense, you did say it to yourself. I was mentally eavesdropping.”

      “Come on. We both know I was testing out your mad telepathy skills.” His hands heat my back and my skin drinks it in as if it were an elixir.

      “And, unfortunately, I’ve got them,” I tease as my eyes lock over those fiery amber eyes. How I’ve missed Logan. “You know, even in the midst of all that chaos, the Counts trying to kill me, kill us, us killing Counts and inadvertently killing ourselves—things always feel easy with you. How is that possible?”

      His lips purse as if he were considering it, but his eyes never leave mine. “Because you’re my soulmate, Skyla.” His chest depresses as he exhales as if he just delivered the worst news possible. “Our souls were knit together. You are my person. You are the only one my heart has ever truly desired.” He squints out a sad smile with his eyes, a neat trick, and it breaks my heart. “We were meant for one another.” He lifts my hand and lands a soft kiss onto my barren ring finger, his gaze still pinned to mine as if he were gauging me for my reaction.

      The chill in the room finally affects me, and I take in a ragged breath. “Can I kiss you?” The words felt innocent coming from my lips, like that of a preteen talking to the high school star quarterback. That’s Logan and me in a nutshell right from the beginning.

      “No,” he whispers, wicked intent curving on his lips. “I’m going to kiss you.” Logan leans in and brushes his lips over mine, soft and careful, his mouth lingering slowly, and then I feel it, the soft unspooling of all of this anger, this rage and hatred, all of my worry, pain, and anxiety melting away as if I were falling into a strong safety net softening the blow of the enemy, cradling me in its—in his strong, warm arms.

      This kiss whispers, It will all work out in the end, every tear will be wiped away and you will have everything back, everyone back in your life once again. This horrible ache will not last. It cannot. I will not allow it.

      Logan tightens his arms around me, my own arms locked behind his neck as we indulge in something deeper, soul-to-soul, his breathing growing heavier to match my own.

      We pull back slowly, still drinking that kiss down deep in our bones, chaste, closemouthed, but even still one for the record books.

      “I love you, Logan Oliver.” It comes out a statement, because it has always been our truth.

      “I love you, too.” He blesses my lips with another quick peck. “You’d better hop in before you run out of hot water.” His eyes flit back to that shirt. “Do you see that?”

      I glance to Marshall’s dress shirt lying exposed and opened, Emily’s blood splattered over it as if it were Jackson Pollock’s latest and great—

      “Oh my God.” I take a step toward it, my breathing erratic, as I take it in. The background noise has faded away and I see the foreground for what it is. “It’s my face.” My fingers hover over my distressed features. “This is another one of Emily’s visions, painted in blood, just for me.”

      “This is you.” Logan traces over my face, my oddly shaped frame that I didn’t quite see until he pointed it out.

      “What am I doing? It looks as if I’ve fallen, I’m screaming.” Sounds about right. Every one of Emily’s premonitions leads to pain.

      “I hope not.” He leans in. “Because I’m willing to bet money, that’s me.”

      Sure enough, standing behind me is Logan, his eyes serious, the look on his face determined.

      “Whatever the nightmare is, we’re in it together.”

      Logan offers a crooked grin and makes the butterflies in my stomach come to life. A part of me despises those butterflies, because they affirm a weakness in me to make him mine. Hell, he is mine. He always has been.

      I take a quick shower, put on the clothes Laken dropped off, and Logan and I hear the crowd screaming “Happy New Year” just as we leave the pool house.

      “Happy New Year, Logan.” I dot his lips with a lingering kiss and he presses out that sad smile he’s known for.

      “Happy New Year, Skyla. I have a feeling it’s going to be a good one.”

      “It will. It can only get better from here.”

      When you hit rock bottom, the only place to go is up.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      New Year’s Day ushers in the wedding of the ages. The dawn of a whole new misery for all involved.

      Demetri’s house, his ridiculous castle, has always been more of a nuisance than a meager architectural structure. It is the exact representation of that haunted mansion in the Transfer, a somewhat copy of Wesley’s mansion, which is also in the Transfer, but his is by far bigger, and if memory serves correct, Gage’s monolithic city in his dominion shares somewhat of the same blueprint.

      The exterior of Demetri’s estate is festooned with ruby red roses, acres of the red petaled beasts as tight red buds. Fully opened blooms rope themselves around the pale white columns that adorn the outside of the mansion.

      Rain has come for the occasion. Large, fat hostile drops that cannot be stopped flood the streets and the pots that dot the front porch and have turned the driveway into a virtual waterfall.

      Gage may be willing to commit the darkest sin of all twice in my lifetime, but my mother isn’t giving them sunshine and rainbows to go along with it. Sure, rain is the order of the day on Paragon, but I’ve seen Demetri pull a blue sky out of his ass a time or two to know that he most likely tried and was shot down by the powers that be. That alone makes me love my celestial mother all the more.

      Logan leans in with little Barron sitting restless on his hip. “You sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes.” I secure Nathan close to me as we make a mad dash for the entry.

      Inside, classical music plays lightly, and the air is scented with the fragrance of those ruby blooms because everywhere you look a beautiful red rose was forced to die for this madness. My stomach sours. I want nothing more than to run for the nearest bathroom and sit on the toilet for the next few hours, shaking and crying. But I did all that last night.

      Last night, I dreamed of Marshall. We talked of Paragon, the way things used to be, the former things that we both decided we liked better before my nocturnal wandering quickly turned triple X. And then the oddest thing occurred, embarrassing really—Logan Oliver joined in on the fun, and no, not in any good way. He put an abrupt end to my good time with the steamy Sector and took us to Pike’s Reef where there were miraculous blue skies and we watched rough waves move in and out over the sandy shoreline. We didn’t say anything. Logan had an arm wrapped around me, and both of our minds were on the fright we would have to witness today.

      “You interrupted my dream last night,” I say, pulling the coats off both the boys as a stream of people I don’t even recognize push past us. I catch a glimpse of the ballroom, and there are rows of white ladder-back chairs, an altar made of white braided wood stands proudly up front, and a cast of thousands is already present and seated, each of them dressed as if this were a black-tie affair, each of them deader than the next. I only see a few people I recognize, one of them being my mother who quickly makes her way over.

      Logan leans in. “I’m the man of your dreams, Skyla. Get it right.”

      My mouth falls open at the audacity, but before I can say anything, both my mother and Demetri are upon us.

      “He asked me to help.” My mother winces in her pretty peach gown, her hair pulled up, her makeup on point.

      Demetri looks his ornery self, wicked grin, lying laughing eyes, a tuxedo on as if he were the groom himself. And honestly, if this turned into some double—triple ceremony where he and my mother tied the knot as well, it wouldn’t surprise me because nothing in the universe is capable of surprising me anymore.

      “Skyla”—Demetri picks up both boys at once—“I commend you for not only extending your blessing, but gracing us with your presence.”

      “Yes, well, let’s be clear. I didn’t extend my blessing. This is clearly a curse. And I’m only here for the boys.”

      Demetri offers his best sorrowful expression, a performance clearly for my mother. “I’ll get the boys to their father in preparation for the ceremony.” He leans in. “My son’s coronation will be held in his dominion. Let me be the first to extend an invitation to you and your people. It would be best if we began mediation and talks of a peace treaty. If you bond with us, you will be protected. I can arrange for—”

      “Don’t arrange for anything.” A dull laugh bounces from me. “I will be where my boys are asked to be, and if that means watching all of wickedness gather to crown their father the king, then so be it. But my people will prevail, and this farce you’ve commandeered Gage into will come to an unpleasant end for the both of you.” I glance to my mother. “I’d think twice before latching onto this beast. He’s dangerous. He’s only out for himself. You are playing with fire. He wants to own you, make you his. He might be toying with you like a kitten with a ball of yarn, but he will morph into a lion soon enough and devour your happy marriage with Tad.” I look back to the devil before me. “How much patience you seem to have. How very kind of you to look the other way while the woman you love most beds a man who God Himself sees as her husband. But you don’t really like to share, now do you? It’s just a matter of time until you take her straight path and make it crooked enough to suit you.” I stare down my mother and that look of horror on her face. “He’s going to hurt Tad. I can guarantee you that. You’ll be a widow soon enough. Mark my words.”

      Demetri belts out a laugh just as Tad ambles up with a plate full of shellfish.

      “Heard my name.” He wiggles a shrimp at Logan and me. “Got the good eats here today.” He looks right at me. “Someone should have thought twice before letting the wealthy Oliver of the bunch cut loose with the cheerleader next door. Demetri just let me know his trust fund kicks in this afternoon!”

      I can’t help but avert my eyes. “What a miraculous wedding gift.”

      “It could have been yours, Skyla!” Tad riots. “And all you’re left with is a bowling alley and a room full of cribs.”

      Demetri clears his throat. “My son is willing to offer more than a livable wage in order to help you and the boys move into a larger place of your own.”

      “No thank you.” I’m quick to shoot down the demonic dollars.

      Tad gags, his face turning purple as a plum. “She’s delirious, Demetri! She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” He looks my way with a mouthful of bolus suddenly visible. “You don’t realize the value of a dollar. You think you’re going to be living off Big Daddy T’s big payday. Well, I’ve got news for you, Toots. After the television, the brand new teeth, the new hair, the attorney fees, I’ve got less than two grand left of my windfall.”

      Mom gasps and gags as if she just inhaled a shrimp herself. “Tad Landon! You mean—”

      “That’s right, Lizbeth. We’re broke as a joke.”

      Logan groans, “I hope you put a little away for the tax man.”

      “Tax man?” Tad balks. “Tell ’em to come and get it. You can’t squeeze blood from a turnip.”

      “Oh, they will squeeze.” I glare over at my mother. “Clearly, you have two men you need to get control over.”

      The boys start to kick and claw at Demetri and I’m silently cheering them on.

      “Mee-maw!” Nathan caws.

      “Tampon!” Barron howls.

      “I’d best get them to the back.” Demetri nods and takes off and the boys are suddenly calling out for me.

      Logan lands a simple kiss to my cheek. “Stay strong,” he says as he takes off after them. I asked him on the way over if he’d stay with the boys, and he assured me he wouldn’t leave their side. Obviously, being with their father is no great comfort to me anymore.

      Tad mumbles something about needing more food before lifting a finger. “You know, the night before I purchased my Wild Fifty Lotto ticket, I had a dream.”

      “Oh God.” My stomach rolls and I truly feel as if I might be sick if I’m forced to listen to Tad’s disorganized nightly wandering.

      “I dreamed of numbers!” he riots.

      Mom nods enthusiastically. “He dreamed of the numbers, Skyla. I think Tad has a gift.” She bops up and down as if they just won another monetary prize. “Tell her about the dream, Tad. Tell her!”

      “I was just getting to the good part.” He shoves a fistful of pink glossy shrimp slathered in cocktail sauce into his pie hole. “I dreamed numbers were chasing me right off this godforsaken island. And I woke up and wrote those beautiful numbers down and went straight to the nearest gas station and bought another ticket! The Big Ball drawing is in days and the pot is twice the amount as the Wild Fifty.”

      Numbers chasing Tad off the island? I glance to the hall where Demetri trailed off in. What is he up to? Could Tad really have some supernatural ability to predict something like this?

      My heart thumps in fear for him. “I’d be leery if I were you.”

      “Ha!” Tad balks. “Well, you’re not me. I’ve got the luck of my Irish ancestors and it’s coming home to roost, baby!” His left arm flaps like a bird and a high-pitched cawing sound evicts from his mouth, and just as soon as he starts dancing an odd little jig, he ceases all movement and crowing as he spots something behind me and takes off for the grand room once again.

      Mom and I turn around to find Barron and Emma darkening the doorway.

      Emma is henpecking poor Barron as they deposit their umbrellas into a large copper bin—something about almost missing their son’s big day.

      It’s no secret that Emma has never cared much for me, and today I don’t think I should make a secret of my feelings either.

      “Emma, Barron.” Mom manufactures a smile just for them.

      “Lizbeth, Skyla.” Barron looks forlorn as if we had all gathered for a funeral. He pulls me into a tight embrace before whispering how sorry he is, how very, very sorry before he stalks off down the hall.

      “Ladies.” Emma nods. She’s donned a cream-colored dress, sequin and satin, and her hair is done up in a bun and her lipstick is blood red in keeping with the theme.

      Mom straightens. “Skyla and I extend our congratulations to you. We are both over the trauma caused by your son and have chosen to take the high road. Let it be known, that even though we must all suffer because of his poor decision-making skills, we have no ill will.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      Emma groans as she glances my way. “While it is amusing you decided to show up, I think we all know your heart is still aching, Skyla. Why don’t you do us all a favor, yourself included, and go home right now? Your mother and I will make sure the boys are more than taken care of.”

      “Oh, I’m staying”— I say as Kresley and her tiny tot, Eli, stumble in beside us—“I wouldn’t miss this celestial train wreck for the world. It’s sort of like witnessing wickedness in the wild. A celestial National Geographic moment. One day, many moons from now, Gage will wake up from this nightmare and I wonder who he’ll slaughter first? Chloe for bedding him down, or you, Emma, for cheering them on? I’m betting it’s a toss-up.”

      Kresley smirks. “Forever the whiner.” She offers me a cheeky wink with her new unimproved face. “Welcome to the disenchanted side of love, Skyla. The men we pine for don’t always pine for us back.”

      Laken and Wesley show up with baby Charlie and Tobie. And Wes hardly nods in our direction before whisking Tobie down the hall.

      Laken gives a nervous hello to our small circle before nodding me over to the side and I gladly follow.

      “Congratulations on your big day,” I say, lacking the proper enthusiasm.

      Laken shakes her head. “Wes wasn’t feeling it with this whole circus, and to be truthful, neither was I. We’re going to have a private ceremony. This day is all about Chloe and Ga—” She closes her eyes a moment. “I’m sorry, Skyla. You are insane, you know that?” She pulls me into a quick embrace. “I would die if Wes was marrying Kresley. I couldn’t do this.”

      I can’t help but frown at her. “You died a long time ago, Laken. That’s part of the problem here.”

      She chortles out a laugh as if it were the funniest thing in the world. “That I did, but the Counts brought me back to life.”

      “Correction,” a voice hums from behind and we’re treated to Ezrina and Nev. “I brought you back to life.”

      Laken laughs as she pulls them into a warm embrace.

      I don’t feel like hugging anyone. I feel like committing a homicide.

      Cooper Flanders comes up, his brows twitching my way as if we were privy to a secret before he picks up baby Charlie, and the three of them happily take their seats.

      “We need a virus, and fast.” I glower at both Ezrina and Nev.

      Nev’s chest rumbles with a quiet laugh. “Rina has a doozy, but it could wipe out everyone in the room—both the living and the dead.”

      “This room could use a good plague right about now.” Sadly, I am not even kidding.

      Nevermore—or Heathcliff as he prefers to be called these days—dips his brows in disapproval. “We need to be careful, walk slowly and with certainty. There is no room for error, my love.”

      “I agree.” I shudder at the thought of all the errors I have come by in my short life.

      Ezrina nods my way. “I’ll need human specimens in a month’s time if we care to proceed at a quickened pace.”

      “How about the Spectators? They’re still waiting for you to heal that necrotic state Wesley put on them.”

      “And I will.” Her large, bulging eyes settle over mine. “But they’re not a valid specimen. Find me another. Someone willing to pay the price. Until then we are in waiting.”

      “I’m afraid we’ve outwaited ourselves. I’ll hold a Faction meeting. I’ll let them know I need people willing to perform a great sacrifice.”

      Nev leans in. “We’ll have to keep them in the dark. The Barricade mustn’t know what we’re up to.”

      I take a deep breath and blow it out of my mouth. Labor breathing. This entire day will be locked in deep, meditative breaths just trying to keep me alive.

      “Then that’s what it will be,” I say. “A secret.”

      Laken comes up and hands a fussy baby Alice to Nev and the redheaded bundle of cuteness immediately quiets down once he takes her in his arms. I can’t help but frown at Ezrina as they make their way into the grand ballroom to take their seats. I’d ask why they were here, but I know for a fact Ezrina is still very much attached to her old body—the one Chloe’s wicked spirit is haunting at the moment, even if they do each look pretty much like their old selves. Chloe had the power to morph into an even more stunning version of herself. And Ezrina has bossed around Chloe’s old body until she somewhat resembles that haunted version of herself I remember from the Transfer all those years ago.

      “Where to now?” Laken asks, threading her arm through mine.

      “Where else? To the bridal chamber.”

      We take off down the hall until I hear Lexy Bakova’s annoying high-pitched cackle. Laken and I pause outside of the enormous double door that leads to what amounts to the death chamber for me.

      “We can leave,” Laken whispers. “We can go get coffee, see a movie.”

      “No.” I pull her with me as we cross the threshold and enter a heavily wallpapered room done in cherry red and light pink satin brocade. The hardwood floors accentuate the red velvet furniture that looks as if it was plucked straight from one of those seventeenth century brothels, and I have no doubt it was. The initial room is cavernous, and I spot Melody Winters smoking an electronic cigarette, the vapors rising to the high ceiling. She’s sitting with Carly Foster and Carson Armistead. Carson gives me the finger and the three of them explode with wild laughter.

      Laken cinches me to her as we enter a room within the room and then we see her. Standing in front of an oversized oval mirror, admiring herself, blowing herself a kiss before turning my way is Chloe Jessica Bishop.

      The other girls hovering around her fade away and all I see is that beast—my heart no longer feeling the urge to beat.

      To say Chloe is a little stunning is like saying the Empire State Building is a little tall. Chloe is shockingly resplendent, an otherworldly beauty that arrests your attention and demands you give it all to her undeterred, undivided. Her dark hair is long and glossy, soft waves that cascade over her shoulders, and her skin is so bronzed she glows in a sea of sickly white frames. Her face is sculpted to perfection with just the right amount of contouring, contrasting, and a pinch of pink on her cheeks. Her long lashes are twice the size they are in the natural, her eyes shimmer like chocolate diamonds, and her lips are the color of my own beating heart that she stomped under her heel.

      “Everyone out,” she barks, her eyes still pinned to mine. “I want to have a word alone with Skyla.”

      A dull huff of laughter pumps through my chest.

      Laken leans in and I nod, assuring her I’ll be fine. Soon enough, the room is empty. Gone are the whispers, the snickers, the incessant giggling.

      Chloe fluffs the base of her Cinderella-like gown, paper-white lace, her sweetheart neckline demure, and long lace sleeves that show off her cinnamon skin underneath. That pouf around her belly makes her look six months along, but I’m betting that’s the intention.

      “You could have me banished.” Her voice is lower than a whisper, her eyes set intensely over mine.

      “I know. The option is always on the table.”

      “Why not?” Her voice is curt, sharper than an arrow as it pierces right through me.

      “Because that would be too easy. Nothing more than a celestial tantrum on my part. If Gage demands to have you, who am I to stop him? The fact he chose you only magnifies his rejection of me. If I banished you, I would feel no better because it doesn’t change who he is at the core. I have set him free and he has not come back to me.” The words sting, burn hotter than any fire. “Our roads have diverged.”

      Her eyes cut across the room, shifting like lost shadows, searching for something I wasn’t able to give her.

      “It doesn’t make sense to you, does it?” I ask with a laugh caught in my throat. “Even Chloe Bishop can see the folly in the madness. You want the world to see how in control, how very happy you finally are with the love of your life by your side, but deep down, not even you can buy into this bullshit. Secretly, you’re waiting for the glass slipper to drop, to shatter and turn your world into something recognizable. You yourself suspect that you are nothing more than a cosmic punch line and you wait with bated breath for its delivery.”

      A single tear rolls down her cheek, quick and furious as if even her own bodily fluids could hardly wait to get away from her.

      “Skyla?” Laken calls from behind as she enters the room and along with her Nat, Lexy, and Bree all trickle back in, staring at the two of us with wide-eyed wonder. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes.” The word hums from me hardly audible.

      Chloe brushes the tear away and shakes it off. “I was just about to ask Messenger to be my maid of honor.” The all too familiar wicked gleam lights her up from the inside once again.

      “What?” Bree squawks.

      Bree, Nat, and Lexy are all wearing off the shoulder short silver dresses that hardly cover their bottoms. And each one has paired the prom-like detail with matching silver shoes. It might have been an elegant concept, but the reality is more Las Vegas showgirl—and come to think of it—exactly what I was wearing last night.

      “I’m the best girl, Bishop,” Bree is quick to assure her. “I’m your bestie. I’ve done things for you that have cost me plenty.”

      “Like taking money from Chloe to be my friend.” I offer up the example without hesitating.

      Laken huffs, “She did that?”

      Bree gasps and points an accusatory finger my way. “You picked a fine time to be a bitch, Skyla.”

      “Brielle!” Laken barks. “Chloe is marrying Skyla’s husband. Have a little compassion, would you?”

      “I’m sorry!” Bree croaks as she speeds on over and collapses her arms over me. “I’m so, so very sorry. I don’t understand any of this. I don’t know why Gage has lost his freaking mind. I don’t know why he would ever hurt you like this. It makes zero sense to anyone. It’s all we were talking about last night. No one can believe he would marry”—she looks to Chloe and swallows hard—“her of all people.”

      Chloe rolls her eyes. “Bree, consider yourself demoted to guestbook detail. Messenger”—she straightens and manages to look regal in the process—“yes or no?”

      Lexy winks my way. “Say no. I bet I’m next.”

      I glower at Chloe a moment. “Yes.”

      “Yes?” Chloe and just about everyone in the room chime along with her, equally as stunned.

      “Yes.”

      If Gage Oliver is going to go through with the malfeasance a second time, perhaps far more on purpose than he ever did the first, then I want to be within striking distance. I want him to see my face lingering feet away while he does it. If Gage is going to have the balls to spit in my eye one more time, I want to make sure he doesn’t miss. It only fuels my hatred. It’s pumping up my adrenaline, making me bitter to the core, and I’ll use that to propel my people right back where they belong, and send him and all of the Fems to hell.

      Bree makes the sound of an injured animal. “She’s not even wearing a dress!”

      I glance down, surprised to find myself in a pair of Gage’s old sweatpants, a sweatshirt that reads West Paragon High with Cerberus the three-headed monster emblazed underneath it. In all honesty, I hadn’t given my attire a single thought.

      “She’ll do just the way she is.” Chloe gives a satisfied smile my way, but layered underneath it I can feel her own vengeance ready to pour out all over me. “We’ll need the boys to stay for pictures afterwards. Don’t get any ideas of running out the door once it’s through.”

      “What about Sage?” I tease. “You want the full family experience, don’t you?” What I would give to hold Sage in my arms without her squirming to get away from me.

      Chloe scoffs. “I think we both know what a little shit Sage is. It will be the boys and Tobie. Perhaps even a picture of you in the background, Skyla?” Chloe is in full wicked vigor. “All of us as one big happy family.”

      Lexy ushers us all out of the room and lines me up outside of the grand room with Wesley, my very own Gage lookalike.

      “What in the hell.” Wes closes his eyes methodically as if he had seen it all. “Look, I’m sorry you have to deal with this bullshit, and believe me, I’m caught up in it in ways I don’t like either, but I’m pretty sure you’re free to walk out that door if you want to.”

      The music starts up in the next room and everyone quickly buttons up their errant conversations. It’s official. The madness is starting and here I am, a willing participant.

      I blink back tears and forbid them from falling. Instead, I take a ragged breath and push past the boulder the size of this entire island sitting in my throat.

      “If you were marrying Chloe, and Laken stood right there in your midst—how would that make you feel?” My stomach sours as stabbing pains fill my insides. Every last cell in my body is protesting what I’m about to do.

      Wes sighs as he threads his arm through mine. He’s so very handsome, clean-shaven, his thick, black hair slicked back still damp, his cologne spiced and fresh, and his tuxedo is impeccable.

      “I would die a thousand deaths knowing that the woman I really wanted to marry was just within reach. I would rather fall on a spirit sword than go through with the mockery. I would gouge my own eyes out with my bare hands. I wouldn’t hesitate to step right past Chloe and fall on my knees and beg Laken’s forgiveness, kiss her feet, and wash them with my tears. My soul would be forever scarred for causing her such great grief, such aching sorrow. My heart would plead for her to understand.” His voice breaks and he takes in a deep breath.

      I lean in and pat his hand, warm and thick and so very much like my old Gage. “That was so beautiful, Wesley. What would you want her to understand, though?”

      Wesley looks right at me and I feel something, something warm and familiar, a love pulsing from him like never before.

      “That ultimately every sacrifice I made was for her—for us, for our children.” His forest green eyes penetrate me so completely I feel his plea right down in my bones. Tears beg to come, and I take a sharp breath.

      “Children? Come now, Wes. You and I both know Charlie belongs to Coop.”

      His brows furrow at the mention of his nemesis. “Have a good life, Skyla. Make Logan a father. Build a family with him. Actively seek joy on this miserable planet. Before you know it, life will be over and all will be revealed, every intention, every pretense, every purpose under heaven. It might not be what it seems and you might be tormenting yourself for nothing.”

      I glance back and spot Lexy hovering over the wicked bride. “I wouldn’t say nothing. At the end of the day, Gage Oliver destroyed my heart in ways that not even my worst nightmare could have imagined, and when you factor in the fact Chloe is the boys’ new stepmother—life is pure hell. Finding joy in this world feels both futile and unnecessary. I want to feel hate, I want to cradle it and make it work for me. If Gage taught me anything, it’s that joy and happiness are both fleeting and fickle. I could pour my entire heart into Logan, and who knows? One day he might just fight Gage for Chloe, kill the rest of my people, and try to declare himself a king of his own dominion. Hate is loyal, faithful, and it fuels me to do the things I need to do, like giving your people the boot and taking my rightful place in the heavenlies.”

      We enter the threshold of the very room where Gage Oliver, my Gage Oliver, lost his life when he had his good senses decapitated from the earthly frame that I loved so much.

      The music changes clip, slower, more pronounced.

      Wes gives my hand a quick pat. “Good chat, Skyla. You’ll find happiness again. I know you will.”

      Wes walks me down the aisle and Gage watches, his jaw clenched, a storm caught in each eye. He looks angry, annoyed, his lips flickering, unsure if he should spare a smile. Logan catches my eye and tips his head as if to say interesting move. He’s not impressed, nor should he be. Nobody in their right mind should be impressed by this circus.

      I get to the front and walk up the steps of the unholy altar they hauled in and festooned with far too many hothouse flowers.

      Gage turns his attention to the back, his body rigid, not breathing. He’s choosing to ignore me, taking the high road, and it stings far greater than I had imagined. Chloe is next, her father by her side looking regal and a tad too proud. But Chloe gleams. A dark jewel in this demonic night, Chloe’s beauty glitters like a thousand fallen stars, her face radiating all of the glory and ecstasy that a new bride should. Her dress is gorgeous, as if it were fashioned together by angels, and it very well might have been. She steps up, acknowledging me first with a bittersweet smile, and the irony is not lost on me. Before I can study Gage’s reaction to his new bride, the boys run down the aisle shouting Mommy! Daddy! in turn, and it stabs me in the heart. Half the room gasps as much as they titter.

      Barron runs into my arms and Gage scoops up Nathan.

      “No,” I say, quickly taking Nathan and setting both boys at my feet. There is no way in hell he’s going to renew his crooked vows while holding my child. The boys run in dizzying circles while Demetri vomits his spiritual spiel, a quickening of words, far too garbled for me to understand. The room begins to sway. It’s as if all of creation were groaning, moaning right along with me as I witness the travesty all over again.

      Chloe spouts off an enthusiastic I do and Lex cheers so loud I make a mental note to clobber her later.

      Demetri poses the same twisted question to Gage. “Do you take Chloe Jessica Bishop to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

      He looks to me a moment, and I see it, the grief in his eyes, alive and well, and tugging at his blackened heartstrings.

      He refocuses his attention on the bride at hand. “I do.”

      Demetri nods. “You may kiss the bride.”

      Gage examines me fully for the first time since I walked down the aisle wearing the discards he left in my bedroom when it was still our bedroom. And all of that hatred bullshit goes out the window.

      Get on your knees, Gage. Beg my forgiveness. Love me. Love me again like never before. We can throw all of this madness into the fire, burn it to ash and rubble.

      “Gage,” Chloe hisses, her dark eyes darting to mine, filled with fear and venom.

      Gage flexes a loose grin before leaning her way. Gage gives an inch and Chloe takes a mile, wraps her arms around his neck, and hijacks him into one heck of a kiss. The room erupts into cheers and I step off the stage, wondering how in the hell Chloe took the leading role from me.
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      When the world around you is burning, trying to douse the flames with a bucket of water doesn’t do a hell of a lot of good. And that’s what I did when I spoke to Skyla while we patiently waited for this travesty to begin. As soon as she saw me, I knew it was do or die, channel Wes, and/or walk out the door with her—and believe me, it took everything in me not to do the latter.

      Demetri strides up, that signature grin of his frozen over his features. “A word with you,” he says, ushering me over to the corner while the room breaks out into a buzz as Wes poses with Chloe and the kids for pictures.

      Demetri’s dark eyes burrow into mine, twin ticks looking to suck the living life out of me. “I am not amused by your antics.”

      “Good.” I take a deep breath and search for Skyla in the crowd and find Laken and Coop comforting her with Logan just striding up on the scene. I’m betting Logan gave Wes a piece of his wrath beforehand. I’d expect him to. “I’m not here to amuse you. I gave you the victory—us the victory we needed. Isn’t that enough?”

      “Wesley was looking forward to entering into unholy union with his betrothed.” He scowls in the direction of the altar where Lexy Bakova barks out orders at the boys. “And now he has entered into a union with his ex-wife, twice on our behalf.”

      “Since when do you care about Wes?” I shoot Coop a quick glance and note his hand is gliding up and down Laken’s back as they share a laugh about something. No sign of Logan or Skyla. You go, Coop. Do your thing. I glance to Wes and my heart breaks for him.

      Demetri steps in front of me, blocking my view of the circus at hand. “Since when don’t you?” He studies me a moment, hard and unyielding. “The coronation requires your very soul to participate. Attempt a shenanigan like this one and prepare to be called out on the matter.” His eyes scour each of mine. “And then she will know the truth and your little parody will be over.” He shakes his head just enough. “While your insistence that she steps up to battle is noble, it is yet another foolish endeavor on your part.”

      “She won’t win.”

      “The devil thought he couldn’t lose either.” He takes off and his words resonate in his wake.

      That’s the difference, Demetri. You thought you enlisted a devil for the job, but you got an angel instead. I’m not putting Skyla in the shredder just to screw with her. I’m making her fight with all cylinders firing. There’s no point in the both of us lying down and dying until this season of our existence is over.

      It’s the only way I can still demonstrate my love for her people—by making her fight for them. It’s what I would have wanted if I were still lying by her side at night. It’s what I still want for her, for them. They are still, in fact, my people. But they cannot reign. No. But Skyla truly reigns in my heart, and that’s why it’s so damn important I spend eternity with her. I’ll trade a few fleeting earthly nights for the greater good of eternal security. Dudley comes to mind, and I suddenly want to vomit.

      A hard slap comes over my back and it’s Wes, that shit-eating grin on his face sours as soon as I look his way.

      “Brother,” he growls it out like the curse it is. “Chloe wants us to change into our casual suits. She’s putting on her second gown.”

      I nod as I scour the crowd and spot Skyla and Logan, each holding one of the boys.

      “Well done,” I say. “I’ll take it from here.”

      “You bet your ass you will,” he seethes. “Don’t ask for any more favors. You’re not getting them. Enjoy the wedding night. I couldn’t think of two people who deserved each other more.”

      I pull him in and offer up an embrace that perhaps he never wanted. “I owe you.”

      “Yes, you do.” He pulls back, still glaring. “But you can never repay me for the things I’ve done for you.”

      Wes and I head back to the groom’s room and do a quick change both with our clothes and the color of our eyes. We head back out and Wes makes a beeline for Laken and snatches her from Coop’s claws as if he were plucking her from a fire and he just might be.

      Cooper Flanders is the only soul outside of Wes who knows the truth, and that’s exactly what scored him an invite. Cooper is making inroads, and if my brother isn’t careful, he’ll be more like me than he cares to. Watching the love of my life linger in Logan Oliver’s arms, her head on his shoulder as he whispers words of comfort into her ear is an agony I wouldn’t wish on anyone. But he could never truly comfort her. It’s me she craves.

      Logan comes at me with Nathan in his arms trying to kick his way down. The boys are almost too long, too heavy to hold like that anymore, and it grieves me.

      “I don’t know what to say.” Logan’s brows bounce as Nathan kicks me hard in the chest as he struggles to get to the floor. Both Logan and I share a warm laugh as he puts him down and he darts back into the crowd. I have no doubt he’s safe here, so I don’t bother chasing after him.

      “I think congratulations is the word you’re looking for,” I say as I inspect the jovial crowd. The music has picked up and there are waiters and waitresses hobbling around with champagne.

      “No, I’m pretty sure it’s far from that word. More like I’m sorry.” His serious eyes meet with mine. “As in I’m sorry you felt the need to do this. I’m sorry you can’t understand how deeply you’re wounding Skyla. I’m so very sorry that somewhere between here and eternity, you have lost your damn mind. I’m sorry I let you get away with it because I am certain the old you, the one that I believe is the true blue version, would say that I let you down. I should have tied you up, found the spirit sword that has the power to disable you, even if it is temporary, and hacked you to pieces with it.” He starts to tear up and takes a deep breath. “Mostly, I’m sorry that I can’t be there for you. I can’t stand beside you like a brother and help you navigate this new life of yours because I don’t understand it. And Chloe.” He shakes his head as he says her name below a whisper as if he were afraid to summon the demon. “In a few short months you’ve damned us all to hell. And for what? Demetri? The fact you feel a bleeding homage to a form of wickedness that you would have died to protect us from just a few months back? I’ve never seen such loyalty turn on a dime. I’ve never seen or imagined anything like this. A fire has consumed you. A passion to watch the world and the woman you love burn to the ground has gripped you. All I can think is that whatever evil was lying in wait in your DNA has finally unleashed, and here we are eating shit from the fallout.” He blows out a deep breath.

      “Feel better?” It comes out genuine, heartfelt. I want him to get it all out because in all of this madness I need to have Logan to turn to even if it is superficially. Having Skyla detest the sight of me is the plan—but Logan, I still very much need him. He is my only connection to that genuine part of me.

      He grimaces. “You don’t get it, do you? No, I don’t feel better. Do you know why? Because tonight, just like that first ridiculous wedding night of yours, will kill Skyla. Do you know how much torture it is to realize that the one you love is pouring out all of their physical affection on someone else? Her imagination will skewer her. The fact it’s a reality will bring the flames.”

      Shit. “Be with her tonight. Don’t leave her alone.” There’s a pleading in my voice for him to do it. And here come the words I dread. The next big sacrifice on my list that I am not looking forward to. “Do whatever you need to do to bring her comfort.” The words come out soft and low as if my vocal cords wished they had remained unspoken. As much as I understand all of my actions are nothing more than a road map to bring Skyla together with Logan, it hurts like hell to think about it. “With you, I know she’s safe. With you, I know she can be happy once again. She’s still in love with you. She has never stopped. I have never doubted that.” And yet, I have never doubted her love for me either. Skyla has my entire heart, and once upon a time I had hers, too.

      He offers a half-smile my way, his hands gliding into his pockets as if he were amused. “She’s sleeping with Dudley.”

      “What?” It thunders out of me without my permission.

      Logan moans, “Knew it. You still love her. You still care about her.” He shakes his head while examining me. “It’s true, though. He has been impaling your beautiful wife with his oversized dick and she has not protested the endeavor. In fact, she’s initiating it.”

      My vision is red with rage, my veins pulsating with their own heartbeat, and I’m moved to rip this entire building apart with my bare hands. In some sick way I liked the thought of controlling where Skyla’s body went next. And the thought of her going to Dudley, the thought of him touching her that way, the unimaginable thought of her wanting him to do it, makes me furious—even a little furious at her. How dare she do that to me. How dare she—

      Chloe comes to mind, and for a brief moment I taste a touch of what Skyla must feel and I hate myself even more than I already do.

      I glare at Logan, because truthfully, he’s closest and I wouldn’t mind crashing my fist through his jaw for letting this circus ride.

      “Fix this shit,” I say as I start to take off and he yanks me back by the sleeve.

      “I am fixing this shit.” Logan pulls me in close. The rife look of anger on his face pleases me just enough. “It’s your shit I’m trying to clean up in the event you didn’t notice.” He gives me a hard shove before taking off in the crowd.

      I watch as he heads to Skyla—Skyla whose eyes look laced with crimson and the sight lacerates me from the inside out. They scoop up the boys and head for the exit just as Chloe comes over, dressed in blood red, her hair wild, framing her face with snakelike tendrils.

      “My husband.” Her lips curl with the promise of another blowjob. Newsflash, it ain’t happening, sweetie. She turns and does a double take before dragging me by the hand to the foyer where we cut off Logan, Skyla, and the boys at the pass. “Leaving so soon?” There’s an uptick of glee in her voice. A not-so-subtle fuck you to Skyla. I think we can all hear it. “We haven’t even cut the cake. Boys? Would you like some cake?”

      Both Nathan and Barron chirp for cake and look to Skyla, pleading.

      Skyla shakes her head. “I’m sorry. Mommy’s tired and so are you. We’ll stop and get something to eat on the way home.”

      Logan gives Barron’s hair a quick tussle. “Burger Hut is giving out prizes with every kid’s meal.”

      The boys dance and shout with unmitigated joy at the thought of finding a prize with their burger, and I would give anything to be heading out with them.

      Chloe scoffs. “I’ll save cake for you. But just a piece.” She leans in toward Skyla. “I’m all about watching their sugar intake. Emily is helping me work out a meal plan so that when they’re with me their diets will be similar to that which they’re accustomed to. And, of course, it’s all up to your approval, Skyla. I’m not about usurping you in the mothering department. I know my place when it comes to the boys.” She sheds a toothy smile as her arm slinks around my waist and she pulls me in.

      Skyla’s eyes follow that move, so I conform to Chloe, making it look as if her lunacy is reciprocated.

      Skyla looks to me, her sweet eyes settled over mine, but there’s a deadness inside of her. “Make no mistake about it. Chloe is in this room because I allow her to be.”

      “We’ve covered this,” Chloe snips as she turns my way. “Skyla is doing that whole if-you-love-someone-set-them-free crap.” She gives my cheek a quick peck and it felt like a slash of jagged glass against my skin. “Isn’t she above us all? I for one am thankful. But I guess you could say all those years I witnessed the two of you together I was doing the same.” She winks over at Skyla. “So congrats to you for taking a page from my playbook. And now that you and Logan are a couple, we need to get together more often. Family dinners, double date nights. Skyla, I think you and I can work on forming a genuine friendship now that we’ve sorted out who we really belong to. I’ll admit, it stung a bit to know you liked my brother more than you liked me.”

      Skyla offers a bleak smile that dissipates as fast as it came. “I still like your brother more than I like you. You’re a beast, Chloe. I hate that my boys have to spend a microsecond with you, eating your cake. I hate that you feel like you won on some sick level. A small part of me feels sorry for you, but that part is shrinking every day.”

      Chloe clutches her stomach. “You’re upsetting the baby, Skyla. Positive thoughts only, please.”

      “Chloe.” Skyla shakes her head just barely. “I meant what I said. I’m going to have to kill you. And I’m still ambivalent if it will be while you host life in your belly. You have skipped so far outside of our covenant that it’s unreasonable for you to think otherwise. I own you far more than your new husband does. And if my mother decides that death is not for you, well, then I will sure have a hell of a time trying. I think I’ll try to strangle you with your own intestines. A slippery endeavor, but, my, the fun I will have trying to make it work.”

      Chloe recoils in my arms. I can feel her holding her breath and every muscle in her body freezes. “Gage would never let that happen to me.”

      Skyla leans in with a dark laugh percolating in her chest. “Gage doesn’t have a say in it. And not a force in the universe can stop me.”

      Chloe’s dark eyes glitter with fear as she shoots a brief glance my way. “Skyla”—she calls out as Logan scoops up the boys—“I’m still for our people.”

      Skyla pauses as a breath escapes her. “You’re for nobody but yourself, Chloe. Go home and get yourself off with your new husband. But don’t think this travesty won’t come with a price.” She looks to me, her icy eyes painfully piercing mine. “You will both pay for sinking me in this misery.”

      They take off and I watch the exit long after they’re gone. Paragon is weeping, crying rivers, letting out every emotion that I cannot, and I’m cheering it on.

      Late in the evening, after successfully evading all of Chloe’s aggressive advances, I head to the butterfly room, the one I built in the Walsh house for Skyla while my new wife, Chloe, cries herself to sleep, unwanted and unloved on this, her second wedding night. Sorry, Chloe. Wes isn’t here to impale you with all of his affection, and I am not feeling up to the deed. Not now, not ever. Chloe’s ego is too big to admit that we have a chaste marriage, and I haven’t figured out how to get Wes to do the deed again. Hell, I know he won’t. So Chloe’s frothing vagina will have to find another way to satiate itself.

      I sit in the dimly lit dungeon I’ve created. It was built to bring Skyla joy, and now it only brings her pain, much like everything else I touch. I am Midas in reverse. Everything I look at turns to stone. Useless and lifeless.

      A butterfly begins to flutter as its cobalt wings illuminate the dark, and the sight of it mildly alarms me.

      A spark of light ignites, a slow ember building until a form takes shape, familiar golden hair, eyes that shine like stars, that face—that body I know it well, but I don’t know her.

      “It’s you again,” I grunt, morbidly disappointed to see my wife’s sister stealing her every nuance. “I have no doubt Candace sent you here to torment me.” A smile tugs on my lips without my permission as Rory stalks forward, and it’s not until she steps out of the shadows do I see she’s naked.

      “Now, now, my mother has nothing to say about how I choose to spend my time.” Her cool fingers run through my hair, over my scalp, and fall against my forehead as if checking for a fever. “What’s a handsome groom like you sitting in a dark room like this?”

      An explosion of electric blue butterflies burst to life as they begin fluttering around the room like spastic bats—as if they were afraid—worried for me.

      “What do you want?” I say it lower than a whisper.

      Her hips sway just shy of my face, rounding out, grinding like a stripper who knows her way around a pole, her smooth ass landing inches from my mouth.

      “I want to make you feel better. Let me heal you, Gage. Let me do the things to you that my sister isn’t allowed to do anymore. Think of how much better you’ll feel. You’re depriving her of your love, starving her out of your affection. Your heart has proven to be hard as stone, your false anger toward her palpable. But when I see you like this, sullen and morose, your new bride cuddled with a pillow soaked with grief, I know you still feel for Skyla.”

      “You want to know my motives.” A dull laugh thumps through my chest. A spy, a very nude, very convincing spy. A part of me wonders if Skyla herself sent her.

      “I couldn’t care less about your motives.” Her shoulders pump and her tits bounce, mouthwateringly large and so very much like Skyla’s.

      Skyla, who I will never again touch—that body I will never again get to worship in the way that I want. Rory is testing me, wearing me down.

      “Now what would you do if Skyla was here? What part of her body would you kiss first?” She tilts her head to mine, her knee settling in my lap. “Would you have the nerve to kiss her on the mouth?”

      I stare up at this clone of my wife, this beast who is in theory everything I want and need. An opportunity has arrived. Here it is, a meager attempt to have my cake and eat it, too. Just an hour or so of fun. An hour or so of believing that I am with the real deal. An hour or so of aggression, of affection to pour out on this innocent, scratch that, most likely not-so innocent girl.

      “No.” My voice gravels out like a threat in the darkness as the butterflies dance, casting their spell, convincing me that I’m in another butterfly room entirely, with another girl, the only girl for me. “I would kiss her here.” I spin her around and land my lips where they should only ever be, on my wife’s ripe bare bottom, and then I take a bite.

      So it begins. I’m with Skyla again and all is right with the world, for just an hour or so.
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      There was a time not so long ago where the sight of Gage Oliver’s head bobbing in blue keeping solution jarred me. Each and every time I came down to Ezrina’s lair, the Wonderground as Lexy dubbed it, which extends miles beneath Paragon proper, it would startle me. But now that time has passed, now that I see what an asshole the new Gage can be, this old piece of him, that looks so painfully like the new version, it brings me comfort.

      “Oliver,” Ezrina calls from the counter where a plethora of microscopes sit in a line. “Come.”

      I head over and peer into the one she’s pointing at and moan, pretending to understand the red fidgeting cells that appear to be dividing.

      “It’s time.” She looks up at me with those bloodshot eyes, her hair dyed a horrid shade of red and wild as a tumbleweed.

      “I’ll do it,” Ellis barks it out with a sense of pride as he, Coop and Brody Bishop emerge from the room next door—an entire cavernous space filled with large glass tubes, glass caskets essentially, each one filled with blue keeping solution. There is nothing but stark white walls down here—the floors, the counters, tables, it’s a virtual white-out with the exception of that blue keeping solution. I let Ezrina have a say in designing her new lab and she kept the monochromatic color scheme she had in the Transfer. It’s a beautiful sight really. The pleasant ethereal glow adds an aura of romance. But the romance will end shortly because today is the day the four of us are heading to hell, quite literally, to haul up as many Spectators as we can to fill those tubes.

      “Ellis”— I squeeze my eyes shut a moment—“Ezrina is talking about the virus. She wants a human test subject. That’s what we’re getting the Spectators for, remember?”

      “No.” Coop shakes his head. “We’re getting the Spectators so that Ezrina can revitalize them, God willing. They never asked to be a party to this.”

      Brody grunts, “When they sided with the Barricade, they not only surrendered their good senses, they surrendered their life. They’re prisoners of war, Flanders. We can do whatever we want with them.”

      Coop’s eyes go vacant a moment, and I know what he’s thinking. Laken is a prisoner of war, and Wes is doing whatever he wants with her. It’s true in effect. And nobody, not even Coop himself, has the power to do anything about it. Although, he seems to have lost his angst as of late. I would even venture to say he’s got a pep in his step. His eyes are lit up from the inside and his face glows like a man who has hope. And it makes me wonder what he’s cooking up behind the scenes.

      I know for a fact Coop is privy to something. He was vague with all that decoding bullshit a few months back. He’s holding back just enough truths for himself, and I have no doubt he is using them to his advantage. And I’m starting to think that advantage has everything to do with Laken.

      Laken is as much a part of his DNA as Skyla is mine.

      “Brody is right,” I offer. “We can do whatever the hell we want.” I look to Ezrina. “But I don’t want to kill or torture. That’s not us. That’s not what this is about. So if the procedures are painful, anesthetize them. Go to the brink of death if you have to, but not further.”

      Ezrina tips her head back. “Understood.” Her crimson-stained eyes travel to Ellis. “But I need a fresh body. The Spectators will get the rough-cut version. I’ll need to refine my technique on someone whole, healthy. You will do nicely.”

      Ellis pumps his fist. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

      “Shit,” I seethe at the thought of Ellis getting himself killed. “Skyla can’t know about it.”

      “Skyla can’t know about what?” a chipper female voice calls out from behind and I cringe.

      We turn to find Skyla herself bounding over with a smile and a spring in her step. A pair of tight jeans shows off her svelte figure and a tight white turtleneck hugs her in all the right places. It’s been a month since Gage’s latest greatest tragedy, and I’ve been there for her as much as she’d let me. It’s been hard, though, tough as shit. She’s hardly eaten. She said she didn’t really have an appetite, and I can’t blame her, but this smile she’s wearing is the first genuine one I’ve seen. It makes me wonder if Chloe is lying somewhere in a ditch with her intestines wrapped around her neck the way Skyla promised. A grisly visual but profoundly poetic considering the fact Chloe has been choking us out with her shit for years.

      Skyla’s eyes flit to that glass box on the table for a moment—Gage in a cage as we’ve grown to call it.

      “What’s happening?” She looks to Ezrina when she says it because I think it’s Ezrina she trusts the most in this circle of testosterone.

      “Boys are gathering the Spectators. I’ll begin the transformations and experimentations as soon as possible.” She gives a lazy nod toward Ellis. “The tests must be run on the healthy or the results will be obscure.”

      “Ellis, no,” Skyla says it with a pleading tone but doesn’t outright deny him the right. “Think of everything you have to lose.”

      “I’m thinking of everything Celestra will have to gain,” Ellis counters. “Have you seen the news? It’s a shit show out there. Wes is still haunting the planet with those creepy lights. Half the planet is convinced there will be a UFO takeover in the very near future. And that half-man, half-wolf they claim to have trapped in South America? It’s a Spectator, Skyla. Wes still has a handful he’s terrorizing the world with.”

      Skyla straightens as she takes a deep breath. “Gage is in charge now. Wes isn’t to blame for anything anymore.” She looks to Coop, Brody, and Ellis. “Can the three of you bring back the Spectators on your own? I have another assignment for Logan.”

      Brody chuckles. “Is that what you’re calling it these days? An assignment? So clinical.” He clicks his tongue at her, and I can’t help but see Chloe’s face hiding there. Brody was playfully teasing her, but the Chloe in him was outright mocking her.

      “It’s nonsexual.” She winces my way. “I’m hoping. Marshall is taking us on a field trip. His verbiage, not mine. I’d wear my running shoes if I were you.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Our small circle disbands as Ezrina gets back to her microscopes and Ellis and Brody unload a treasure trove of spirit swords that Skyla supplied us with not long ago. They’ll help in disabling the Spectators—by way of coming just shy of killing them, but Ezrina says she needs them just about dead in order to bring them back the way they should be.

      Her trials on living Spectators were only temporal at best. And her track record with bringing back Counts is superior. She plans on enlisting the same formulas she used for the Countenance. Skyla and I worked with Marshall to weaken the spirit swords, an exercise in draining their power from one to another like taking water out of a cup and filling another one, only it involved Marshall’s abilities. And since the swords were his to begin with, he insisted it fell within his right to do so. Here’s hoping for his sake.

      “Coop.” Skyla pulls him in by the hand, her lips twisting in pain as she looks at him. “Laken wanted me to tell you that she enjoyed your time at the Transfer the other day. She said Gage invited you down to see the new features added for that ghostly traveling gentry.”

      Coop’s chest expands, a defensive tactic, and I wonder what he has to be defensive about.

      “It was Wesley’s idea,” Coop sighs. “He had a ghost town, no pun intended, put in a few miles past his home in hopes the Transfer dwellers might be less inclined to mill around his neighborhood. They’re starting to freak Tobie out and he’s bent on making his kids his number one priority. Laken and Wes are splitting their time between the Transfer and Paragon for now.”

      “And you were there, too.” She examines him openly. Skyla isn’t immune to Cooper’s strange all-access pass either. “Lucky, lucky you.” She doesn’t smile or give her voice the proper inflection. Instead, she continues to study him for clues, but Coop is a master at his poker face.

      Skyla and I say goodbye and head on out to the driveway.

      “You mind if I take the wheel?” I ask while looking at her minivan, the windows covered in fingerprints.

      “Only if we can take the Mustang.”

      We pile in and it feels right. Skyla and me in the car I gifted her for her sixteenth birthday. This dusty orange car was my heart, my father’s heart once, too, and I wanted her to have it. But what I really wanted her to have was me. Here we are all those years later. And I still want the same thing.
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      We head into Dudley’s overgrown dungeon and find him tickling the keys to that haunted grand piano that seems to have a knack for playing itself.

      “Wow, that’s beautiful, Marshall.” Skyla gushes as the Sector rises and takes a slight bow.

      “I have been told I’m good with my hands.”

      Skyla shoots a glance my way. “I wouldn’t know. Somebody has been cockblocking me at the pass.”

      Marshall grumbles with a dull laugh, “I do believe this one is throwing his cock into the ring.”

      “Marshall!” Skyla gasps at the seemingly crass Sector.

      “It’s a bird, Ms. Messenger.” His demeanor darkens in an instance. “Do mind your manners when in my presence.”

      “Duly noted.” She gives a sly wink my way. “So where are you taking us? I’ve got boys to feed, Spectators to rescue, and Factions of angels I’m working to restore.”

      Dudley lifts a brow in amusement. “Are you implying you’re too busy for the interruption I’ve set before you?”

      Skyla takes a seductive step toward him and gives his tie a quick tug. “I’m saying make it worth my while, big boy.”

      “And on that note.” I glance to the door.

      “Stop.” Skyla wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me in tight. “I’m sorry. My head is everywhere. I don’t even know who I am anymore. Marshall is a safe place for me. He never takes me seriously and rejects my every effort to be with him. Anything that happens when I’m knocked out cold in the middle of the night is nothing more than some sexed-up dream on my part.” Her shoulders sag as she looks up from under her lashes. “I’m just so angry, Logan. So filled with piss and vinegar. So unbelievably injured from what Gage has done. I know if I run to you I’ll fall twice as hard as I ever did. I will surrender to your soul completely and worship you in every way. I will be vulnerable in every capacity, and if you knifed me up the way he did, I could never survive.”

      My arms circle her waist. “I will never hurt you. Never will I leave. I will never forsake our love. I would no sooner put my next breath above my love for you. There is no one for me but you. I’m running on half-speed without you, Skyla. Only you can ever complete me.”

      Tears glitter in her eyes, but they remain stretched wide, the hint of dread lurking in the corners.

      “My, what a show,” Dudley growls out his displeasure. “Such theatrics, Young Oliver. Might I suggest you take a page from my playbook as you would say?”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Stop throwing yourself on her like a wet blanket. You’ve smothered her. Look at your body language. You’ve caged her in. It says I need you far too much. I want to own you. Take a step back. Allow her to move, to breathe.”

      Skyla’s chest bucks. “The two of you do realize I’m in the room.”

      “Not for long.” Dudley glares at the roaring flames as the mouth of the fireplace yawns open, revealing a dark, unknowable portal.

      “I guess that’s our cue.” Skyla offers a shy smile. “Just FYI, you’re no wet blanket. I like the way your arms feel around my body. You can cage me in anytime you like. I love that you need me far too much, because that’s exactly how I need you.” A lone tear rolls down her cheek like a falling star. “Don’t tell anyone I said this, especially not Em, but I love that you want to own me. You already do. You have always owned me. In my dreams before we ever met on Paragon. Don’t take a step back or I might fall. I need you to breathe.”

      There it is, every word I’ve ever craved to hear from her, spilled right at my feet, and to think I have that wily Sector to thank for it.

      “Thank you for that,” I whisper. Every other sentiment begs to come up with it, but the boulder building in my throat won’t allow for it at the moment. I can’t remember the last time I cried tears of joy, but they are here just beneath the surface.

      A magnificent roar comes from the fireplace and I take Skyla by the hand and head that way.

      Dudley leads us through a murky shadowland, filled with haunted cries and screams of terror.

      “A haunted light drive? You’re really rolling out the red carpet today, aren’t you?” I smart as he leads us back onto dry encrusted ground, a dead forest, and a bleak purple sky. “Where are we?”

      “Paragon.” He lifts a hand at the desolation and keeps us moving at a quickened pace. We speed down the main thoroughfare, nothing but cracked earth, dead sticks that rise in the stratosphere like skyscrapers where the evergreens once stood. Not a pine needle in sight, just bald branches, death and desolation everywhere you look.

      “Logan.” Skyla points to our left and we see the remnants of West Paragon High, half of Cerberus is missing from the building, the paint chipped, the edges of the building crumbling. Gone are the rolling green lawns, replaced with an orange thatch, weeds as tall as men everywhere you look. Dudley leads us to the mainland, to the cities, where there are camps of people living in the streets, hungry, dirty, so very tired—the look of despair on every one of their faces. He takes us to different continents, our feet moving as time and space rearrange around us. There is death, a plague, a natural disaster everywhere you look. Cities under siege, countries in starvation, currencies as dry as the riverbeds.

      “Marshall”—Skyla pants—“I’ve seen enough. What’s happened? Why are you showing us this?”

      Marshall extends his hands in the midst of utter chaos, criminals stealing from the poor, requiring their lives when there is nothing left to take. Bodies in piles in the street as if they were refuse. “This is the future, Skyla. Every life is cheap in the eyes of evil. This is what the king of the Barricade brings to the world. This is what we will reap if we choose to lay down our arms. The climate, the financial institution of every government on earth, the food supply, the housing market, healthcare, pensions, financial securities of any sort, they are all gone.”

      “Gage has done this?” Skyla’s voice is lower than a whisper. The clear look of shock on her face matches my own.

      “He has and he must in an effort to secure Demetri’s true goals. One world order. No one thrives without him. But what the enemy doesn’t understand is the cost of human lives, the cost of the human condition, is far too high to achieve their goals. Only he and his own will thrive. Left with a desperate planet, desperate people who would rather burn him than offer their worship. This is the kingdom he fights so hard for.”

      “We need to show him this.” Skyla is shaking, her face red with rage. “Gage would never want this to happen. This isn’t his vision. I’m sure of it.”

      “He won’t hear of it.” Dudley shakes his head. “He will question it, and find it lacking. What he sees in his mind’s eye is idealistic, a thriving world, a working order that maintains and flourishes. He will no sooner believe this if he heard of it than if he witnessed it with his own two eyes. Smoke and mirrors he would insist. Sit back and watch him, and all of his good works. And I promise you this much—if you do just that, you will receive no other outcome. This is what he has to offer. This is the path that he is coercing all of humanity into. The Barricade will lead the way to death and destruction. And he is their willing king.”

      Skyla and I take in the carnage, the death, the massacre of our people, our culture, our freedoms, and fill ourselves with this horrific visual so we may never forget.

      “This is it.” Skyla gives my hand a squeeze. “This is what we’re fighting against.”

      “We needed to see this.” My eyes soak in the terror, the disintegration of life as we know it. “And now we know what we need to do.”

      Skyla nods. “We’re not just stopping Gage from eliminating the remaining Factions. We’re stopping him from hurting all mankind.”

      “You’re right. Not just for his good or for our good, but for the greater good.” I look to Dudley. “I think we’ve seen enough.”

      Dudley bears those blood-red eyes of his straight into Skyla’s. He’s speaking to her, saying something that I’m not privy to. Telling her something with certainty and she nods as if accepting his words.

      He leads us away from the hell around us, into a portal of darkness much like the one that landed us there to begin with. Haunted voices whisper all around us, the screams of a woman, a man can be heard in the distance, laughter fills the air, the rushing of a violent wind, then no more than a few steps are taken before we’re right back in Marshall’s living room, only Skyla is no longer with us.

      “Where is she?” I glance back as the fireplace buttons itself up, the stonewall in place as if it never altered.

      “Home with the boys. I informed her I would be returning her to the Landon residence so I might have a word with you alone.” He glowers at me as if I were the one responsible for the malfeasance we just witnessed. “You do realize this little side trip into the potential future was more than what it seems.”

      “I get it. Skyla and I are getting our act together. We have a clear focus now. We might have been a little too myopic in trying to save our people. The big picture cleared things up for us. I appreciate it. More than you know.”

      He gives a slow blink. “Excellent, but you’ve missed a very important highlight of our rendezvous. I’ve repaired the bridge, Young Oliver. Skyla’s heart is opened to yours now. In the same way the two of you need to tend to humanity, you need to tend to each other. There is a plan, and it very much requires your cooperation.”

      “Are you talking about Skyla and me?”

      “Do not force me to refer to you as The Slow One.”

      “Do it and I’ll find a way to silence you forever.” I’m only half-teasing. “You mean that whole tap dance when we got here, that was you pulling the puppet strings to—”

      “Usher the two of you in the right direction.”

      “I’m already moving in the right direction, buddy.”

      “And now, she is, too.” He gives a slight bow. “You’re welcome.”

      He turns to take off and I shake my head in disbelief. “Why?” I bark it out like a threat.

      Dudley takes in a deep breath, doesn’t bother turning around. “Because what’s ordained must come to pass. Let’s speed things along and keep our focus, shall we? There are children to be had, a planet to rescue, a Barricade to destroy. Don’t disappoint me. If you fail to do these things in a timely manner, I must step in.” He spins around and pins those bloody eyes on mine. “That is, after all, why I’m here.”

      My blood runs cold. Dudley is here to replace me in the event I can’t perform. A celestial insurance policy of sorts. He’s both a safety net and a nuisance. I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      He takes off for the back, walks right through an enormous window, and appears on the other side, unharmed. The glass vibrates as if it were made of water.

      Dudley is powerful. He is capable. Skyla does love him. He could very well produce children with her, save a planet, or destroy a Barricade or two.

      But so can I. And I will. There is no living being, created or born of nature, that I will allow to take my place.

      I love Skyla. She is mine. She is my soulmate, my other half, the piece of the puzzle that completes me, that makes my heart beat, makes me take my very next breath. I died fighting for her. Came back so I can help her, love her, build a life with her. She always has been, and she always will be my everything.

      Skyla and I are on the road to recovery. We’re family. We’re going to have children.

      Children?

      My heart gives off a few riotous beats. Skyla and I were promised a child. A girl. Our precious Angel. We met her not too long ago and I want her back with everything in me. I want her in my world, in my arms. But Dudley said children. Adrenaline spikes through me at a dangerous clip.

      Holy hell, I’m going to be a father. Something loosens in me. A weight lifts off my chest, a boulder that’s been lying over me since the day I asked Gage Oliver to protect her, to pretend she was his everything, to keep her safe.

      It’s my turn to protect her because she is my everything. I’m going to keep Skyla, our people, and our children safe.

      Our children. I can’t help but smile as I take off into the gray Paragon day.

      Life is good again.

      It just is.
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      Eversor.

      Ever sore. That about sums up my brother.

      Gage has invited me up to discuss God knows what, and here I sit on his enormous sofa, in his enormous living room, next to a wall of fire that under no circumstances can be quantified as a meager fireplace while he stands before Sage, my very feisty, very ornery niece and delights her with his morphing abilities. A newly defined skill for a new day and he’s exercising the living shit out of it. As his powers grow in strength, so does his ego. And an ego can be a very dangerous thing. I should know.

      “Do that old grump Mother lives with.”

      Gage groans, closes his eyes and his features, and his entire frame molds into Tad Landon.

      “I’m tired of your rear sticking out of my refrigerator!” he riots, sounding perfectly like the ass himself.

      Sage giggles like an innocent schoolgirl, the exact thing she must never be underestimated as.

      “Do your father,” Sage gurgles with a dark laugh before the show ever begins.

      Gage takes a breath, closes his eyes, and his features rearrange until the exact representation of Barron Oliver appears before us. I will admit, there is something calming about his presence. Something soothing. He is, in fact, the quintessential father, and for a moment, I’m struck with a pang of jealousy over the fact Gage had the perfect upbringing, perfect parents.

      Demetri slept with my mother and left both her and me for dead before reappearing in my life just when he could use me the most.

      Sage tilts her head at him. “I knew you’d choose him. You’d never claim Demetri as your father. He’s sort of an afterthought to you. Like some mean bully who came into your life and told you what to do, what to say.”

      Gage bends over in all of his Barron glory. “Nobody tells me what to do or what to say. And don’t let anyone do those things to you either. We have our own minds, our own will.”

      “The hell we do,” I mutter into the glass of five-hundred-year-old whiskey Demetri gifted Gage as a housewarming gift. God only knows what he’ll give him after the coronation.

      The king.

      I can’t help but roll my eyes at that one.

      “Do Uncle Logan!” Sage hops a little when she says his name as if he pleased her. I’m pretty sure Sage can’t stand Uncle Logan because she can’t stand anyone but her father. I’ve never seen a child outright worship a parent before.

      I wonder if Candace wishes Skyla would worship her that way? I’m pretty sure if Candace wanted it she would get it. Whatever that wily wench wants, she gets.

      My stomach sours because she just so happens to want to shove me into a furnace for the duration of eternity. The never-ending flames my forever home. No Laken, no light, no peace, no Laken.

      Laken is the beginning and the end of everything, and without her, there would be no point in existing.

      Gage takes a breath and closes his eyes. His features dip and stretch, and sure enough there’s the bastard in the flesh. Logan Oliver looks every bit as pissed and simultaneously humble as he does in real life.

      A bark of a laugh streams from me. “That’s a good one.”

      Sage lifts her hand to his face and Gage bends over so she can touch him.

      “Careful”—I warn half-teasingly—“my niece does love to dole out a punishment.”

      “I’m not slapping my father.” Her tiny body lifts an inch as she takes a deep breath. “You look just like Uncle. He wouldn’t like this. It would frighten him to know you could be him and fool Mother into doing just about anything with him.” She gives him a couple of light taps on the cheek. “But you would never do that, would you, Father? Pretend to be somebody else to fool the woman you professed to love so deeply?” Her voice is curt and tight. Sage is like having a cloying, wicked mother waiting in the wings to reprimand you, to best you at every turn. “I’ll see if those treats I’m baking are finished now. It’s something I would have loved to have done on earth for you.” She heads for the kitchen. “You, too, Uncle Wesley.”

      “Only you would have poisoned mine with something creative to give me the shits.”

      A bubbling laugh expels from her as the distance grows between us. “You know me best!”

      “That I do,” I say, heading over to Tears over Creation and giving the watery globe a light spin. Tears over Creation, Tears over Paragon, whatever the hell this prognosticating wonder is called is something our father, Demetri, the proper, evil father decided to gift to each of his sons as an additional housewarming gift. Its stone base stands four feet tall and it’s just as round if not wider, filled to the brim with literal tears, I have no doubt, while a dark granite globe almost the size of the well itself spins tirelessly within it. Ask it to show you something and it provides the answer, usually.

      Where is Laken? Where is that bitch Chloe that I’ve managed to leash myself to several times in this short life? What is Kresley doing with Eli? All questions I’ve asked. Gage and I have been afforded many supernatural liberties by our father, and this is one of them.

      Gage comes over, his face still stuck in Logan mode.

      “Dude.” I nod over to him, annoyed that I’m forced to look at him this way.

      It’s not that I have anything against Logan, but the guy is the spitting image of Cooper Flanders and I’m no fan of his. Coop and I were great friends until he decided he needed Laken for himself, and once he won out in that regard, I haven’t been able to fully look him in the eye. A part of me is still afraid her heart will piece itself back together the way it was before the feds fractured her mind to my benefit. But my ace in the hole is the fact I made a silent pact with Candace Messenger at my trial last year.

      I gave my unspoken word that I would make sure Gage stayed away from Skyla, and she gave her unspoken word that it would benefit Laken and me. A part of me wonders how strong that pact was and if it’s null and void now that Gage and Skyla have gone their separate ways for seemingly good. As bad as I feel for my brother, I think deep down it’s best he’s not with her.

      Laken is a Count like me, like I thought I was for so long, but if she belonged to Celestra, that would have been a thorn in my side, the size of the Empire State Building. Yes, the old Laken sided with Celestra, but she’s come to her senses and I can breathe again.

      “Show me Laken.” I lift a brow at my brother as his face morphs slowly back to that of his own—my own, too, if you want to get technical.

      The dark well beneath us illuminates and the globe darkens as an image appears over its wet flesh. It’s Laken walking through what appears to be a bookstore. The image of a body appears next to her. It’s Cooper Flanders and my stomach sours. He’s holding Charlie in his arms, pulling out board books, and she does her best to gnaw on them. Laken and Coop share a laugh. But I’m not laughing.

      “Don’t worry, man.” Gage flicks the globe with his middle finger and the image clicks off as if it were a television. “Chloe is with them. She mentioned she wanted to take Tobie to story time at the library. My mom is taking the boys for me. Skyla insisted on going. She doesn’t want to miss a moment of the boys’ lives. I’m betting either Skyla or Chloe extended the invite to him.”

      “Skyla and Chloe attending story time at the library? What the hell kind of warped world are we living in? You do realize she was serious when she said she was going to kill Chloe.”

      “She can’t kill Chloe and she knows it. Candace has a concrete shield around the witch.”

      “The witch is carrying your child.”

      “Your child, Wes.”

      “Technically, but someone will have to be a father to it, and that responsibility, my friend, falls to you.”

      “Lucky for him or her, I’m a damn good father.”

      “But you’re not excited about it.”

      “I’m not excited, and neither are you. But I think we both know how it feels to have the paternal wool pulled over our eyes. I think together we can show this child enough love, be a friend, be an uncle, be a father, be whatever the hell it needs. It’s a casualty of the shit world we’re living in, but that doesn’t make it less of a person. There will be enough affection to go around.”

      “Hear, hear. Also, I think that Chloe might actually care about this one. After all, she thinks it’s yours. She never cared to be pregnant with Tobie. Not for one hot minute, and she’s downright glowing this time around.”

      “That she is. She’s due in August. Same month as Laken. Last year you had Charlie and Eli in August as well. You should probably keep it in your pants next November.”

      “As long as Laken is in my bed, I’m not keeping it in my pants. Might I suggest you stray from the nuptials. I think you’ve met your quota on weddings for all of your nine lives.”

      “Touché. But Skyla will get married again.” He stares down at the watery globe. “To Logan. Sooner than later, I’m guessing.”

      “I don’t know. They’re not exactly shacking up just yet. I think her heart is still pining for someone else.” A smile bounces over my lips. “Marshall Dudley.”

      “Very funny.” Gage doesn’t bother with a smile of his own. “You keep that up and I might give you a swirly. I think I owe you years of brotherly affection.”

      “I’m not a big fan of dunking my head into the toilet bowl, so I’ll step back.” My heart breaks for my little brother. Life is forcing him to eat a shit sandwich and he has to find a way to like it, too. “You really think you’ll be okay if Skyla marries Logan?”

      He takes a huge breath. “I don’t have a choice. The only respite I have is knowing I’ll get to spend eternity with her and the kids. I guess you can say I’m in it for the end game.”

      I slap him on the back. “And, let me guess, the end can’t get here soon enough.”

      “You got that right.” He leans hard over the granite rim of the well. “Show me Skyla.”

      An image forms, but we’re not anywhere near the library. Instead, it’s Ezrina’s new lab below Whitehorse, those familiar blue tubes glowing like light bulbs.

      “They’re full.” I point over to the glass enclosures, each filled with a body. “Holy hell. It’s the Spectators. Ezrina is going for it. The Videns will love them if they can pull this off.”

      “That they will,” he whispers. “Why is that so bad? We have the seat in the heavenlies. My coronation is in the spring. We will never lose our standing. I say let the Spectators live.”

      “That’s because you’re a bleeding heart, Gage. And what a bleeding heart like you doesn’t realize is that Ezrina isn’t just doing some random good deed. I know that witch better than anyone. She’s cutting her chops. Getting ready to try out some new recipe for disaster. And believe you me, she will directly try to screw things up for us. This isn’t some innocent Viden revival that has Skyla wandering the lab.” I think about another horrifying option. “When and if Chloe ever finds out about this mockery of yours, you’re going to have two women pissed off at you. The two most powerful women in the world when you think about it.”

      “I’m not thinking about it, because it’s not happening.”

      We refocus our attention to the watery globe, and sure enough Logan is right there by Skyla’s side, Ellis Harrison and Brody Bishop right behind them. “That, my brother, is the Retribution League getting ready to hand you your ass. Things aren’t over. They’re not over by a long shot. So you see, Your Highness, I wouldn’t go resting on your laurels just yet. That ex-wife you’re still so very much in love with is looking to blow a hole through any eternal plans you might be making. I wouldn’t go imagining some sickly sweet reunion in the Elysian Fields just yet. Skyla is gunning for you, Gage. And she just might send us both to hell yet.”

      He shoots a steely glance out the window at the stormy skies that reflect his mood. “She won’t. I will never let her get close.”

      “You’ve underestimated her.”

      “Quite the opposite.” His fingers press white as he clenches that granite tub. “That’s why I went hard. That’s why I won’t relent. I love her more than she will ever understand.”

      “She’ll understand one day, in the sweet by and by.”

      He shakes his head as if it were an impossibility. “I don’t even think she’ll understand it then. In fact, I know what she will say. We could have found a way.” He heads for the bar and pours himself a shot of that haunted whiskey.

      Gage could have found a way. Skyla would have moved heaven and earth just the way he’s doing it for her. Gage is an outright idiot and it breaks my heart to witness.

      They could have had it all. I don’t know if it’s still true, though. He cut deep. The blows he’s delivered, the wounds, they fell too hard, cut to the bone.

      Sometimes I think he simply prefers to brood. You can’t brood in a state of constant happiness. And to be truthful, I don’t think Gage has ever truly felt happy. He had Logan sitting over his shoulder during his entire marriage to Skyla. He was never Skyla’s first choice. Perhaps he’s always felt like a consolation prize. And perhaps, deep down, he’s felt as if he wanted to make things right for Skyla and Logan because he believed the lies he was feeding himself—that Skyla was never truly his to begin with.

      Sometimes the lies we tell ourselves are the most damning of them all.

      Skyla loved him. He was her everything. Even now, if he pleads insanity, she would open her arms to him and happily fall into the nearest bed with him. But there is no reasoning with him. And if I tried, I just might lose the love of my life in the process. Sorry, Gage. You can’t wake up, and I can’t slap you back to reality. But at the end of the day, you have no one else to blame but yourself.

      “Show me Laken,” I say to this wicked well and an image forms. The library materializes before us with little Charlie in Coop’s lap. Coop’s arm is wrapped around Laken as if they were a couple. Chloe sits next to Laken and I spot Tobie sitting up front with Gage’s boys. But my gaze drops back to Cooper Flanders’ arm, how low it is, how very intimate it looks.

      Laken isn’t fighting it and it makes me wonder.
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      When my father was still alive, he and my mother took Mia and me to see a musical at the Pantages Theater, not far from our home in Los Angeles. We were frequent fliers at the theater. My father believed in a holistic upbringing, and that included many cultural excursions. But one musical stuck out. It was Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. There was one scene that etched itself into my mind, one song, one verse—something about pulling back the curtain and heading back to where it all began. I sang that chorus for months, for years. The concept was fatally romantic. I couldn’t get past the idea of going on an emotional journey only to arrive back at the place you took your very first step. I asked my father what it meant and he carefully explained to me that sometimes in life you need to travel down harrowing paths to sand you down, polish you—you will be renewed, better, far more prepared to handle the destiny that was yours all along. I cherished those words, carving them over my heart to review again at a later time. I clung to those words with unstoppable hope.

      And here tonight, I return to the beginning as I proverbially step back in time to that moment I first set foot on Paragon. Wholly renewed and ready for whatever my destiny holds. It has been a harrowing journey, walking through a briar patch with my flesh catching on the thorns and tearing right off my body. Gage set that briar patch on fire last fall while making love to Chloe in my presence. I was still locked in the thorny cage while it burned. But I am back and am ready to begin again.

      I fan out the nude colored dress I’m wearing, tea-length, tulle skirt, satin sweetheart neckline, off the shoulder, formfitting until it hits the waistline then it fans out like a billowy breeze. Bree thinks the color is more of a peach, but it’s not quite that. The dress is illuminated like an ethereal dream and I’m the one glowing in it.

      Tonight, I’m taking back something far more tangible than my destiny. I’m taking back Logan Oliver. While Gage has been parading Chloe all about town, shoving her down the boys’ throats, making a spectacle of shopping for their new addition, surrendering his balls to her at every turn—Logan has been campaigning just as hard for my attention in a much kinder, less heartbreaking way. Logan has mastered the fine art of wooing me—taking me out to any and every premier restaurant on Paragon, taking the boys and me to the park, the bookstore, the petting zoo, letting them swim through that ball pit he’s installed in the bowling alley. The boys love the bowling alley most of all. And we have logged many, many hours there.

      I will admit, I was apprehensive with Logan. I held my hand out at arm’s length, kept my walls up, buried my heart in concrete to protect it from yet another brutal fall, but I’ve finally conceded. I don’t need to surrender any part of me I don’t wish to give away.

      Logan has simply asked me to be his date for the West Paragon High alumni senior prom. We’re going to dance under the supervision of a Valentine moon, and I’m going to put him right back on the pedestal of my heart and surrender. I’m going to see where it goes, see if I want it to go anywhere, if I’m ready for it to.

      Tonight, Logan Oliver has a fighting chance. And in truth, that’s even more than I could have doled out a month ago. That was primarily the reason I was so willing to give my body to Marshall. With him, there would be no strings attached—at least I wanted to believe it. The truth is, Marshall already has me leashed to unbreakable spiritual cables. With Logan, I’ve always felt as if we have everything at stake.

      But, there are measures you have to take when recovering from a broken heart. Baby steps with Logan. A date. A dance. Nothing complicated. Just keeping it simple.

      Tonight, I am pulling back the curtain and heading right back to the beginning—with the one who stole my heart first, Logan Oliver.

      A horrific howl emits from downstairs and my adrenaline spikes, sending me charging down to the foyer in my heels, my purse already in hand. I’m seconds from heading out for the night, but I’m curious to see if Tad accidentally lopped a hand off. I’m pretty sure that was his voice I heard moaning like a dying cow with its tail on fire.

      “What’s happening?” I rocket into the family room, propelled purely on anxiety, and then my heart stops cold once I see the world’s biggest malfeasance. Gage is holding Barron while Chloe holds Nathan.

      Gage looks wide-eyed at me, that same look of slapped shock he used to get when I would dress up on the odd occasion, and usually that stunned look in his eyes would be followed by a suggestive compliment.

      Chloe is gloating. Her A-line dress swings wide in navy glitter, showing off the world’s tiniest and perhaps most unfortunate baby bump.

      Tad whoops and hollers and does an odd little one-legged jig before I ever have the chance to slay Gage and Chloe with choice words, and I do have them.

      “Come here.” I take Barron from Gage. It’s funny that I chose to do that. Like a reflex, I deemed him the far more wicked of the two. “And you,” I say as I pull Nathan to me and let both boys slide to the floor.

      “Mommy pretty!” Nathan squeezes my legs before running off and Barron follows.

      My mouth opens to tell off the terrible twosome before me just as Tad howls like a werewolf that I’m hoping will meet up with a hunter with a cache of silver bullets. Honest to God, I could fire off some bullets right about now myself.

      Mom runs into the room, her hair set in rollers. “Tad! What is happening? Does this have something to do with tonight’s mystery date?” She looks to me and touches her lips with a look of surprise on her glammed-up face. “Tad suggested I get dolled up. I guess it’s date night for me, too.”

      “You bet your bottom dollar, Lizbeth,” Tad grunts as he waves us all over to the dining room. “Gather ’round, children. Have I got a tale to tell! Last night I dreamed that big giant numbers were chasing me down.”

      My heart sinks. Last month the same thing happened and he won the Big Ball drawing—and the Wild Fifty before that.

      Emily strides over and stands next to me while holding sweet baby Ella, a precious dark-haired beauty with Drake’s widow’s peak and cleft in her chin. Ethan seems fine with the fact his brother sired his plus one’s baby—twice now, and seems to be smitten with the newest member of the family. Ember, Emily’s first daughter, thinks that Ella is her doll. Beau Geste and the boys have decided that Ella is a baby dinosaur and that’s exactly what they call her. I think it’s adorable.

      “How’s it going?” I wrinkle my nose to Em. She’s had a hell of a time getting a wink of sleep. It turns out, baby Ella doesn’t believe in getting any decent shut-eye. Neither do the boys, so I feel for her in that respect.

      “Same.” She takes a moment to glower at Gage and Chloe before reverting her attention back to me. “Tonight’s a big night for you, Messenger. You sure you’re ready for this?”

      I growl as I look to the dual menace daring to stand within striking distance. “I can handle it. Logan will be with me and that will help. Bree and Laken will be there, too.”

      “I’m not talking about that.”

      Tad hops up on a chair and bangs a couple of pots together, causing the entire room to fall to an abrupt silence. Even the kids have ceased all chattering.

      “It’s happened again, family! Thrice in one lifetime. They don’t call me Lucky Landon for nothing!”

      Drake groans hard. “Just tell me you don’t have shingles again.”

      Mom shakes her head. “Tad never had shingles.”

      “He did before he met you!” Drake pipes up again.

      “No shingles!” Tad barks as if trying his best to avert some cosmic backlash. “I’ve got money, dinero, more than a few fat nickels to rub together. I’m rich, rich, rich, I tell you!”

      “What?” Mom squawks as if Tad just morphed into one big boil. “What do you mean it’s happened again?” She sucks in a quick breath and lands her hands over her mouth. “You won the lottery again?”

      “That’s right, baby! I won the quick draw! A cool forty-five grand this time! I keep this up and we’ll be living behind the gates next door to good ol’ Demeet in no time. I’ll buy a mansion so big it makes his hovel look like a shoebox!”

      “Good Lord,” I growl as I drag my eyes to Gage. “You did this,” I hiss, completely ignoring the fact my mother has got her hands on another set of pots and pans and she and Tad are banging away as if it were midnight on New Year’s Eve. And soon enough, the kids are flying past me into the kitchen to secure their own bit of chaotic fun.

      Gage steps in close. I can smell his thick cologne and it arrests my senses, making me weep for him on a cellular level. My God, why has he done this to us? Doesn’t he know I still melt for him whenever he’s around? How painfully desperate that makes me feel. How loathsome I am to myself at the moment, but it’s a very primal instinct for me to want him so I’m not holding it against myself.

      “I didn’t do this, Skyla.” He shakes his head, those watery blue eyes bearing hard into mine. “If he’s winning by some nefarious terms, it’s not my doing.”

      I shrug it off. “Every other nefarious term is your doing, so it seemed like a logical leap.”

      Chloe presses her hand over her belly and I can see the formation of a tiny round globe. My soul shreds just witnessing the sight.

      “Why are you here making me miserable?” I don’t take my eyes off of Chloe’s blooming belly as she busies herself by cooing over baby Ella. Chloe hates babies. She thinks of them as paperweights, a snack, an appetizer, but she certainly does not appreciate them for what they are.

      Gage sighs. “Barron forgot his blankie. You know how he gets. He can’t sleep without it.”

      “Next time leave it at the door. You’re not welcome in this home anymore.” I force my gaze to meet with his. “And do not drag your whore along with you. Although, at this point in my life, Chloe is a far more welcomed guest than you are.”

      A breeze envelops me and I take in an all too familiar cologne and something in me loosens.

      Logan pops up beside me, looking resplendent in a dark suit, his hair slicked back, that scruff on his cheeks just begging me to run my fingers through it and forget about the world and the menace standing before me.

      “What’s going on?” Logan shoots Gage an eviscerating look and it makes me want to put on my old West uniform and cheer for him.

      Gage twists his lips. His eyes grow dark as he inspects Logan from head to foot. “Here to pick up your date?” He says the word date with a sarcastic inflection.

      I scoff at the thought. “Don’t you dare answer him. He is a repugnant pig who just flaunted Chloe and her demon seed in front of me as if it were no big deal.” As innocent as Chloe’s child is, it felt natural to refer to it as such and so I went with it. “He was dropping off something for the boys and I’ve made it clear he’s not to set foot in here again.”

      Logan chuckles to himself as if he found humor in it all. “Skyla, he’s sick.” He shakes his head, his eyes never leaving the man he once regarded as a brother. “First of all, he’s eating shit right now because, face it, you look amazing and he wishes he were the one you were going to spend your time with.” Logan blinks a smile at Gage as if he didn’t mind tormenting him. “Second, being apart from you is wearing him down. Grinding his bones to powder, snuffing his soul out like a candle. Whatever it is that he claims the boys left behind, it’s bullshit,” he whispers the expletive. “Isn’t it, Gage?”

      Gage opens his mouth and takes a breath, his eyes falling to mine as he presses out an easy smile. His eyes do a quick sweep of my body and my skin catches fire. It feels as invasive as it does like a hit of a drug I’ve been jonesing for months.

      “You do look beautiful, Skyla,” Gage strums the words out like a song and it sinks into my spirit like a poem written just for me.

      “Keep your eyes on your wife,” Logan offers. “Stay away from Skyla. It only hurts her. And judging by that look in your eyes, it hurts you, too. Honestly, I don’t care a hell of a lot how you’re feeling since it was you who pulled the roof down on your marriage. Man up. Deal with it. Cry yourself to sleep. Find some comfort in the arms of the beast you’ve leashed yourself to. But I’m not going to stand around and watch you stab Skyla in the heart by parading that witch around in front of her. The only business you have with Skyla is the boys. Period. End of sentence. If you need to communicate, you text her. If you need something picked up or dropped off, call me. I’m the go-between. Other than events like the one we’re attending tonight, or some outing that concerns the boys, there is no reason for you to be in the same room as Skyla. You lost that privilege three months ago. And while we’re on the topic, if the boys aren’t around and you happen to see Skyla out and about, you turn around and head in the other direction. You don’t get to have your cake and eat it, too. You don’t speak to her. You don’t look at her. You don’t think about her. She’s off-limits.”

      Gage glowers at Logan. You can see the steam coming from his ears and his eyes burn with a fire all their own—twin blue flames that I can hardly recognize.

      A breath hitches in my throat. “It’s not what you thought it would be, is it?” I shake my head at him, incredulous. “Whatever warped plan you concocted when you lost your mind and gave both your heart and soul to Demetri, you thought it would be easier than this, didn’t you?”

      His gaze falls to the floor, his lips twisted in an angry knot.

      “Chloe.” He takes a breath and heads over to her as if he were in a trance.

      The wicked witch scuttles our way with Gage’s arm wrapped stoically by her side. “We’re off to the dance. Isn’t this romantic? Prom night.” She gives a hard wink my way. “You know what that means, Messenger. We’ll both be getting some action tonight.”

      Kill me.

      Better, yet. Kill her.

      They take off just as Bree makes a splashy entry in her hot pink sequin gown and Drake belches at the sight of his dazzling wife.

      Tad and Mom are still losing their ever-loving mind while drilling holes in the pots and pans, drilling a hole in my brain. But the boys are laughing up a storm. Twin versions of their father, but far happier by a miracle mile.

      I wrap my arms around Logan. “My white knight.” I press out a shy smile his way. “The man who always knows what to say.”

      A dark laugh strums from him as he shakes his head just barely. He rides his eyes up and down my body. “You’ve rendered me speechless. You do realize that you look an awful lot like the prom queen.”

      “You look an awful lot like the king.”

      He tips his head, amused. “It’s a good thing we’re going together then.”

      “Let’s get out of here, Logan. Let’s take back the night.” My life—our happily ever after, while trying to forget the version of Gage we still love.

      I kiss the boys, thank my sisters for keeping an eye on them, and Logan and I take off to where it all began—West Paragon High.
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      Paragon is chilled to the bone, the fog wafting in and out in waves, but you can still make out Cerberus loud and proud on the side of the boys’ gym. There’s a backlight on him and you can see the ferocity of each of his wicked heads. Whoever thought it a good idea to gift a three-headed dog as the mascot of West must have been wicked themselves. I’m betting it was a Count.

      Logan and I park in the overflow near the forest that butts up to the school. He helps me out of the Mustang like a perfect gentleman—that and the fact I needed a good yank to excavate all this tulle I’ve sandwiched into the vehicle. I fall into his arms and a laugh bubbles from me for a second. His serious gaze is pinned on mine, and with the moon glowing like a spotlight over us, his eyes look illuminated like burning embers that refuse to let their fire die out its magic. That’s Logan Oliver in a nutshell. Magic.

      An owl calls out from deep in the forest and we both glance that way. Those dark unknowable woods illuminated with a lavender mist sends a chill running up my spine.

      “It’s like we’ve traveled back in time—and not on purpose,” I say. “It’s as if we’re back at West all those years ago. Any minute now, a clown Fem is going to rush out from between those haunted evergreens and bear its yellow fangs at us.”

      “The good old days.” Logan doesn’t quantify it with a laugh. “And now it’s Gage who’s far more frightening than any clown with knife-sharp teeth. His soul is discolored, and his fangs really know how to go for the jugular.”

      “But thank God for Ezrina. Thank God for Cooper Flanders’ brilliant mind. We’re taking back what’s ours, Logan.” I reach up and give the stubble on his cheek a quick scratch. “And I’m taking back what’s mine.” My breath plumes between us as I say it. “It’s time for me to move on. And tonight, I’m celebrating it like a victory.”

      That side-lying dimple I gifted him way back when digs in deep and it makes me a touch sad as much as it does magnify his comely features.

      “Skyla, I need you to know that in moving on, with whatever happens between us, I don’t want to hate Gage. If anything, I think we should come from a place of pity.” Tears glint in his eyes, making them look holographic in nature. “We should remember who he really is at his core, who he was, and understand that he’s sick, he’s insane.” He presses out a sorrowful smile. “I don’t want to tell you what to feel. That’s not where I’m headed. But in all fairness, I need you to know that I feel compassion for him, sympathy. I still care very deeply about him.” He bows his head for a moment and takes a deep breath. “And I understand if that puts you off about me, about us.”

      “It doesn’t.” I lean in until I catch his gaze. “In fact, I feel the exact same way. I’m not angry that you don’t hate him. I don’t hate who he was, who he might still be at the core. Although, at the moment, he’s lost without reason. And I thank you for making your position known.”

      He shakes his head, his lips curving toward the moon. “To be clear, I stand with you—with our people. You come before Gage in every sense of the word. You are my heart, you are my soul, you are my home, Skyla. I just didn’t want there to be any surprises. No more secrets. We’re done with those forever.”

      I squint over at him, my chest falling to his. “Are you sure about that, Oliver?”

      “I’m sure.” His tongue edges over his lower lip as if he were readying to indulge in a meal he’s been craving for a very long time. “We’d better get in there before I’m incapacitated to walk.”

      A warm laugh bubbles from me. “Sorry not sorry?” I shrug as we stagger our way toward the gym where a giant banner reads Welcome West Paragon High Alumni to the Comeback Prom!

      I think on it a moment. “Do you realize that I don’t recall one major dance ever being held in the gym? Certainly not a prom. But then, this way, all the money they collect goes straight to the smart board fund. I’d hate to see this place held back in scholastic times.” I wrap my arms around Logan as we make our way to the boxy building bursting with lavender light and music so loud it vibrates the ground beneath our feet. “Our kids will be at West one day.” I catch myself and hold my breath at the malfeasance I just let fly. How dare I toy with Logan’s heart and promise him children. I meant the boys, but I’m too ashamed to admit it.

      His fingers squeeze mine.

      I hear you. He tucks a quick kiss to my forehead and my cheeks burn with fire.

      “Come here.” I pull him into the shadow of an evergreen as couples in formal attire stream into the building. I scour his features for a hint of grief, but I can’t seem to detect it and I’m glad. “You know I love you, Logan. My head—it’s exploded with everything that’s happened these last few months. And my heart feels as if it’s waiting to beat again, as if it’s holding its breath, afraid to join the land of the living.” I glance back at those dark foreboding woods. “But tonight is different. Tonight I live. I’ve been determined from the beginning to take back what belongs to our people, and tonight I take back everything else as well, including my fearful heart.”

      “That’s what I want to hear.” Logan wraps his arms around me tightly, a death grip of a bear hug before he relents.

      “Well, look what we have here!” a female voice chirps and we turn to find Chloe and Gage headed this way, her hand leashed to his, his body dragging a foot behind her. “I think we’ve found a couple of lovebirds.” Her dark eyes glitter like cesspools.

      I glance to Gage to find his face set in a scowl, the shadows fall over his features, and it looks as if he’s twisting with anger, with pain, with an agony too dark and scary to ever comprehend.

      Logan grunts, “I’d say the same, but I don’t believe what the two of you share even comes close to love. I don’t think either of you understands the word.”

      Gage pumps out a quiet laugh. “I understand the word far more than you will ever know. In fact, I’d go out on a limb and say that I understand intimately how deep it runs, how dangerous it can be, how unstable it can make you feel. I understand how it feels to drown in it, to plunge yourself into a hellish pit all in the name of love.” He wraps an arm around Chloe and glares at the gym.

      A dark laugh rumbles in my chest, and he shoots an incredulous look my way.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “It’s just, you have to admit that it’s funny. I mean, clearly Chloe’s vagina is the hellish pit you plunged yourself into for love.” Both Chloe and Gage gawk my way as if I let the ultimate insult fly. “Wow, I had no idea Chloe’s ass was a hard line I was never to cross.”

      Chloe gags as she struggles to get a proper rebuttal out of her throat. “Gage would never liken any part of my body to a hellish pit, Skyla. Clearly, he was talking about what he has to endure for the boys because you’ve made his life a damn nightmare. You’re the ultimate, bitter psycho bitch who doesn’t understand how to grow up and be a mature adult when someone decides that they’ve outgrown you, that they realize what a mistake it was to be with you to begin with. It was all about winning with Gage and some stupid rivalry he had with Logan. He couldn’t see the lines. They blurred under his innate desire to be the leader, because he is a leader. And once he discovered the real reason he was stuck with you, he decided to man up and leave.” She pulls him in close with one caustic move. “He looked deep in his heart and decided life was too short not to be with the one he truly loved.”

      Now it’s me choking up a river of responses. “I don’t even know where to begin, Chloe.”

      Logan tries to pull me toward the gym, but I resist. “Skyla, don’t,” he pleads lower than a whisper.

      But Gage tips his head back as if to say bring it, and I will.

      “Chloe”—I pause to catch my breath—“Gage Oliver’s love for me was genuine. It was more of a reality than your mere existence. And you’re wrong. Gage didn’t wake up one day and discover his life was short, nor that his life was over. Clearly, there are a few kinks in the resurrection armor that need to be ironed out before there is a mass revival because things have gone very wrong with his gray matter.” I shift my gaze to Gage and glower at him. “Is that a line you’ve fed her? That I was some prize to be won between Logan and you?” My heart beats so fast, the sound of the blood rushing through my ears is deafening. “A competition you had to win?” A wicked laugh brews in my chest and it frightens me. I take a bold step in close to Gage, closer than I’ve been in months, and every cell in my body catches fire from the mere proximity. It feels unsafe, dangerous, like a hellish pit I might fall into. “I have news for you, Gage Oliver”—I can feel it coming, the urge to go for the jugular, for his low hanging fruit, and it far outweighs any desire I might have to take the high road—“you were never in the lead. You were second best.” My voice shakes as I say it and Logan barks my name from behind like a reprimand. “It was never you I was drawn to. It was Logan. The only reason I tolerated you was to keep the Counts at bay and protect my relationship with the one my heart truly belonged to.” His features smooth out, his eyes widen a notch, glowing in the night. Chloe’s jaw unhinges, but I press on. “There was no competition. I married Logan first because that’s where my heart was. The only reason I even considered you was because he was dead. My first choice was gone. Eliminated. So you see, not only was I second choice to you as evidenced by the fact you so boldly righted your destiny with Chloe, but you were my second choice as well. Clearly, I should have gone with Marshall or Ellis to pass the time. FYI, Marshall is much better in bed. I’m sure Chloe knows this herself. There was a reason I wandered into his arms each night once I fell asleep. I needed a real man to finish what you started.”

      A circle of gasps surrounds us. A crowd has amassed, but I don’t dare take my eyes off his. I want to see the hurt in his eyes, see the rage brewing beneath the surface, but there’s nothing hiding behind those empty blue flames. Gage himself has become the unknowable hellish pit.

      “Let’s get inside.” Logan wraps an arm around me like a vice and Chloe steps in our path before we can make a single move.

      “How dare you insult my husband that way.” Her entire being seethes with anger. “Gage gave you everything. And thank God he woke up and realized what a good-for-nothing, lazy bitch you really are. Thank God his eyes were opened to the fact that he was doing nothing but wasting time with you, spinning his wheels with a woman he didn’t really want in the first place. I’m so very glad you spoke up tonight.” A dark chortle escapes her. “I’m so glad everyone is here to listen to your madness. Thank you for making it evident that I was right about you all along. You are a user. You never loved Gage. You wish he had stayed dead. You hate him as much as you hate me, and now you want both of us off the planet. Well, guess what, buttercup? It’s not happening. Welcome to reality, Skyla. The world does not revolve around you. Gage and I have found our way home. We have each other, our family is growing, and we are living the dream. Do you know what he told me in bed after he finished making love to me the other night? He said I’m so glad that hell on earth with Skyla is over and now I’m in heaven with you.” She pulls his arms around her like a seatbelt and bleeds a wicked smile.

      I look up at Gage, his lids are lowered, his expression set to stone. He’s either bruised and battered or expending pure hatred for me right now. I can’t read him anymore. I’ll go with hatred.

      “I’ve spent months wondering what you saw in her.” I shake my head. “And now it’s obvious she is indeed the right one for you.”

      I head into the gym, my head pounding and my heart malfunctioning with every other beat. Purple and green lights flash in an alternating manner, ready and willing to give every alumnus here a seizure. The music is so loud it pulsates through me in thick, heavy vibrations.

      Logan spins me into him and that pained look in his eyes says it all. “Not what you had planned, I’m guessing. But I certainly don’t blame you. Next time, just give me a heads-up and I’ll drown them both in a well and spare you the trouble of lying through your teeth.”

      A wry smile comes and goes. “You can’t kill Gage.”

      “I’ll find a way to keep him under. I’m going to run back and do some damage control. You might have cracked the armor, and, who knows, his head might explode like a piñata. I don’t think we want to see what’s on the inside.”

      “Do what you need to.”

      Logan takes off and I spot a heavy crowd of women clustered around a tall, handsome as hell Sector, so I make a beeline over. Marshall is in the thick of the dance floor and I pluck him from his harem without giving it a second thought. Those intense vibratronic waves move through me like a deadly current of orgasmic proportions and yet, my body refuses to take it to completion and it only frustrates me all that much more.

      “Have you ever thought about turning down the testosterone?” I can’t seem to quantify it with a smile, and God knows I don’t really mean it. In this sexual desert I’ve found myself trapped in, my dirty dreams are the only thing offering me an iota of relief these days.

      Marshall gives my hand a squeeze, assuring me he’s heard it all. “My dear, my love—though I am loath to do this, might I suggest a flesh-on-flesh tryst that takes place in the waking hours?”

      “God yes!” I practically scream above the music. “You don’t know how much I appreciate this, Marshall. I have had one mean itch and no one to scratch it with. I mean, I could have Logan scratch it, but that would take us straight to the deep end. With you at least I can fool myself into believing there are no strings, but with him it would be a net that neither of us could ever get out of. And, honestly, I was just the world’s biggest witch to the dynamic dipshit duo outside—pardon my French—but I think even that can be traced back to my lack of sexual healing.” I cock my head toward the mouth of the exit. “On second thought, it was completely justified and they totally deserved it.” A dark corridor that leads to the boys’ locker room catches my eye. “So where do you want to do it? I vote for right in front of Gage Oliver’s old locker. That will be the ultimate FU while I’m getting the ultimate FU in the process.” I give a flirty smile, rather proud of my euphemism.

      But Marshall’s features harden, and I’m hoping other parts are hardening as well, because I couldn’t think of a better way to escape this West Paragon, Chloe-Gage hell I’ve locked myself into.

      “Skyla,” he roars it out like a reprimand. “I can hear your every thought.”

      “And I hate it,” I hiss. “Look, Marshall. I’m going to cut to the chase. I have unleashed all of my good senses outside of that gym tonight. I have stepped far outside of sanity’s bounds and I want what I want.” I pull him in by the tie. “And what I want is a nasty, bumpy, all-out aggressive ride on the Sector Express. I want you to knock my head so hard into that locker that I leave an impression in it. I want to see stars. I want to pass out from the ecstasy and the agony of it all. I want blood, sweat, and tears. And I secretly want someone to film the entire thing and upload it to YouTube. I want to go freaking viral. I want the staff and the student body, past and present, to say, Holy shit, we knew it. She’s been screwing him this entire time. And then I want every man and woman who ogles that dirty sex tape to note the size and girth of that vulgar cucumber you’re harboring in your pants—and I want Gage Oliver to cry a river of tears because your baseball bat truly is bigger than his.” At least it is in my dirty, dirty dreams.

      And then reality sets in like an unwelcomed slap in the face.

      Okay, so all of that might have been the second series of lies I’ve sputtered tonight because I really am ready to step into my time with Logan, but my hormones, my rage, and my insanity have all gotten the best of me tonight. Just seeing Gage with Chloe makes me jumpy and unpredictable.

      Marshall lifts a brow, amused by my tirade before, removing his tie from my death grip and offering me a platonic pat to the hand.

      “The time has come,” he pushes the words out with a sigh.

      “Oh, thank God.” My entire body sags with relief. “I thought you’d shoot me down. We totally don’t have to do that whole locker room revenge thing. A quickie in the woods will do just fine.” My God, it’s as if I don’t have any say over what comes out of my mouth anymore. And like with all things lately, I blame Gage.

      “Ms. Messenger, get ahold of yourself.”

      “I can’t! The music, the lights, the assholes from West. It feels as if I fell into the portal of some psychedelic nightmare.”

      Marshall grabs me by the shoulders and gives me a gentle shake, his crimson eyes latching onto mine. “Listen to me. I’m only going to say this once.”

      My entire body thumps in rhythm to those vibratronics and, my God, if his aggressive shake, rattle, and roll routine isn’t making my desire to get laid climb even higher. Just one hostile word from him and I might just climax right here on the dance floor.

      “Talk dirty to me, Marshall,” I pant.

      And just like that, the vibratronics start to fizzle.

      “Oh, no, no, no! What are you doing?”

      “I’ve turned down the volume as you suggested.”

      “Not with me! Turn it up! This is a direct order from your superior!” Am I Marshall’s superior? God, I have no idea.

      “No on both accounts,” he flatlines. The expression on his face lets me know he is not amused. “Skyla”—he expels a heavy sigh—“I don’t know what sort of exchange you had outside these walls to rattle you so thoroughly, but might I suggest you grow a thick skin—crocodile skin. If Ms. Bishop and Jock Strap could achieve this on a regular basis, you are going to come undone. You are a queen among peasants. Do not let the outcasts destroy you. Pick yourself up, look around at what you have, salvage what you can, and move on. When I suggested you alleviate your sexual desires—I didn’t mean with me.”

      “What? Really?” It comes out like a whimper.

      “Your time has come with Logan. There, I said it as plain as possible.”

      And just like that, it’s as if I’ve hit a wall going a hundred miles an hour.

      Logan. And here tonight was about taking back my life, returning to the beginning. I shake my head at how impossibly far off track I flew after one brief exchange with a couple of devils. Although, in my defense, it was the most brutal exchange thus far.

      “Logan and I aren’t there yet. Are we?” I ask the question mostly to myself. “I mean, I am in love with him. I guess that means I really am diving back into Oliver waters. Only this time there won’t be a Bishop shark waiting to devour me. My God, I hope not. Logan has always been true north. My heart is already there.” But every word I shouted to Gage and Chloe was a lie. Gage was never second best. I was trying to wound without a weapon. It looks as if the shrapnel hit me as well. “I apologize, Marshall. And you’re right. As a leader, I need a thicker skin. Chloe and Gage are going to try to rattle me at every turn. I need to compartmentalize, live my life in such a way that they become something less than white noise.” I pull him in gently and look into those fiery eyes. “It was childish of me to want to have revenge sex with you. And I certainly will have no such thing with Logan.”

      “No, you won’t.” He brushes the hair from my eyes. “What you’ll share with him is something true, and right, and pure. I’m afraid the human side of you longs to tie a nice neat bow on your relationship with Jock Strap. Spoiler alert as you might say—that won’t happen.”

      My heart sinks, but a part of me knew that. “So he doesn’t come to his senses?” I’m hoping and praying that Marshall is up for giving me another one of those spoiler alerts.

      “I don’t know.” He offers a mournful smile. “What I am certain of is that you may cherish the past, but don’t idolize it to the point it ruins your future. And you have one. First with Logan.”

      “And then with you.” I swallow hard. “I don’t like death or separation. And is Logan going to lose his mind, slaughter my people, and leave me for Chloe one day in the future? I’ll be honest, the prospect terrifies me. If you’re at all privy to that tidbit, I beg of you to confess it right here, right now.” Ironically, those are Logan’s famous words.

      Marshall glances past me and nods as if he were listening to someone. “I can assure you with complete authority, Ms. Bishop’s dance card has been filled.”

      “Well, at least there’s that.” The music shifts to something slower and I wrap my arms around him as we sway to the rhythm. “I guess this is the end of the line for you and me.” I shrug.

      “You don’t listen well.”

      I give a slight nod. “I listened.” A cleansing breath expires from me. “Okay. I accept everything you’ve said. Thick skin, check. Although, just between you and me, it felt amazing to get out all that hostile aggression even if it was purely childish and hateful. But moving on, today is ironically the day I’ve chosen to take back my life, pull back the curtain of time, and meet myself at the destiny point I was at the second I stepped off the ferry for the very first time—only questionably wiser and seasoned by life. I’m the leader I’ve always wanted to be, Marshall. And as far as Logan goes, I’m willing to start anew with him, but for some reason I thought we’d move at a glacial pace. However, now that you’ve mentioned it, diving in fast and furious with my favorite Oliver seems like a much better proposition. And I will throw out the proposition.” I give a flirtatious wink and he winces.

      “Yes, well, destiny is calling. I’m glad you’re answering the proverbial phone. Know this, you are now well capable of accomplishing the task at hand, and no, I am not talking about that incessant itch you have.” He leans in. “Do realize that the itch at hand was biologically programmed within you. There is a Caelestis in heaven who gets something out of the deal as well.”

      I roll my eyes to the ceiling. “I should have figured as much. Why do I even bother thinking things through? If I operate on instinct, I can rest assured that her will wins out in spades.”

      “True, but I prefer your acumen to win out over sheer instinct. And it’s time for both to work in concert. Take back that seat of authority, Skyla. Knock the paper crown right off of Jock Strap’s head.” He nods to someone behind me. “Melody Winters just strode in with Marlena.” He shakes his head, incredulous. “She’s become obsessed with gaining a body in this time and space. Ms. Graham—Ms. Winter’s true soul had filled Marlena’s poor heart with such hope. If there is a lesson to be learned, it is that life is fleeting and every moment should be savored.”

      I glance back and scowl at the OG version of Chloe. “Life is truly a prize. If it were not, the Savior would not have died to give it to us in spades. Too bad some people aren’t patient enough to sit it out until the last day. Typical Bishop always wanting what was never really meant for them.”

      Marshall and I continue to glare at the two whorish throwbacks.

      I didn’t buy a thing Chloe was slinging my way out there. But I sure didn’t hesitate slinging my own load of bull right back at her.

      I wonder what Gage made of it? The old Gage genuinely loved me. I will never doubt that. But perhaps this new unimproved version really does believe I was just a prize to be fought over with Logan? And if he believes that, then I pray he believes he was second best, if even that, in my life.

      Ironic that on the night I vowed to take back my life it falls to shit spectacularly. But in yet another irony that entire exchange made me feel better.

      A thought comes to me.

      “You know, years ago I stole some cutlery from you and I believe I had my arm hacked off.” I bat my lashes up at the psychotic Sector. “Of course, you had Ezrina do the privilege. I suspect that kept your hands clean to a certain extent.”

      “Not at all. Ezrina begged for the opportunity. And what a prized memory.” His chest thumps with a silent laugh and I can’t help but glare at him.

      “You chopped my arm off—let’s not get too jolly about it.” I shudder at the memory. “Need I remind you that it is, in fact, how I ended up with Chloe’s arm stitched to my body, and it’s also the crazy train that eventually brought the Bastardized Bishop back to life?” I shudder even harder than I did just a moment ago. “Anyhow, my point being, I do believe a certain wicked witch stole an antique bed warmer from either you or Ezrina, and honestly, I don’t really care about the incidentals as much as I do the incident. I’m not sure why you’re so slow to pull the trigger on the limb chopping retribution, but I say let the good times roll. As your fearless leader, I command you to initiate all the holy terror you can muster. So what’s it going to be?” I give his arm a quick squeeze and nary a vibratronic is juiced from this wall of muscles. “An arm and a leg? I say a double amputation is the only way to go. Think about it. A bed warmer is much bigger than a couple of forks and knives. Don’t you agree? Per stolen ounce her punishment demands to be that much more severe.”

      His lips purse as he looks her way and my stomach explodes in a ball of acid when I note the two of them are dancing. How dare Gage turn his life into a demonic public spectacle. Who would have thought I would have preferred Gage Oliver dead and in the grave, awaiting his second skin patiently with the rest of the great majority?

      “She’s with child.” He groans as if he weren’t impressed with their breeding practices either. “Bleeding out would put her into shock and she would inevitably lose the baby. And before a spark of excitement ignites within you—no, I shan’t be responsible for the taking of that life.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “You said that life. So I guess you’re not opposed to taking Chloe’s. You’ll have to remove the supernatural protective hedge my mother has doled out. But my God, if you brought me Chloe Bishop’s head on a platter, I would reward you dearly.” I run my tongue over my lips in order to sweeten the prize. Honestly, even if I were in full Logan mode by then, I think even he would give me a pass to make all of Marshall’s naked Celestra dreams come true. Hell, he would cheer us on. Okay, so maybe not, but I’m practically jumping out of my skin with glee just thinking of a dead Bishop.

      Marshall’s lids lower as he looks to someone near the entrance. “We shall see about those things, Ms. Messenger. You are correct in noting that retribution is long past due. As you are regarding the protective hedge. But for now we have an abundance of heads to decapitate in order to land both you and me back in our proper heavenly positions. If you’ll excuse me, I see Rina and Heathcliff.” He bows down and looks directly into my eyes as if he were examining them. “Find the Pretty One. Do what you must. It is, I’m afraid, a vital part of the plan. I’m thankful, however, that your heart is where it needs to be. I adore you far more than I thought I would and your happiness is paramount to me.” He takes off and I’m left choking in his wake.

      “What do you mean you adore me far more than you thought you would?” I call out after him, but the sound of my voice is drowned out by the music.

      Now that’s a backward compliment if ever there was one. It implies that at one point in time Marshall was pretty meh about the whole him and me combo. It’s almost as if I were a means to an end. And don’t I know it in no uncertain terms. I’m about to seek out the “Pretty One” as Marshall so kindly refers to Logan when a couple of familiar beauties in matching little black dresses try to scuttle on by.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” I jump in front of Mia and Melissa and they roll their eyes at the sight of me. “What are you doing here? You’re not alumni just yet, you’re seniors. And who’s watching the boys?” A thin spiral of fear rides through me at the thought of Beau Geste manning the fort. He just started pre-K and I’m betting that meets a plethora of babysitting criteria according to Drake and Bree.

      Mia leans in and her perfume smells of rich sweet tea. “Your witch-in-law stopped by and offered to stay over, so we thought we’d crash.”

      Melissa bops along to the music. “Who knew there would be so many freaking studs out tonight? Some of these old goats don’t look so bad. I bet they’re up for a good time with no strings and we could get some real action.”

      I gasp. “Trust me, honey. It’s the lighting. And no action for the two of you. Mia, you’re still married. And Melissa, you’ll probably want to finish out your last year at West STD free. You should be home plotting your senior prank or designing your real prom gowns, not trolling for old West discards that have nothing better to do on a Friday night than hang out with Cerberus. Have I mentioned the communicable diseases?”

      Mia huffs, “I won’t be married for long. Is Rev here?”

      “Ah, so the truth comes out. You’re hoping to have a hot hookup with Paragon’s official bad boy. I think you should hold off on that. And I’m not even sure if he went to—”

      “Rev!” Mia screams before launching herself like a missile at a tall, dark, and well-dressed might I add, sanitized version of what was once Paragon’s biggest menace. I spot Carson Armistead coming right for them and I’m sure a war is about to break out. But a crowd moves between us and I miss the show.

      “And there’s that.” I frown over at Melissa. “Let me guess. You’ll be attaching yourself to Gabe Armistead.” I don’t need a road map to connect the coital dots. Melissa has wanted Gabe for herself for as long as Mia has. Might as well get the next teen wedding out of the way.

      She makes a face. “He’s been calling, but I thought I’d make him work for it. I mean, he did choose Mia over me. That means I’m second best, right? I heard that whole speech outside. You really handed Gage Oliver his balls. You might as well have given them to Bullet to chew up and shit out of his rear. It was that ugly.”

      Now it’s me making the face. Bullet, aka D-O-G, is the giant pit bull mix that Mia and Rev share custody of. I’m sure once Bullet gets wind of their reunion, he’ll be thrilled that he’s no longer the product of a broken home—that is, if Mia can break the hold Carson Armistead now has on Rev.

      “I’m sorry you heard that.” I glance past her and spot Chloe pawing all over Gage. Her fingers are knotted up in the back of his hair the way mine used to be and my hands actually hurt because they still crave the feel of his slick locks. “Just between you and me, not a word of it was true.” Tears come to my eyes and I’m quick to blink them away. “If Gabe cares about you even half as much as I loved Gage, then you are a very lucky girl.” That didn’t come out quite the way I wanted it to, but she gets the point.

      Melissa pulls the hem down on her skirt before fiddling with her purse. “I’m really glad to hear that. I was about to dump some love potion I swiped from Dominique and spike his beer with it later, but in all honesty, I’d like to see how this all plays out in the natural. But for you, my dear older, somewhat wiser sister”—she produces a small plastic bag of what looks to be white powder and shoves it into my hand before curling my fingers over it discreetly—“sprinkle this on Chloe’s Wheaties and that witch who’s been haunting you ever since we set foot on this island will be no more.” Her serious dark eyes bear hard into mine. “I won’t tell, Skyla. This will be our deadly little secret.” She gives a sly wink before disappearing into the crowd.

      I glance down at the bag full of poison, I presume, and my blood runs cold. How easy it would be to tamper with Chloe’s food. How wonderful it would be to remove her from the planet indefinitely.

      The bag feels slippery in my hand, uncertain of whether or not it even wants to be there as I tuck it into the boxy black metallic purse Bree gifted me for Christmas. I know for a fact if my mother wants Chloe around, that bag won’t do me an ounce of good. Of course, I could remove Chloe from the planet indefinitely myself. I do hold the power. But I like the idea of being the bigger person, the one that makes this sin ride over Gage Oliver’s back for choosing her day in and day out. Besides, how I would loathe Gage threatening to take the boys from me unless I return his favorite hostage, the way he demanded I keep Holden away from Chloe. It’s bad enough I have to witness Gage and Chloe together, but hearing him all but profess his love via his acts of perceived kindness toward her guts me all the more.

      Shakespeare said hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, and I’ve yet to unleash any great fury. The only thing I want and need is my people safe. Screw Gage and Chloe and their outlandishly foolish love. I’m wearing my crocodile skin as Marshall suggested. I’m going to save my people from the Barricade and screw Logan Oliver’s brains out. And those are the only two things on my agenda tonight.

      I take off to find the fair-haired Oliver and stop cold when I see a sight that actually has the power to frighten me a bit more than Chloe and Gage intertwined on the dance floor.

      “Holy shit.” I speed over and snatch the blonde bombshell with her red glittering gown away from a group of men I have never seen in my life. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I hiss as I speed us all the way to the dark corridor that leads to a small makeshift kitchen in the back that they open up as a concession stand during basketball games.

      This identical version of me giggles, her eyes sparkle like luminescent stars, and then it hits me.

      I gasp. “You’re not Candace.” My heart thumps erratically. “You’re Rory.” For the life of me I didn’t think I’d see her in the wild sporting my face in a crowd where I am actively participating. “Oh crap. Please tell me you’re not running around this island pretending to be me.”

      “Heavens no.” Her eyes widen and her lips pull back in the exact manner mine do when I’m lying.

      “What are you doing here? Are you aware that haunted horse of yours has been in Marshall’s corral for the last three months?” Has it been three months? It was on Gage and Chloe’s fated wedding night, the first one, that Logan and I stumbled upon the beast roaming free.

      “I’m not looking for him. Let Mother deal with Shaddai.” She glances past me.

      “Then what are you looking for? Or more to the obvious point, who?”

      “You.” Her eyes glitter as they examine my features. “How are things going on the Faction front?”

      “Ezrina’s been working on regenerating the Spectators and it isn’t going well, but it’s not going horribly either. And as far as hiding the markers goes, she’s still in the cell stages.”

      She shakes her head with frustration. “She needs people to participate in the trials. Speak to the Factions. Someone will volunteer. There is always one who will see the greater good and be willing to offer themselves up as a sacrifice.”

      “No, I don’t want anyone to do that. If I’ve had anything pounded into my head, it’s the fact death is all too real, all too permanent, all too painful.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir.” She makes a face as she looks to the crowd once again. “My God, he’s still with her. I’m no expert on human socialization, but I think he’s showboating for you. I don’t think this is real.”

      I glance back and spot Chloe caging Gage in with her death grip.

      “See that baby bump? That’s about as real as it gets. He’s either in over his head or he’s in heaven. And judging by the riff we had outside, it’s the latter of the two.”

      A husky laugh growls through her. “He’s not over you by a long shot, Skyla. That boy wishes it were you in his bed and not Chloe.”

      “We’re over, Rory. I’ve been such a mess. I actually all but begged poor Marshall to take me behind the proverbial shed and have me. But it’s Logan who I really want. I guess deep down I’m terrified of losing him, too. I can’t keep taking my heart back to some desolate place filled with false hope. I need to—”

      “Focus on our people. Trust me when I say this. I’m doing the same. But it doesn’t mean that I can’t detest the beast for dual reasons.”

      “And they would be?” I’m a bit amused at the thought of my sister detesting Gage for any reason.

      Her eyes flash to mine, a jag of lightning going off in each one. “For what he did to our people and for what he did to you.”

      “It looks as if we’re on the same page, after all. What can you do to help me, though? Is there some way you can assist Ezrina with the markers?”

      Her lips purse as she looks back out to the devilish duo. “I don’t think so, but I have a feeling I can garner you a brand new ally who might just be as fighting mad as you are to get even with that monster. It will take some time, though. Take my word for it. My plan is a good one.” She takes off and I try to catch her, but she dissolves into the crowd.

      What in the hell was she talking about? What ally? Why would it take time? And why on earth does she feel the need to get them on our side?

      Every ounce of me says that I need to report Rory to the proper authority and that proper authority would be our mother. But another part of me realizes that my mother can’t be trusted. What if Rory’s plan is the ace I need? What could it hurt to let it play out a little while longer? Once she brings me this ally, if I don’t approve, I can nip it in the bud at that point. Otherwise, I’ll never know. And God knows I need every ace that I can get my hands on.

      The music takes a turn for the caustic, and soon the shaking bodies on the dance floor have the entire building vibrating along with them. I spot Gage trying to part with Chloe, but she’s forcing him to slow dance. Her eyes are closed. Her mind is off in some la la land where the two of them are a reality, and sadly this would be that reality.

      I hate that my every nightmare has decided to rear its ugly head all at the same time. I would much rather be eaten alive by a clown Fem. And sadly, my fear of clowns has made a reprisal since Gage left. He took my heart and exchanged it for a ball of anxiety. I never thought that I could hate anyone more than I hate Chloe, but I hate the new Gage.

      A hand clasps onto my wrist and spins me around, and soon enough I’m face to face with Ellis. His eyes look clear, his expression somber, and as much as I hate to admit it, the sober version of him always worries me a bit more than the stoned version.

      “I spoke to Ezrina,” he grunts it out with anger. “I’m in. I’m the one who she’s to run experiments on. I’m volunteering. She can’t use the Spectators.” He takes a deep breath.

      “Why not?” No sooner do I push the words out than a pin pricks my proverbial balloon. “They’ll take us to court.” I shake my head. “Of course. Wes will squeeze the Videns until we’re standing in front of the Justice Alliance. It doesn’t mean they’ll win. We’re in a war. They killed our people. We could just as easily take them to court.”

      He shakes his head. “This falls under inhumane treatment. Death is final and apparently fair. Besides, you don’t want to mess with the Spectators and their screwed-up DNA. You need to know that whatever it is you’re implanting works on clean people who haven’t morphed into monsters.”

      My eyes flit to Gage when he says that word. Rory called him a monster, and now he’s my go-to guy at the mention of the word. He was my saving grace, my angel for so long, the irony isn’t lost on me.

      “We’ll see.” I pull him in for a quick embrace as Giselle bops up, looking every bit like a glowing, gorgeous version of Emerson Kragger.

      “Hands off my man.” She winks my way.

      “He’s all yours, G. Hey, you wouldn’t have happened to see Emerson here tonight, have you?”

      She rolls her beautiful blue eyes. “Something happened with Lexy and Michelle. She was standing there when the two of them went at it and broke it up.”

      “A fight?” Lex and Michelle haven’t gotten physical since they tried to duke it out over Logan. “Is Liam there?” My heart lurches in my throat. If they’re not fighting for Logan—God, how I hope they’re not fighting for Liam. Liam and Michelle are married, for Pete’s sake.

      Giselle and Ellis exchange a look.

      “What is it?” I snap without meaning to. “If you’re holding something back from me, things won’t end well for you.” I can feel my adrenaline kicking in.

      Ellis moans, “Michelle and Liam got into it. Apparently, Lex put the moves on Liam, or at least Michelle thinks so. Dude, I do not want to know what’s going on. As long as I’m with my girl, that’s all I care about.”

      It warms me to hear Ellis talking about Giselle that way.

      “And that’s exactly why I’m going to keep you out of harm’s way.” I give his facial scruff a quick scratch and dart into the crowd before he can protest. I nearly run right into Gage and Chloe lumbering awkwardly on the dance floor before I make a hard left and head straight for my intended targets, Ezrina and Nev.

      “How’s it going?” I can’t help but note Ezrina has not only tamed her mane, but she’s donned a sparkling black gown for the evening. Heathcliff looks dashing per usual. “I hear testing on the Spectators is a no-go.”

      Nev scowls. “It’s a gray area, my love. I’m afraid we should err on the side of caution. But we’ve managed to find other subjects.”

      Ezrina nods. “Tests are encouraging.”

      “What other subjects?” My heart makes a hard leap right into my throat.

      Ezrina’s dead eyes look to mine. “Rabbits, squirrel, two raccoons, and five pigs.”

      “What? I thought we discussed this already. No animal testing. Absolutely not.”

      “Not to worry.” Ezrina bleeds a slow smile that never quite takes off. “All done with animal testing.”

      “Oh, thank God.”

      “Moving on to humans.”

      “No, no, no!” My body enlivens with horror. “We’re not ready. I can’t have this. There will be no human sacrifices until you’re sure it won’t be fatal.”

      “Skyla,” Nev pleads with his tone. “I’m afraid we’re at that stage. But not to worry, we already have three.”

      “Who?” Logan runs through my mind, and if he’s done this I’ll forbid it.

      “Cooper.” Ezrina’s stony features remain unchanged. “Brody and Ellis.”

      Nev lifts a finger. “The three musketeers.”

      “They’re far too kind, but I’ll have to decline. We’ll find another way. The three of them have far too much to live for, and they are far too young and valuable to the organization for us to lose them.” My words sink down like a bitter pill. “Look, everyone is far too valuable. I’m not putting one life above another simply because of their ages and stages in life. Ezrina, this is one trigger I’m going to be very slow to pull. Only when you are certain that death will not be a consequence can we proceed.”

      I try to take off, but Ezrina steps in my path. “Others will perish the longer we wait.”

      “Ezrina.” I close my eyes, exasperated with the idea. “I’m paralyzed with fear. I don’t want to see any unnecessary casualties.”

      She reaches for my hand, a move that defies everything I know about Ezrina, considering she’s the one that removed the hand that was originally on my left to begin with.

      “Skyla”—she gravels out my name—“some might argue these casualties might be necessary.”

      “I won’t be one of them.” It comes out softly as if I were acquiescing. “Please, don’t make a move without me.”

      “As for now there is no need. The pigs are doing well, and Alice has taken a liking to them. I’ll be moving them to Sector Marshall’s estate if you care to bring the boys over.”

      “That sounds nice.” I glance over to Ellis and Giselle and spot Gage and Chloe with them as well. Ellis looks as if he’s on the defense, while Chloe and Giselle prattle on about something. You really need to screw up royally to have Ellis pissed at you. The only people still talking to Gage are Logan and Coop. Speaking of which. “Have either of you seen Logan?”

      “Yes.” Nev straightens as he cranes his neck into the crowd. “Last I saw, he was with his brother, Liam. It appeared to be a rather heated conversation.”

      “It’s nice to know his night is as colorful as mine.” Siblings. “I’d better go look for him. And by the way, Marshall was looking for the two of you.”

      “Indeed he found us.” Ezrina’s eyes sharpen over mine. “He gave me orders to defy you in the event you decided to stand in the way of human trials.” She gives an impish grin and I choke in response to it.

      “No human trials. I am usurping his authority. Do not touch the so-called three musketeers. If those pigs live to see spring, we’ll talk then.” I stride off, angry and bitter. “How dare he,” I mutter under my breath. And after that whole spiel he fed me about taking the reins. I’ll take the reins right out of his supernatural hands. Doesn’t he realize how very precious life is?

      I lose myself in the crowd a moment. Bodies swirl around me in a dizzying blur. Those dismal scenes Marshall showed Logan and me burn through my mind like a branding iron. Marshall wanted to show me what would happen with inactivity, with complacency, with me doing nothing. Oh hell. He’s right. Human trials must begin and they must work. But if they don’t…

      I can’t even bring myself to finish the sentence.

      A pair of arms pulls me from the thick of the crowd as the music grows louder and faster, and as quick as a breath I’m right back in that dark corridor once again, only it’s not Rory’s eyes I’m looking into. These glowing ocean deep eyes belong to Gage Oliver.

      There are moments in life where you feel pulled from reality, as if you were transported to another realm entirely. But this isn’t some out-of-body experience where I feel as if I’m watching the entire event unfold from the ceiling. This feels lucid, a saline moment that I’m experiencing with every last cell in my body on high alert.

      His left hand is still tucked in the small of my back, his right cups my cheek, his thumb brushing it softly.

      I can hear Marshall, thick skin—and like a reflex, I jerk him away with a violent thrust.

      “You don’t get to touch me whenever you wish.” My chest is pulsating, my anger boiling. But deep down, I want the moment to defuse, for Gage and me to hobble back to the way we were. As much as I hate that desperate part of me, I think I need it. One strand of hope that Gage is still alive behind those stormy eyes.

      His lips pull back and a look of regret takes over his features before he hardens again as easy as putting on a mask.

      He swallows hard, his Adam’s apple rises and falls, and he nods as if he were having a conversation with himself, talking himself into something. Something good perhaps. There goes my wishful thinking.

      “Don’t talk to my wife that way again.” Gage scours his eyes over mine as if expecting some kind of a caustic response.

      “Is that why you dragged me here like some caveman?” I shake my head just barely. “I don’t think so, Gage.” My voice is lower than a whisper. A part of me fears I might be wrong. “You heard Logan. He’s the go-between. You don’t get to pull me from a crowd. You don’t get to caress my cheek. You don’t get to speak to me directly anymore unless the boys require immediate attention. You may text me concerning the boys—but again only if there is something you deem requires my immediate attention. Other than that, it’s Logan.”

      “So you’re together with him now?”  He glances past my shoulder, and in a strange way it was as if he were talking to himself.

      “What do you care if I’m with Logan, Marshall, Ellis, and I’m screwing Brody Bishop on the side? Who I choose to spend my time, my nights with is no longer any of your concern.” A husky laugh strums deep in my chest as a fireball of emotions races through my veins.

      In an odd twist of fate, it’s this moment that I feel myself taking back my power. All of the intangible parts of me, the most valuable of them all, I can feel them gliding back into my very being, stronger than ever before. A fierce possessiveness of who I am and where I am going overcomes me. In a strange way, this prehistoric snatching that Gage has pulled off has become a strange blessing.

      His eyes close a moment, an action of his I’m more than familiar with. He’s acquiescing, sorting through the evil cards he’s dealt himself and trying to make heads or tails of how in the hell he got a rotten hand.

      There are two clear paths he can take. He can say something nice—something that alludes to the fact he wishes me well and has no intention on interfering with my life more than necessary. Otherwise known as the high road. Or—he can go low, tell me to go to hell in a way that only this new version of him can.

      My heart slams against my chest, anticipating which road we’ll travel. The ball is in his court, and I am curious to see where it ends up.

      Gage hardens his gaze over mine, his lips pursed in a tight angry knot.

      “Do whatever the hell you want with your life, but I will reiterate—stay away from Chloe.” His lower lip pulls down unnaturally as if he were staving off tears. “She’s mine.” He takes off and I stand there in the dark, watching him enter the light as he speeds past a group of cackling girls—one of them the exact witch he just laid claim to.

      “Skyla?” Logan’s voice echoes around me before he appears at the mouth of the entry to this dismal hall and he blissfully blocks out all of the light for a moment.

      “I was just on my way back,” I whisper.

      He pulls me into his arms before I can take three steps. “I saw Gage racing out of here. Did he hurt you?”

      I inch back, stunned by the question in general. “No. In fact, I feel stronger for it.” My fingers find their way into the back of his hair and something warms in me. Logan presses those fiery amber eyes deep into mine and it feels as if I’ve finally made my way back home. Marshall was just another shield I tried to put over my heart. I’m dropping my defenses. Risking it all once again for this man, right here.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” His lips twitch as something just shy of a lewd smile creeps up his cheek.

      The squeal of a microphone goes off as the music cuts out. “If I can please have your attention, my name is Principal Rice and I would like to welcome each one of you back to West Paragon High!” The crowd goes wild and I can’t help but bite down a smile as I look to Logan.

      “Principal Rice? Now there’s a throwback. Why do I feel like I’m about to get into some serious trouble?”

      Logan’s brows bounce.

      Principal Rice laughs into the microphone. “I just want to thank each one of you for taking the time to come out tonight, and to let you know that through your generous donations that are still pouring in, we have raised close to twenty thousand dollars!” The crowd cheers twice as hard as before. “And since this is prom, I think it’s time we announce the king and queen. So if you’re not out on the dance floor, come on down because you will not want to miss this.”

      “You heard her.” Logan navigates us back out into the thicket of bodies and lands us in the heart of the dance floor.

      “I don’t remember being asked to vote. Do you?”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean we can’t win.”

      “Logan.” I shake my head as he wraps his arms around me tightly and a genuine laugh bubbles up my throat.

      “What?” His dimple twitches. “We’re winning.”

      “If we win, I’ll buy you dinner.”

      “When we win”—he nods my way—“I will take you up on that. But I’ll pick up the tab. I’m hungry for steak and lobster. I’m taking the tab into triple digits.”

      “In that case, I gladly defer to your credit card.”

      We share a laugh as the band starts up a drum roll.

      The room grows dark as a series of spotlights dance around Principal Rice and the drums crash to a thunderous crescendo.

      “The new king and queen of West Paragon High are”—she holds her hands up and confetti rains down from the ceiling—“all of you. Every woman a queen, every man a king. Congratulations and thank you so much for making this event such a success. Enjoy the rest of the night!”

      The spotlight bounces to the band and the drummer leans into the mic. “And now for your entertainment, we have a special guest singing just one song with us this evening. Cooper Flanders singing ‘Morning has Broken’. Have fun.”

      “Coop?” I gasp with delight as Cooper takes the makeshift stage with a guitar strapped to his chest as the music cues up.

      Coop starts in and he’s slaying it, both looking and sounding hotter than a firecracker on the Fourth of July.

      Logan pulls me close and points to our left. “Check that out.”

      I turn just in time to see Laken wriggling out of Wesley’s arms as she makes her way to the stage, swaying and swooning at her true love.

      “Boy”—I muse—“Cooper is pulling out all the stops. And that voice? Mmm, he’s got Laken in the bag.”

      Logan growls, “You’re starting to make me wish I could sing.”

      “You can dance,” I say, pressing my body close to his as we begin to sway to the melodic rhythm of Cooper Flanders’ voice.

      That sideling dimple goes off. “Only when I’m with the right person.”

      Something catches in my spirit, the scales fall off, and it’s so very obvious where my heart lies and with whom.

      “You are definitely with the right person.” I take a breath and hold it. “And so am I.” My mouth falls open with the revelation, our gaze impossible to break. A slow grin pulls at his lips, but he’s slow to give it. There are some moments you remember forever, and this for me is one of them. “I’m home, Logan. It’s been a long journey, but I’m back and not the Counts, life, death, Gage Oliver, or any other entity in the universe in the heavens will ever take me away from you again. I trust you, Logan, and that was the biggest barrier of all. But it’s broken, crumbled to dust. You have me in every way. And I know that I know you won’t hurt me.” The words come from me like a song in the night, like a poem set to music, like sacred vows pulled straight from my soul.

      Logan breaks out into a smile that slays me—the exact smile he gave the moment I met him all those years ago. “Welcome home, Skyla. I’ve been waiting for you. I wasn’t going anywhere. There has only ever been you for me. My story begins and ends with you. It always has and it always will.”

      Tears blur my vision, but I blink them away. “Kiss me, Oliver.”

      “Here?” He ticks his head to the side, teasing me with the prospect.

      “Right here, right now. This is our proclamation to each other, because at the end of the day it doesn’t matter what anyone else wants to make out of it. I’m yours. I’ve always belonged to you.”

      Logan presses his strong hands against my body as he pulls me close. He bows down, his lids hang low but are slow to close as he comes in for the kill and he does just that. Logan Oliver ends me with one touch of his beautiful lips. Logan kisses me right there on the dance floor, in the heart of West Paragon High for all to see, for me to feel, under the watchful eye of Cerberus, just the way it should have been to begin with. This much I know is true. I do love Logan. I truly do.

      Kissing Logan is like warm sunshine on my back, love from the fiery orb that I haven’t seen in years. It feels like living, like dying—like a long overdue resurrection all rolled into one. Logan’s mouth burns like a hot coal over mine, his tongue refreshing like the river that flows from the very throne of God. This kiss right here is a blessing from the Most High. Logan pours his entire life force into me and I return the favor with a steady stream of love pulsating from my heart to his. Logan Oliver is mine wholly and truly. Our destinies have collided and we are born anew. Celestra to Celestra, love that usurps the passages of time. Two souls coming together at last to please fate, to please one another. There is nothing more beautiful, more precious than to savor the taste of his mouth in mine.

      Whispers of my name, of his, surround us. They seep into my mind and I try to discern who they belong to. They go off like an unstoppable chant. Logan and I are causing a scene, we are being seen, our love for one another evident for all to witness.

      I hear Gage coming in clear like a reprimand, but it’s all in my mind, he wouldn’t dare. He’s trying to infiltrate the ranks, ruin this precious moment, and take up space in my head that he has long been evicted from.

      Logan moves us from the dance floor in a heated rush. I spot Chloe near the exit, her eyes reduced to slits of hatred as I pass her by and I don’t even bother giving her the finger. I couldn’t care less what Chloe thinks about me, what her vile heart and mind truly think about anything.

      Outside, the cool mist greets us. Paragon and her ghostly fog dance around us as we make a mad rush for the Mustang.

      “Skyla.” Logan pushes me against it and takes a hungry bite out of my neck, dotting a line of oven-hot kisses up to my temple. “I can’t stop, but I will. I’m ready to build something with you. We can go slow.”

      “I’m not asking you to stop.” I pull back a notch to look into his citrine eyes. “We are building something together, Logan, but I’m not the schoolgirl I was. I’m not the legalist I was. I’m going to have you, Logan.” I run my fingers down his tie and give it a tug when I hit the bottom. “I want to have you tonight if you’ll let me.”

      A devilish grin rides on the tip of his lips. “Honey, I will be the last person to stop you.”

      Someone shouts something from the gym and the sound of laughter reverberates through the woods around us.

      Logan opens the passenger’s side door for me. “Let’s get out of here.”

      We jump in and Logan speeds us off of the school grounds, away from the past as we barrel toward our future.

      “Whitehorse?” he asks as we near Devil’s Peak and I turn the steering wheel toward the overlook.

      “I think we’ve gone far enough.”

      Logan drives us toward the edge and kills the engine. Without giving it another thought, I pull him into the back seat with me. His warmth, his girth over my body feels like heaven, and every last inch of me drinks it down. His mouth covers mine in haste and I wrap my hands over the back of his neck, trying to pull him closer, push him through me. I cannot get close enough, these wet, heated kisses feeding my every desire to have him. We’re making up for lost time, and yet it feels impossible to do so. Logan and I are bursting with passion, blowing the lid off of anything we ever had with one another and going for broke. We’re giving destiny and fate and every wicked force out there the finger and saying this is what we want, this is what we choose.

      Logan rides his hands over my body and every part of me comes to life, to the knife-edge sharpest form of clarity that I have ever felt. Logan sings his praises as he carefully lifts my dress. I do my best to rake his shirt open, to fumble with his pants, and soon enough it’s flesh over flesh, Logan’s hard as steel body pressed to mine, a holy sensation that I haven’t felt since that last night of our short-lived honeymoon. It’s a strange thing that my heart’s attention first went to Logan—that our marriage came first. It’s almost as if Gage was an interrupter, an aside, dare I say, a diversion.

      Logan stops abruptly and pulls back, his eyes glossed over and drugged. “No,” he says it with certainty, assuring me he heard every word.

      I shake my head. “Errant thoughts. Forgive me.”

      He lands a sweet kiss to my lips. “You did nothing wrong. I just don’t want your mind to take you on a dark path. Everything that happened needed to play out. This, right here, is our moment. But those moments were necessary, too.” His finger caresses my cheek. “I have a feeling we don’t see the big picture, and one day when we do we will see that this wasn’t all there was. That it wasn’t all so terrible. That we needed to walk through the fire. But we’re here.” A sorrowful smile takes over. “And we are not going back. Doors have closed, but new doors have opened. We have found our way to one another. Our time has truly come, and I do believe good things are in store for us in the future.”

      I bite down over my lip to stave off tears. I didn’t want to drag Gage into the car with us, but here he is. I nod through blurry vision.

      “Then that’s what it is. Those things were necessary. We have the boys.”

      His eyes close a moment. “Thank God we have the boys. We have good memories, too. We’ll cling to those.”

      “As we move on.” I pull him back down to me by the back of the neck. “Thank you for that. But for now I will put those things, both good and bad, out of my head. I only want you filling my mind, my heart—my body.” The hint of a wicked grin plays on my lips. “I like this new opened door, and I’m glad we get to walk through it together.”

      “Here’s to us.” His mouth crashes over mine once again, and soon the air grows damp and heated, our bodies scalding hot over one another.

      Logan rides his mouth up and down every ounce of my flesh, contorting himself to land his mouth over even the most delicate of places. My entire being bucks and writhes and I can’t help but moan myself into a beautiful oblivion. Logan is on me, all over me, and with one final thrust he is in me.

      A sharp jolt of electrocution ignites every cell in my body and those vibratronics usually reserved for heavenly hosts rides through me like a livewire meeting with a greedy puddle of water.

      The entire Mustang hums and rocks to the rhythm of our lovemaking and the windows sizzle as they sweat tears of joy.

      This is rarefied air we are breathing—a love story that got cut off, only to be reconnected again, coming full circle with something you knew you could never stop. We were heading toward one another all along. The fact decades and landmasses sat between us meant nothing.

      Yes, it was fate, it was destiny, it was my mother and her strong, long-standing will that moved heaven and earth, life and death, and time continuums to make sure we happened, but in the end it was our own hearts that took us to the finish line.

      Gage had hurt me. He hurt us. But from this strange perspective, it feels as if even those hellish moments we endured were destined to happen.

      In the end, when the ashes were blown away, something beautiful was left and that is Logan and our love for one another. It almost begs the question, what must we do, what must we as a united entity accomplish? I realize Angel, our precious daughter, lies in the equation, but I think there’s something more, something bigger we bring to the table than simply genetics. Together, Logan and I are unstoppable.

      We are, he concurs. We are downright dangerous to the enemy. We are a life force to be reckoned with and they will try to do just that. But we will prevail, we will rise higher, and we will be victorious. You and I are the missing piece to the puzzle. Together we fit and together we make sense. One doesn’t work without the other. I truly believe we need each other to accomplish all that was set out for us to do. There is no you, no me, that can get it done. It is with our union, our unity that we enter the finish line with the strength of a lion.

      A bubbling laugh tickles my chest. Yes, Logan. I wholeheartedly agree. We are not just stronger together, we are a new creation, one whose power is unsurpassed in greatness and glory. Only we can fix the crooked path. Alone, I have destroyed a kingdom, but together, we will bind up its wounds and restore our people, the Sectors, ourselves to live a brighter, safer, far more abundant tomorrow.

      Logan pulls me in hard with his supernatural strength and he seizes a moment. Then, just as quickly, he tries to pull out and I hold him there, hostage as his body releases inside of mine, his muscles trembling as he shakes out to completion. My hand slaps against the cool window and I press against it hard as Logan and I hit our zenith.

      Logan’s mouth lands back over mine and offers me a sweltering kiss. His breathing and mine are so erratic it hurts my ears to listen to it. The air is downright muggy and it feels as if a tropical heat wave has taken over the Mustang.

      “I love you, Skyla,” he pants the words heavy in my ear. “You are my everything.”

      I pull back and gaze into those red glossy eyes of his. “I love you, too, Logan. I can honestly say that I’m glad I went through the hell I did because not only has it made me a stronger person, but it’s landed us on the track we were meant to be on all along. You make me stronger, wiser, and better than I could ever be on my own. Thank you for that.”

      His body collapses over mine for a moment as his mouth finds its way to my ear. “I could die happy now.”

      “Don’t you dare die on me, Oliver. Once was more than enough.”

      A dull chuckle bounces through him. “I agree.” He pulls up on his elbows and I can take a full breath again. “There’s no going back. This really happened?”

      “It really happened.” I give his side a playful pinch. “And I’ve got news for you,” I say, scooting myself back underneath him so I can feel his chest pulsating over mine. “It’s going to keep happening. We’re going to keep happening. And we’re going to enjoy it. You make me happy. I want to be happy again. So thank you for that.”

      “I want you happy. You make me happy, too.” A mournful smile comes and goes. “You realize that I want you with me at Whitehorse. I’ll move you and the boys over. Just say the word.”

      I can’t help but grimace. “Will you hate me if I say I’m not ready? I think I just need to take careful steps, and unfortunately those careful steps will take a bit of time.” My lips quiver and I press them together hard. A thought circles my brain and I don’t want Logan to hear it—but I seem incapacitated to building a wall up around him at the moment.

      “I know what you’re thinking.” He winces. “You may not be a legalist, but you’re not so hot on shacking up with me at the moment. You’re not sure about the message you’d be sending the boys, to yourself, or to others. Running out of a frying pan and into a fire. You want a ring.” His lids hood over, that devilish grin lands right back on his face.

      “It’s so not fair that you’re able to pry into my heart that way.”

      Logan offers a pained smile as he pulls me into his arms.

      “I’m not trying to pry.”

      “I know.” I take a gentle bite from his bottom lip and pull it out. “You’ve thawed my heart out in record time, Oliver.” A single tear rolls down my cheek. “In truth, it was always hot for you.”

      He nods apprehensively. “And it still is for Gage.” His finger gently presses to my lips. “You don’t need to pretend with me, Skyla. You can be as loud or as quiet as you want with your pain, but I know it’s there. It matches my own.” His voice hitches as he takes a deep breath. “Enough of that.” His brows pinch as he pumps out an idea of a laugh.

      “That’s right. This is about you and me. Logan and Skyla.” Our names come out lower than a whisper, like a secret to be spoken only in the dark. “I’m happy for us.” A small giggle works its way up my throat. “Us.” I run my fingers through his hair and laugh as much as my tears will allow. “We’re finally happening.”

      “I think we just happened.” I press his heated body until it seals over mine. “And we’re going to happen, again and again and again.”

      Logan’s bedroom eyes take over.

      Logan Oliver has always been partaking in some level of seduction with me, with the world. Perhaps that’s what attracted me to him to begin with. I still find it arrestingly attractive.

      “I’m going to marry you, Skyla.”

      “We’re already married.” I graze my nails down his back as if driving home the point.

      “Too bad, we’re doing it again. Big wedding. My place. Play your cards right, you might score an invite.”

      “Ha!” I belt it out as our chests bump with silent laughter. “I guess I’ll wait for the proposal then.”

      “I’ll make it a good one.”

      “I don’t need anything but you, Logan.” I wrap my arms around him and rest my eyes for a moment.

      All is right with the world again. Sort of.
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      If the Mustang’s a rockin’, don’t come a knockin’.

      That stupid euphemism keeps running through my mind.

      The air sits damp over my clothes, the fog as thick as rain.

      It was a mistake to follow them out here.

      Devil’s Peak. I thought they had come to talk. Logan would defuse Skyla’s rage. They’re communicating, all right. And here I am standing outside, just feet away ready to push the entire damn car with the two of them in it off the cliff side.

      Initially, when the altercation with Skyla occurred earlier this evening, I thought it might be healthy for her to get it all out, rage against the monsters before her, Chloe and me. And how I hate that I’m paired with Chloe in any discernable way, let alone tagged as a couple. But my cruel design is proving harsh. I have taken it too far. My strategy of pushing her to the limit in hopes she would retaliate, injure the Barricade in some small way, hasn’t exactly panned out how I had hoped. In fact, it fell back in my face like a shit pie.

      What the hell was I thinking allowing her to believe she was nothing more than some competition between Logan and me? It’s the furthest thing from the truth. If I didn’t feel as if destiny was pulling us together, I would have never shared that first kiss with her. I would have forced myself to be content lusting from afar until I willed that feeling away—not that I could have. She would have belonged to Logan then.

      But she doesn’t exclusively belong to Logan. She never has. Skyla is mine. If anything, she is something that Logan and I have been forced to share, just not at the same time. And this would be Logan’s moment. Logan’s freaking moment.

      I’m not happy about it. In fact, the real reason I followed them out here was to rip this shit show wide open and confess. I was ready to drop to my knees, beg both their forgiveness, and ask them to understand that I couldn’t live an eternity away from either of them. I was about to tell them that I haven’t changed, not where it counts, that my marriage to Chloe is a sham, that I have not stopped loving Skyla, loving her people, loving who we were—that we were real.

      It was the doubt, the double-minded horror I inflicted on her that I wish I could take back. But at the end of the day, Skyla is a smart woman. She must know unequivocally that I love her. How could she ever doubt what we had?

      I glower at the orange menace before me, now still and quiet, the murmur of voices growing increasingly scant. Yes, I’ve pushed her to him. But this? Skyla and Logan getting together in this way so very quickly, burns me to the core.

      The Mustang begins to quake again, slowly, so painfully slowly, then quicker with a steady rhythm that lets me know Logan has no problem getting it up for round two.

      It takes all of my self-control not to rip the door right off the car. Rip Logan’s head right off his body and throw both him and his dick onto the jagged rocks below.

      Maybe every word she said was true. Maybe I was second best to Skyla, after all. Maybe a part of her has wanted this with him all along. It’s not me fate chose to be with her tonight. Fate took my bloodlines and pissed all over them, ensuring Skyla and I would end up on opposite sides of the celestial fence.

      It’s not ingrained in her DNA to show me an ounce of affection. I am the enemy through and through. Of course, she was biding time with me until Logan became available once again. To think Skyla could have ever truly been mine is laughable when you think about it. The Celestra and the Fem. It’s a joke. I’m the laughing stock of the celestial gentry to think that I could have ever stood a chance.

      I no sooner stood a chance at having it all with Skyla than Demetri does with Lizbeth.

      We don’t get the girl. We get the periphery. Although, in my psychotic father’s case, he most definitely has the girl, he has her attention, her affection, and ironically, they share a child—Misty.  Skyla and I share custody. That’s about the only thing I’ll ever have with Skyla on this planet again.

      The car rocks hard, a loud cry comes from the Mustang, and I am out of here. I storm off toward the street, staggering into the night like a drunk on a mean bender, and I spot a couple in the woods dancing, laughing, the scent of weed and liquor blooming from that direction. I’m about to take off when the dude gives a familiar cackle. I’d know that voice anywhere. I barrel on over, ready to blow a hole through Ellis for taking advantage of my sister in the woods like some animal, but the closer I get, the more certain I am that it’s not my sister.

      “Dude,” I riot at Ellis and slam his horny ass into the nearest tree. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Emerson Kragger grunts as she buttons her jeans up, her tits hanging out of her top for the world to see.

      “Don’t dude me.” Ellis gives me a bold shove back.

      “Trust me on this”—my voice vibrates with insurmountable rage—“you don’t want a piece of my misery tonight, Ellis. And if you think I’m pissed, wait until Giselle finds out. If I were you, I’d run home and hide like the coward you are.”

      Ellis stuffs his junk back into his pants as well as his drunken limbs will allow. “What the hell are you talking about? G isn’t pissed. I’m about to make her night.”

      “Dude!” I riot ten times louder than before, so loud it sounds like thunder. “This isn’t G! It’s Emerson Kragger. Would you open your stoned eyes for once?”

      Ellis’ eyes widen on cue, accompanied by a look of fright on his face, as Emerson laughs up a storm. But I don’t stick around for the fallout. I step over to the road and stand in the middle of it, just daring a car to barrel on through me. I’m not too interested in traffic. Instead, I pull out my phone and text my brother.

      Eversor, the weapons room, now. I want the Valkyrie there.

      It’s time to kill, steal, and destroy.
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      “Father!” Sage greets me as soon as my feet hit the ground in what is truly panning out to be an eyesore, a play on the name of this place itself if you ask me. The sky is black, the mega mansion large enough to house all of Paragon is illuminated a dull gray, and the light shining through the windows, dismal.

      I hoist Sage into my arms as I supernaturally land us into the weapons room. The room itself is massive, the size of West Paragon High give or take the gym. Swords of every shape and size line the walls, and in the far back lies a bunch of prehistoric shit that I wouldn’t even know how to hold, let alone kill someone with.

      “What’s got you so unnerved?” Sage jumps down from my arms as I head over to the stone round table and lay my hand over the surface until the last war plan we put together pops up. The entire surface acts as a screen, medieval meets modern type of a flair. “It’s Mother, isn’t it? She’s gone too far.”

      “You got that right,” I mutter under my breath as I pull up a fresh map and begin marking it up with my anger and bad ideas.

      “She’s done it, hasn’t she? Only one thing could have you so incensed. She’s with Uncle Logan now. Am I right? She is such a pig.”

      My mouth opens as I look to my tiny female doppelgänger, and despite my rage I’m slow to speak ill of her mother.

      “You don’t have to speak ill of my mother.” A husky incredulous laugh comes from her and I quickly put up a granite wall over my thoughts. “She and Uncle Logan might think there is strength in their union, but the two of them will only sink that much faster and farther. We won’t let them have the upper hand. Shall we kill a handful of Celestra in their honor?” She blinks my way benignly as if she asked something inconsequential like whether or not we should see a movie, and a chill rides through me.

      Before I can answer, Wes strides in with the Valkyrie themselves. Barnabas, an eight-foot beast who looks as if he’s in serious need of taking a shit. Belshazzar, the one with the grotesquely huge eyes. And Micah, the one with a voice that sounds like a nuclear blast. Each one is morbidly tall and morbidly inhuman with a grayish cast to their scale-like skin.

      Wes nods my way as the four of them take a seat at the table. “What’s going on?”

      “Do you still have Luke Jenson working as a mole at the Faction meetings?” He’s the one that let us in on the fact Skyla was putting up her defenses with Noster last summer. And thanks to his two-timing heart, he essentially cost Skyla everything.

      “That I do.” Wes pinches his brows as if to ask the question.

      “Good. I want a full report. I’m positive they’re about to have a meet and greet real soon in the future.” I glance to Sage a moment. “I want to injure Celestra.” I look to the three beasts seated among us. “Where and when, that’s up to you.”

      Belshazzar touches the stone table and a map of Brazil pops up, growing quickly in size until we’re looking at a seaside town down south.

      “Big Faction meeting coming up tomorrow. Three birthdays to celebrate.” A greasy grin glides up his face. “I’ll make sure it’s a party to remember.”

      “Good,” I say. “How many are we talking? A dozen, two?”

      Micah leans into the screen. “Forty-six active members. Most should be present.” His voice booms so caustically low and deep my eardrums tremble long after he’s done speaking.

      “I want them hurt.” A vision of that Mustang rocking reverberates through my mind. “Maimed. I really don’t care.”

      Wes inches back. “What’s gotten into you? We’ve won the war. The world is responding to our presence.”

      “Responding to our presence?” A dull laugh pumps from me. “If by that you mean fallen to shit, you got that right.”

      “Why?” Wes is unrelenting with his hardened stare.

      A quick glimpse of Skyla and Logan tangled in one naked mass flits through my mind.

      “Because she needs to fight,” I roar out the words. “This is a damn war, not a tea party. I’m sick and tired of watching her rest on her laurels, that’s why.” My hands slam over the table so hard the stone splits right down the middle and the screen goes black.

      Sage places her tiny hand over my shoulder as she looks out at the four of them. “We’re going to teach Mother a lesson. You don’t forget what we’ve done or who we are. The world must remember us and so must she.”

      “Very well”—Barnabas glowers at the table until it’s functioning once again—“we’ll make arrangements. Consider it done.”

      Wes gets up and nods me over toward the window that looks out at the dark, angry sky. At first, I didn’t know how I’d feel to have this place emulating my emotions, but now I see the beauty in it. I like my world dark, just like my heart.

      “What the hell?” Wes gives my chest a small shove. “I was at that ridiculous dance. You made me leave Laken. She asked to stay in the event Coop got up and warbled out another tune. Why now? What’s gotten in your craw?”

      My chest expands with a never-ending breath. “I saw them together, Logan and Skyla. It’s done. There’s no going back.” I glance to the floor a moment as the ominous words pass through my lips. “I thought maybe—”

      “Maybe what? You could undo the damage you’ve done? You’re well past recovery. But adding fresh injuries to an already weakened Faction means there will be blowback. Don’t think for a minute that Skyla will be sitting on Logan’s lap for long. She’s not going to take this lightly.”

      “That’s the damn point,” I growl it out so hard the words burn through my throat.

      Wes looks into each of my eyes as if studying them for some ocular anomaly. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re acting on emotion. A good king takes measured steps. He listens to counsel. You have not once asked my opinion on anything. You are impulsive, impatient, too blinded by your grief to see the big picture. I am this close to creating a permanent barrier for our people from the feds, and if this little temper tantrum of yours causes Ezrina to get there first, you will have cost us everything. We have eternity to think about. Let Skyla screw whomever she wants. This hell is temporary. You’re already dead.”

      I yank Wes in by the jacket of his suit until his nose is over mine. “I want everyone on that planet dead,” I grit the words between my teeth just as a pair of hands pull us apart.

      “Son, son.” Demetri grins that eerie smile that almost certainly means death, an irony that is not lost on me at the moment. “Please remember that your brother is on your side. What you wish will be delivered.” He gives a slight bow. “It is important to assert yourself from time to time, to let the enemy know that you still very much have the upper hand. You have my full support in the matter. Let the proverbial chips fall where they may.” He glowers at Wes. “Let this be a lesson to you. Never underestimate what those around you are thinking. Even your brother can surprise you from time to time.”

      Demetri takes off toward Sage, and Wes gives me one final shove to the chest.

      “Don’t ever grab me like that again.” He takes off right out of the weapons room and I stagger over to that demonic ball of knowledge in the corner of the room, Tears over Creation.

      “Show me Skyla.”

      The black water vibrates until an image emerges. Skyla lying naked in Logan Oliver’s arms.

      Demetri is right. Even your own brother can surprise you from time to time.

      But then, it’s not much of a surprise. Is it?
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        * * *

      

      By the time I get home, I find Chloe prancing around the living room wearing a thin see-through robe, opened in the front, her naked belly protruding the way Skyla’s did when she was carrying the boys—and Sage.

      “Get to bed, Chloe.” I head to the fridge and pull out the OJ, drinking it straight from the carton.

      “That’s the point.” Chloe rubs up against me, her bare flesh trying its best to seduce me. “You and me in bed together, Oliver. No more of this runaround. I’m your wife. Your body is my body. It’s in the New Testament. Crack the Good Book, would you?” A dark laugh bubbles from her like poison from a witch’s cauldron.

      “That’s not happening. Head hurts.” Head hurts? More like heart hurts. Balls hurt. Everything hurts from watching the horror of that Mustang moving like it was designed to do just that all along. That vision I had way back when I thought I was a Levatio comes to mind and a dull huff of a laugh bounces through me. The vision came true a long time ago, but it was a misunderstanding. Logan and Skyla weren’t really sleeping together then. A part of me wonders if the vision had been for tonight all along.

      “What’s so funny?” Her voice is curt. Chloe is at the end of her sexual rope with me and I couldn’t give a shit.

      “Logan and Skyla. I saw them, together, in the Mustang.”

      “What?” Her entire face opens up as if I just delivered the best bit of gossip.

      “That’s right. They are officially right where they were designed to be from the beginning.”

      “Oh, who cares. You heard her. Second best,” Chloe spits out the words as if the thought of me being anybody’s second best enraged her. “Trust me. They deserve one another. Logan has always thought he was superior to you and don’t you deny it. He’s a little punk and she’s a little bitch.” She pulls me to her with insurmountable strength that I can only credit her Celestra lineage for. “You are Gage Oliver. You are the king of the Fems, the Steel Barricade, and soon you’ll be the king of the free world, too. And they will answer to you. Skyla and Logan will bow down in your presence, begging you for mercy. Don’t you forget that you are in charge. You knocked that little bitch right off her pedestal. You don’t have to burn over the fact she used you. You don’t have to compete with Logan anymore just to win.”

      It’s ironic how Skyla didn’t buy that bullshit, but Chloe ate up her own lies.

      “Don’t worry”—I gently brush the hair from her eyes—“I am most assuredly going to remind them who I am and what I am capable of.”

      Her bottom lip trembles for a moment. “What are you doing?”

      As much as Chloe’s devotion for me runs deeper than reason, she still has a heart for her people. If I like anything about Chloe, it’s that.

      “Don’t worry. You and your family are safe.”

      Her hand cradles the side of my face, her eyes widening with horror. “But my people are not.”

      “You don’t have people, Chloe. You have me.” I press my mouth to her hand in an effort to quell her. Chloe is a wild card, and if that faux kiss calms her down, then it was well worth it.

      She draws her hand back, giggling like a schoolgirl. “A sign of things to come? Namely you and me?”

      “Maybe.” I head up the stairs. “But not tonight. See you in the morning, Chloe.” I head straight for the attic, to the butterfly room that I built for the only woman I will ever consider my soulmate, and my heart wrenches.

      Skyla. I bet she considers Logan her soulmate. I’ve been left in the dust, the discard pile the way Demetri discarded Chloe. I know the pain she went through with that, but it’s nothing like this dagger in my heart. I step into the dark room and lock the door behind me as the cobalt butterflies stir to life, illuminating the darkness.

      “Where are you?” I roar it out, angry and bitter at what the night has brought me, what it’s made me do.

      Skyla’s form emerges from the darkness, her Cheshire cat smile, those glowing baby blue eyes, but it’s not truly Skyla and we both know that.

      “Here I am, master.” A husky laugh quivers from her. Those long, wavy locks glow like shimmering gold as her body comes toward me, paper-white, inhuman, but it’s Skyla’s body replicated right down to the lightning-shaped scars she garnered from carrying the kids.

      “Face the wall,” I growl. “I want you on all fours.”

      She bites down on her lip, feigning the look of innocence, but we both know there’s not one innocent thing about her.

      She looks up at me from under her lashes. “Will this hurt?”

      “Yes, Skyla. It will.”
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      The moon shines a spotlight over the Mustang, the windows dripping wet with the remnants of our affection.

      I press a kiss over Skyla’s cheek as she settles in my arms, our flesh seared together with heat, something I wondered if I’d ever get to feel again and I drink down the sensation like the finest wine, like the only elixir I’ll ever need to survive.

      They say let go of the ones you love, and if it’s meant to be they’ll come back to you. And Skyla has come back. Yes, we crawled through hell, and we were severely burned by the enemy, by Gage. We were witness to the destruction of our love story, to the destruction of our people, to the destruction of the one we love perhaps more than ourselves, Gage himself.

      But our love story has resurrected itself—next, we will restore our people, and finally we will save Gage. Even if we need to shut down the entire planet to do it. Whether or not Gage Oliver likes it, he is ultimately one of us. He is us. A strange holy trinity on a far less grander scale than the original but nonetheless, we are like water, existing only with three parts and as it stands we’re almost there. Almost back to where we need to be, and with Gage back in the fold one day all will be well with my soul, and I’m betting Skyla’s, too.

      She tips her face toward mine, a fragile smile on her lips, her eyes sleepy, drugged with delight, and I never want to forget how beautiful she looks at this moment.

      A small laugh pumps from her. “I agree on every point.” Skyla nods as if there were no words for how deeply she feels it and I know she does. “We win, Logan. Celestra will rise from the ashes.” Her eyes close for far too long, lids trembling, tears spilling from her lash line. “And yes, we will save Gage from himself.”

      “We will.” My lips land hot over hers and we share an oven hot kiss. “But most likely not tonight.” I pull her up and give her ribs a gentle squeeze until she pumps a smile out for me. “How about we take a quick trip? Somewhere a little roomier where I can show you just how much you mean to me?”

      A throaty laugh comes from her. “I think you just did. Besides, it’s getting late. The boys never sleep well until I’m in that room.”

      “That room.” I didn’t mean to say it out loud, but it doesn’t matter. She would have heard it anyhow. “Think about Whitehorse. Pick out some beds you like for the boys and let’s get them out of those cribs.” Skyla and Gage had already done that back at the old Walsh house. I let Skyla pick them out and I bought them for both their home and a set for mine for when they came to visit. Adorable little car beds. But the investment was sorely underutilized. “In the meantime, maybe we see about squeezing another twin in your room? The thought of the boys on bunks doesn’t sit well with me. But if you want them, they’re yours.”

      “No way. They are way too little.” She gives the tip of my nose a quick peck. “I love how we’re on the same page.”

      “Good. Because that means you are going to love the little adventure I’m about to take you on. And before you say a thing about time, it won’t cost you any. In fact, it will be as if we never left the Mustang.”

      “As if we never left the Mustang?” She sits up in my lap and her bare chest shines as if she were illuminated from the inside. “Logan Oliver, are you taking me for a light drive?”

      A slow blooming grin takes over as I wrap my arms around the woman I love and land my mouth over her ear.

      “Yes, Skyla. I am.” And just like that, the Mustang fills with an explosion of light that I have never experienced before, a brightness that rivals the sun, every star in the universe, as a room forms around us—familiar walls, dark antique furniture, a spacious bedroom. The air holds the distinct scent of our lovemaking, warm and humid just like that Mustang, and Skyla gasps.

      “Logan!”

      Gently I clamp my hand over her mouth, that devilish grin on my face, suddenly filled with a touch of grief as I nod to the couple in bed.

      There we are, Skyla and me, in the middle of a December that faded years ago. The old me is reduced to tears. My time on the planet cut short once again, our honeymoon over, Skyla and I seemingly over forever. I land a sweet kiss to her beautiful mouth and we dissolve, our cellular structure blinking in and out of existence as if we were fighting it tooth and nail. I took her to Gage. To his bed. I entrusted her to him. My beautiful bride. We were over before we ever began. That was always the backbeat to the rhythm of our love but no more.

      “They’re gone.” She breaks free from my hold and swoops to the bed, a laugh caught in her mouth. “Come here, Oliver. The sheets are still warm.”

      I head over and land beside her with a bounce. “We have the room for one more night. I thought it’d be a shame to waste it.”

      Skyla tips her head back, laughing as if it were amazing, so very brilliant, and I have to agree wholeheartedly it is. “I bet that do not disturb sign is still out front.”

      “I sure as hell didn’t move it.”

      Skyla glides into my arms, a dirty grin blooming on her lips. The feel of the cool fabric of her dress excites me. Hell, everything about this girl excites me. It’s always been true.

      “Can you believe it?” She sighs. “That couple that just left has such a hard road in front of them.”

      “Yes, they do, but they find their way back to one another, and in the interim a lot of fantastic and some not so fantastic things happen.”

      She nods in agreement, her cool hand slipping inside my shirt. “It’s almost as if we’ve come back to the beginning.”

      “That we have.”

      Skyla lands her back onto the mattress and pulls me on top of her. “There are so many things I want to say to you, to discuss with you. It feels as if I’ve woken out of some spectacular stupor and we’re just now seeing one another since the last time we left this room.”

      “Start talking.” I land a heated kiss to her neck and she moans like a dove.

      “I don’t think this is the time to hold down a conversation, but when the time is right, we need to think about attacking the Barricade and making it hurt.”

      “I’m on the same page.” I dot a string of kisses to her temple.

      “And then there’s saving Gage from himself. We will need a plan of attack for that one, too. Do you think there’s a possibility we can convince him to be for us? For Celestra? Maybe he’s the key to getting my standing back?”

      I growl without meaning to. “From here on out, I don’t think we can depend on Gage for anything. He’s in too deep, skidding out of control. It’s almost as if he’s incapable of helping himself—let alone us.”

      Skyla bites down on her lip. “His coronation is coming up in a few weeks.”

      A slow breath expires from me. “Gage has mentioned it in passing, but Emma—she can’t stop talking about it.”

      “I don’t see why her enthusiasm would wane,” she says. “This is exactly why she slept with Demetri to begin with. It’s dark and twisted, but it did give us Gage, who in turn gave us the boys.”

      A thought comes to me. “His word says He will make everything work for the good of those who love Him.”

      Skyla works my dress shirt off, and I ball it up and toss it across the room.

      She nods up at me, her gaze magnetized to mine hypnotically. “And they certainly are good, aren’t they? And if they’re not, they will be.”

      “Oh, they will be.” A dark laugh rumbles deep inside me.

      We are good.
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            Wesley

          

        

      

    

    
      They say there’s no time like the present, and knowing what massive misstep my brother has most likely entered into last night, I’ve chosen to embrace the moment.

      I’ve taken Laken, Tobie, Charlie, and Eli down to our home in the Transfer. I’ve invited Demetri, Gage, and Chloe—Skyla for Laken. Ezrina and Nev to help watch the kids, and, of course, I’ve extended a personal invite to Cooper Flanders himself. He’s not fooling me. I know who that warbling routine was supposed to impress last night. And truth be told, Laken was smitten. But today she’s mine. And perhaps after we’re through here, he might be inspired to warble out another tune, one that my new wife and I can dance to.

      “What’s going on?” Laken bounces Eli while I hold Charlie. “Why is Demetri here? Ezrina and Heathcliff? I mean, I know she has a special bond with Tobie, but this feels like something more.” She shakes her head, but those denim blue eyes never leave mine. “Wait a minute. You’re up to something, aren’t you? Why are all these white roses suddenly adorning the living room?”

      “Because they reminded me of you.” I can’t hide my smile any longer. Just as I’m about to spill the matrimonial beans, in stride Gage and Chloe with Skyla and Coop hot on their heels. I thought about inviting Logan. He’s been an odd friend to me, but I didn’t think it was necessary. And that’s my new MO—cut out everything in life that’s not necessary sans my family, the Barricade.

      “Skyla?” Laken speeds over and embraces her friend, my own enemy, and the irony isn’t lost on me.

      Coop and Gage head this way while Chloe bitches to Ezrina about wanting to vomit.

      Gage slaps me on the back. “What’s going on, man? It sounded urgent.”

      “It is.” I open my arm and Laken fills it. “Charlie, Eli”—I look to the two of them before zeroing in on Tobie as she runs my way—“princess. Today I am going to marry your mother.”

      Laken gasps. “A surprise wedding? Is that what this is?” She squeals with delight. “Wes, that is so romantic.”

      Chloe gags. “Most women would hang you by the balls for even considering the notion.”

      Coop’s face bleeds out of all color. If I’m lucky, he’ll drop dead from shock. An early wedding gift from him to me.

      Laken spins into her old friend. “Skyla, you’ll have to help me get ready. My dress is in the master bedroom. I picked it out for the New Year’s wedding and it’s been taunting me ever since.” She cocks her head as she inspects her good friend. “Skyla, I don’t know what you’re doing, but you’re genuinely glowing.”

      Chloe scoffs. “More like who she’s doing.” She cuts a giddy look to Gage before running off with Laken and Skyla. “Wait for me. I’m not missing the fun. It’s not every day a girl gets to help her ex-husband get hitched. Come on, Tobie. I’ll make sure you upstage the bride.”

      “Great.” Coop tips his head back.

      “What’s the matter, Coop? You’re not happy for me?” I can’t help but swallow down a laugh.

      “I’m freaking ecstatic.” He heads over to the bar and pours himself a stiff one. He’s going to need it.

      Ezrina, Nevermore, and Demetri make their way to us.

      “A wedding”—Ezrina says it without an ounce of emotion—“how very grand.”

      “It will be. Marrying Laken is the grandest event of them all. Isn’t that right, Coop?” I give the small crowd a little wink.

      Demetri leans in, that permanent smile edging on his lips. “Be careful, son. A wounded bee still has the power to sting.”

      “Duly noted.” I look to Gage. “Speaking of a sting. Any news?”

      He shakes his head. His eyes flit to Ezrina as if to let me know he’s not interested in sharing this tidbit with her. I’ve got news for my baby brother. Nothing he does will ever stay quiet. It’s just a matter of time before the world hears of it.

      Nevermore bows slightly in my direction. “Ezrina and I don’t mind sharing that we’re close to bringing back the first round of Spectators.”

      Ezrina straightens with pride and her hair rises high to the ceiling itself as if it were prideful, too. “They’re in a holding pattern. Soon, Wesley, all will be within Celestra’s grasp.”

      “I hate to break it to you”—I bow her way—“but Celestra is nearly eradicated, Ezrina. I realize they are your people, but unfortunately there’s not much to fight for and you can’t blame me for it either. The Counts were taking them down long before my brother or I arrived on the scene.”

      Ezrina turns her nose up at me. “Skyla will prevail.” She sighs as she looks to Gage. “Justice will be served.”

      Gage gives a wistful shake of the head. “Come on, Ezrina. You’re a smart woman. Look how fast I was able to knock the chess pieces off the board. This is done. It’s in the bag. Don’t fight it. There is no correcting the course for Skyla or Celestra.”

      “Oh really?” A female voice scoffs from behind and we turn to find Skyla with Laken coming up behind her looking like a dream in white satin and Italian lace.

      “Dear God.” The words leave my mouth, but I’d swear that I heard Coop echo the sentiment from behind.

      Chloe and Tobie emerge, and Tobie indeed looks every bit the princess in a pink fluffy dress, her hair pulled up into a bun with glitter strewn through it.

      Demetri stands before the raging fire and Laken and I take our places. Gage stands up for me while holding Eli. And Skyla stands up for Laken with Charlie in her arms.

      Gage and Skyla don’t take their eyes off one another. It’s like a showdown at the O.K. Corral, but I couldn’t care less. I don’t dare take my eyes off of Laken. Demetri runs through the spiel and Laken and I exchange heartfelt vows. Soon enough, Demetri utters those magic words.

      “Wesley, you may kiss your wife.” And I do.

      My greedy mouth falls to Laken’s and we indulge in a holy exchange that breathes new life into who we are, who we’ve been since our humble beginnings in Cider Plains. Who needs a covenant? Who cares if I’m already sealed to the witch behind me, the one who ironically thinks she’s finally managed to leash herself to my brother.

      What Laken and I have is real. We are forever. And with the Barricade in the power position, my bumbling brother on the throne, Laken and I will have all of eternity to work out the kinks in the matrimonial armor. We are holy and right, and tonight I will show her exactly how much I worship her.

      An applause builds around us as Laken and I part.

      “My queen.” I bow to her.

      Demetri heads straight for the champagne.

      Music streams from above, a choir of those disbanded souls that roam the Transfer I’ve managed to rustle up, and, my God, right now they sound like the angels they were meant to be.

      “Come here.” I reel Laken in just as Gage slaps a hand over my shoulder.

      “I need a word with you, buddy.” He flexes a dry smile for Laken, but it’s purely manufactured. I should know, it’s the same one I produce when I’m not really in the mood. No sooner do I step away from my beautiful bride than Coop and Skyla swoop in. I’ve never been happier to have Skyla in the room than I am at the moment. Laken is far too stunning. I couldn’t blame Coop if he tried to take off with her.

      “What?” I bark to my brother as we make our way to the foyer.

      Gage glares hard my way, his jaw clenching so tight his teeth are about to burst out of his mouth like a piñata.

      “That little birthday blitz down in Brazil?” His eyes glow with rage. “Let’s just say it didn’t go as planned.”

      He shoves his phone my way and I check out the screen.

      Shit.

      Just shit.
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      March comes in like a lion with its roaring wind, its dramatic sideways rain because God knows a mere blustery day is not enough for Paragon.

      But the weather is the least of my worries. No sooner did Logan and I get back from our brief stint in Rome than we got news via Marshall that more than thirty Celestra were missing from Brazil.

      Missing.

      As in vanished.

      The world thinks a drug lord kidnapped the men, their families are understandably anxious, but a far deeper fear has me unnerved and I’ve sent Cooper and Ellis to investigate. Some way, somehow, I need to know if those men were slaughtered or if they were taken for far more nefarious purposes. One thing I know for sure is the fact Gage is behind their disappearance. No matter what happens, I am certain that Gage Oliver alone is responsible for those Celestra souls. God have mercy on them. But as for Gage, I’m afraid there is no room in heaven for Gage’s tarnished being. He has wholly evolved into a monster. Maybe Logan and I are wrong, maybe Gage isn’t caged in, imprisoned beneath his newly remastered flesh. Maybe he’s been a lie all along.

      My stomach churns and burns as bile creeps up in the back of my throat. Ever since I’ve gotten wind of those missing men, I’ve been sick to my stomach—and understandably so, considering I can’t help them and here I am their fearless useless leader. And worse yet, the Factions are spooked. I’ve bled out what little people were left to begin with since Gage eviscerated us last fall. Celestra is nothing but a shell of what it once was. All is gone and I have Gage to thank for it.

      It’s the second Saturday of the month, and there’s yet another wedding to be had. This time right here at Casa Landon. As soon as Brielle heard that Wes and Laken tied the knot, she was pissed to high heaven, accusing Laken of trying to one-up her in the bestie department. And then, just like that, she had the genius idea of having a vow renewal right here in the Landon living room where her lust for my stepbrother began all those years ago. Marshall is officiating and my mother has quite literally purchased a fattened hog, butchered and catered from one of Seattle’s premier five-star restaurants.

      As soon as Tad cashed in on his latest lottery winnings, he went hog wild—a pun that could not be avoided—and made some very self-indulgent, pricy as hell purchases that have both Logan and me worried for the financial health of the family.

      “They say winning large sums of money can be a curse,” I whisper as Logan and I watch Tad and my mother set out a buffet spread that could easily feed five hundred people.

      The dining room table has been converted into a buffet stand and there are eight luxurious extra-large chafing dishes made of sterling silver. They’re drop-dead beautiful, as is the mega chandelier hanging awkwardly over the table—hell, it’s dwarfing the table. In fact, it’s better suited for the grand dining hall down at Paragon Palms Hotel than it is here.

      Em busies herself fussing over Bree in the corner with her new sweet baby, Ella, sucking on her dangling boob, and, my God, Em’s poor boobs do dangle.

      Drake and Ethan battle it out video game style—in designer tuxedos that Tad purchased outright for them—in front of the mega 4D TV. It’s unnerving watching all those zombies that look as if they could quite literally stagger out into the living room. I’m sure once Gage sees them, he’ll get a couple dozen bad ideas. Gage Oliver seems bogged down with nothing but bad ideas these days.

      Logan leans in. His warm breath dancing over my neck makes me moan with pleasure.

      “Anything can be a curse, Skyla, if you let it.”

      His words ring out like a warning bell and I shudder.

      I bat my lashes up at his comely eyes, my entire body stepping in close to his. Logan and I haven’t been together since that wild prom night, and every time I think of it I can’t help but giggle, my body heating to unsafe levels.

      “You know I was thinking, maybe I should wrangle a sitter for tonight.” I bite down nervously over my bottom lip and watch as his eyes widen. “I might even arrange for them to watch the boys until morning.” Even though Gage and I supposedly share custody, no matter if Gage has them for the day, the boys always sleep here with me. They are mama’s boys through and through and I love it that way.

      I glance over at them in the corner playing with miniature cars along with Beau. How they love their older cousin. They practically look up to him in every way and I find that a tad bit frightening. This is Drake and Bree’s son we’re talking about. And believe you me, the fruit did not fall far from the flatulent tree. He’s a bruiser and has been known to dole out a beating with a smile on his face.

      “A sitter?” Logan ticks his head to the side, that cocky grin riding high on his lips. “So, who are you going out with? Is Em ready to have a girls’ night after sequestering herself in the house for the last three months?” His left eye comes shy of winking and I wrinkle my nose at him.

      “I was thinking of Ellis.” I can’t help but widen my eyes at my own amusement. “Rumor has it, he’s been in the doghouse with G because of that stunt he pulled—or should I say Emerson pulled the night of the dance, and I told him I’d go out with him.” I clasp my hand over his and my thumb does a quick slither over his palm.

      Logan moans softly the way he’s prone to do when he’s deep inside of me and I melt on contact. But Logan and I haven’t been together since that magical night and it’s all my protective heart’s fault. In a sad way, I felt as if I was cheating on Gage. Ironic seeing that Gage has no problem at all cheating on me. I guess I needed more time to heal than I initially thought. I don’t know that I’ll ever truly heal from the trauma he’s impinged on me.

      Logan’s brows pinch together, the formation of a bird about to take flight. “And where exactly are you letting Harrison drag you off to?”

      I trap my tongue between my teeth a moment because I just love that Logan is playing along. That’s one of my favorite things about Logan. I can get him to go along with just about anything I like.

      He gives a slight nod, affirming the fact he’s prying in on my stream of consciousness.

      “Ballroom dancing.” I wince. “And knowing Ellis, we’ll probably light up a big fat one later. He mentioned that he and Drake have grown a miraculous batch that the entire free world will be clamoring to get their hands on. It is going to rain green from all the green they’re growing. His bad analogy, not mine.” It’s true. Ellis stopped by earlier to give Drake an early wedding gift, a giant bucket of weed. Both Drake and Bree say they’re saving it for tonight. At least they’re saving something for their wedding night.

      “Ballroom dancing?” he mouths the words as Mia calls to me from the hall.

      “Hang on, I’d better shore up the details with my sitter.” I go to leave and he spins me back to him, making it look just like a move you might see out on the dance floor. I’m sensing a theme. “What are you doing later, Oliver?”

      He ticks his head back, his lids hang heavy, and his lips curl at the tips. “Lexy said she wanted to swing by and show me some dance moves of her own.”

      I don’t hesitate to swat him. “You are terrible. I guess we’ll both be shaking our stuff tonight.” I take a step out and he catches me by the wrist, that playful look on his face making him look lethally sexy.

      “Shake it for me,” he whispers, his amber eyes never leaving mine.

      “Let’s just say, the odds are in your favor.” I bubble with laughter all the way to the hall where I meet up with both of my sisters.

      Mia and Melissa are quick to shuttle me to the foyer, their budding excitement is on the verge of hysterics.

      “What’s happening?” I laugh right along with them. For the first time in forever, it feels okay to laugh and feel joy at the very same time. It feels peaceful—as peaceful as a leader can get knowing that thirty of her men are missing. I plan on having a serious meeting of the minds with Marshall as soon as Bree’s vow renewal is over. This has gone on long enough.

      Mia gives Melissa a hearty shove in my direction. “You go first.”

      Melissa rolls her eyes. Her hair is sitting on top of her head in a bun and her widow’s peak hangs prominent into her forehead. I love the way Melissa embraces it rather than trying to hide it.

      “So Dom and I finalized the formula this morning. Paragon Love Potion is a go.” She gives a casual shrug. “I ran into Gabe this afternoon at the Burger Hut and I spiked his soda when he wasn’t looking.”

      “Oh my God, you can go to jail for something like that.” I’m not laughing anymore. The last thing I want for either of my sisters is for them to get tangled up in legal trouble. “Did anyone see you do it?”

      She shakes her head, her annoyance evident in the way she’s scowling at me.

      “No,” she hisses. “I waited until he went back to load up his bag with napkins and ketchup. He was getting it to go. Anyway—he took a few swigs and I did exactly what Dom told me to do. I looked right into his eyes and shouted you’re the one for me at the top of my lungs.”

      “Oh God.” I shudder at the humiliation Melissa undoubtedly faced whether or not she knows it and I’m betting not. “Melissa, she’s pulling your leg. There is no love potion. Just be thankful you didn’t poison the boy. A love potion can never work. There’s no scientific way to make someone fall in love with you.”

      Melissa huffs as she lands a hand on her hip. “Sure there is. The powder has some serious feel-good vibes attached to it and I happen to know firsthand it gives you a mean rush. As soon as he sipped the drink, I saw his eyes roll back into his head and that’s when I yelled at him. Now he’s forever going to associate me with that feeling, and once he runs out of the drink, the only other way to get those feel-good vibes will be through me.”

      “As in, you’ll be his supplier,” I flatline.

      A knock goes off at the door and I open it to find my friendly neighborhood Sector.

      “Speaking of feel-good vibes.” I pull Marshall into a hearty embrace and nothing. “You are one cold-hearted bastard.” I give a little wink to dampen the effects of my salty language.

      Mia pokes me in the ribs. “Anyway, I’m seeing Rev tonight when he brings back D-O-G and you can bet your Logan Oliver loving dollar I’m going to spike the Kool-Aid.” She leans up and whispers, “Nice job in the man wrangling department yourself. I saw the way he was looking at you and holding your hand.”

      I clear my throat as I try my best to ignore the fact Marshall is openly listening in.

      “Speaking of which,” I say. “Would you mind sleeping in my room tonight and watching the boys? I’ll be back before breakfast.”

      Mia shakes her head. “It’s a no-go. If I cast my spell just right, I won’t be home tonight either.” She pumps her shoulders as she and Melissa take off for the family room once again. “Sorry not sorry!” she sings out.

      Marshall growls over at me a moment, his eyes riding up and down my body, raking over me like a nuclear heat wave until they slowly widen as if in disbelief.

      In truth, I’ve been laying low ever since Logan and I did the deed. For one, I knew Marshall and his sex-ray vision would be picking up on my lascivious good time and besides that, the boys had a cold so I had to keep them in.

      “Marshall”—I twirl us into the formal living room to steal a moment of privacy—“Logan loves me.” I shake my head up at him as if denying it. “And I love him,” I whisper the words like a secret, but it feels amazing to say them out loud.

      His affect sobers on a dime. “Any other details you’d like to bore me with?”

      I can’t help but make a face up at the surly Sector. “I was going to say”—I take up his hand once again, hoping those amazing feel-good vibes would pulse through me—“my mother really loves Logan, too.”

      Marshall looks somewhere between sick and angry. “Yes. I am aware of her affinity for the Pretty One.”

      “If it makes you feel better, he gets all of his pretty and his amazing brains from you.” I was going to add his staggering prowess in bed, but think better of it. Marshall gives my hand an affirming squeeze to let me know he heard and my face heats hot as that sun I haven’t seen in years.

      “My genes only provide the brightest and the best.” He leans in with those boiling red eyes bearing hard into mine. “And believe me, that boy you’re playing hide the pencil with has been swimming in a rather diluted gene pool.” He openly glowers at me and I don’t dare giggle at the hide the pencil comment. Logan Oliver just so happens to have a baseball bat of his own tucked in those Levi’s, but that will be my not-so-little secret—and Chloe’s. I hate that Chloe has defiled every man I’ve slept with. Now it’s me glowering up at the steamy Sector. I have no true recall of whether or not Marshall has rocked Chloe’s world, but I’d bet good money he’s conquered that ornery pussycat and taught her a carnal lesson or two. I can see him now, thrusting in hard from behind while Chloe claws into the sheets on all fours.

      Marshall drops my hand like a bad phone line and lifts a brow, doesn’t say a word and yet says everything.

      A low growl emits from me. “I bet she took it like a champ, too.”

      His lips curve upward like a pair of wicked horns, affirming so much. “Back to you and me. It just so happens that—”

      “As I was about to say”—I’m quick to cut him off—“you have to realize that there’s no way my mother is going to let Logan leave this planet early again if ever. She is absolutely smitten with him.”

      Marshall is right back to glowering. “And you are suggesting—”

      “I’m not suggesting. I’m being honest. You and I might not get our time.”

      A dark laugh gurgles from his chest. “Oh, my dear love.” Marshall rakes his fingers through my hair. “Even if that dolt you’ve spiritually leashed yourself to proves to be indestructible”—his finger glides over my cheek, slow and heated—and in combination with those vibratronics he’s suddenly turned back up on blast, it feels like the most erotic move I’ve ever felt—“I will still conquer you in every manner. We will bear good fruit regardless or not if I have to tie the Pretty One to a chair and make him watch. It’s not for me to determine his fate, but ours has been sealed. You have been promised to me, so you see, Ms. Messenger, I don’t take kindly to people stealing what’s mine. Regardless of his state of being, you and I will find the time to yoke ourselves together in every carnal way. And if the Pretty One is alive for the main event, I suggest he go along with it, lest he find himself in the aforementioned unpleasant bind.” A crooked grin appears from nowhere. “Fear not. You will enjoy every moment of our time together.”

      The boys run up in all their miniature Gage Oliver glory. There is no denying he fathered these precious somewhat naughty beings. Barron whines and cries as soon as he attaches himself to my leg.

      “Mommeee!” I’ve gone from Mama to Mommy in a single bound and I love it. The boys have been chatting up a storm since Christmas, and some of the ways they mispronounce things are so adorable I don’t have the heart to correct them, like killow for pillow, fuck for truck—I let Emma grapple with that one—and silly pilly for the Silly Putty—the stuff that Bree insists on purchasing by the gallon. Apparently, it was her favorite form of entertainment when she was a kid and she wanted to pass down the sticky stuff to younger generations. “Nate is hitting on me!” Barron kicks his brother like a donkey and Nathan is quick to pull his hair.

      Marshall gurgles with a laugh. “Enough of that. Be kind and I might have a treat for the two of you.”

      The boys laugh slap Marshall’s leg as if he were a piñata. The boys love their Uncle Marshy to death. They take off running for the family room because Marshall has been known to spoil them wildly with the smallest of trinkets.

      I frown up at him. “Nothing from the seventeenth century, please. All of that crap is loaded with mercury and lead. That plague they had might have been demonized but, face it, they were doomed either way.”

      He shakes a fist and opens his palm to reveal a handful of small plastic toys, men and women, a few cats and dogs. Marshall gives his hand a quick shake, and much to my horror the tiny toys yawn to life and begin to move and look up at us in wonder.

      “Marshall!”

      He takes off for the hall, disregarding my blatant worry over the psychological effects a gift like that can give a child.

      “And Skyla?” He turns abruptly. There’s a wicked gleam in his eyes and I can practically feel the zinger coming. “You’ll take it like a champ, too.”

      “Nice,” I mutter just as another knock erupts at the door and I head over and swing it wide open, only to reveal a couple of faces I never wish to see again.

      “Chloe and Gage,” I say their names in an effort to show I really don’t care if they’re a couple—of idiots.

      Chloe scoffs as if I had smeared it with sarcasm, and come to think of it, I might have.

      “Nice to see you’re growing up, Skyla.” She secures her growing belly with her hand as she strides past me. Honestly, there is hardly anything there, but with that tent she’s donned and the way she seems to be struggling to walk, it’s a believable act.

      Gage comes in and I don’t wait to shut the door behind him. I figure if he can kidnap over two dozen of my people, he can figure out the basic mechanics of a door hinge.

      “Skyla.” His sad eyes rake over me, up and down as if he had the right. “I wanted to talk about the boys. I think we need to get them in beds, here at the house.”

      “My translator is in the other room. I can’t understand you. Anything that has to do with anything goes through Logan.” I’m about to take off when Brody and Brielle’s sister, Brookelynn, and their mother, Darla, hop in, whooping and hollering as if it were midnight New Year’s Eve. Brody, however, is doing none of the above.

      Brody shuts the door behind him and glares from Gage to me. “I was just briefed by one of our contacts on where those thirty Celestra ended up.” Brody glares at Gage a good long while. I had asked him to figure it out, and apparently, he’s made quick work of it.

      “Where, Brody?” At this point I couldn’t care less that the enemy was standing in my presence.

      “Raven’s Eye.” He gives Gage a hard shove to the chest before making his way down the hall.

      “Messenger!” Bree shouts from the family room. “Get your ass over here. You’re holding up my wedding!”

      “Raven’s Eye,” I whisper the horror to myself as I struggle to keep from passing out. Raven’s Eye is an island just past our own that the government runs as a testing facility for paranormal activity. I don’t know what their cover is, but I know what the truth is.

      I glance to Gage and my eyes meet up with his and I’m far more horrified than I’ve ever been before. But Gage doesn’t say a word. He expels a breath, his eyes flitting to the wall behind me. So cold, so very unlike the boy I fell in love with.

      “It’s true.,” I hiss. “You are a monster. When you came back from the dead, the very first thing you said to me was that you came back to kill, steal, and destroy. And that was the last truth you ever told me.”

      I stagger down the hall, only to meet with Logan’s wild eyes as he grabs ahold of my hand.

      I heard. He squeezes his eyes shut.

      We enter the family room, peppered with every Landon present and accounted for, the kids all running wild while Bree curses at Beau to stand between her and Drake. Marshall gives a curt nod my way as if he, too, were apprised of the malfeasance and I want to scream. I want to grab that overgrown crystal vase filled with long stem blood red roses sitting on the table and smash it over Gage and Chloe.

      Bree yanks me forward and lands me next to the beast herself. “My two besties in the whole entire world are standing up for me today.”

      Drake grunts, “Yo, Ethan. Get your ass over here and stand next to me. I don’t like looking like a loser.”

      Ethan belches so loud the windows vibrate. “You are a loser.”

      Tad stands next to my mother and I can’t help but note how odd his hair looks. His face and exposed arms look unnaturally tan and he’s donned some strange holey mess as if he forgot to get dressed properly this morning, but I don’t give a flying anything about Tad’s accoutrements at the moment. Instead, I take up Chloe’s hand and her eyes move my way, silent in one fell swoop like a ventriloquist’s dummy.

      You little bitch—I start easy—you are a Celestra. How dare you let Gage get away with the shit he’s doing. Somewhere deep down in that dark, bitter, twisted briar patch of a heart, I thought you still cared for our people.

      Chloe flinches, but I tighten my grip over her hand and note that both Gage and Logan’s eyes are glued to our conjoined fingers.

      Yes, Skyla. I am a Celestra and I will be until the day I die. But I am also Gage Oliver’s wife. We have an understanding to leave Faction business at the door.

      Now it’s me flinching as I shoot a quick look to Gage. That’s what we were supposed to do, and look where it got us.

      It didn’t work out so well for me, Chloe, I say. Don’t deceive yourself into thinking it will for you either. He’s using you. I don’t know why or how, but you are a pawn. This is not real. It cannot be. Something far more nefarious is afoot, Chloe. Take a good look at those boys wrestling it out on the sofa. I nod to Nathan and Barron, and even Gage and Logan turn to look. Logan goes over and settles them a moment for me. Gage left them. He left me. He gave it all up for you? No offense, but I think maybe it’s time you did a reality check. Nothing good is going to come of your union with him. It is all a lie.

      Chloe’s hand grips mine with an insurmountable crushing strength and I moan as I yank myself free.

      She snatches it right back up again, softer this time as if she were through teaching me a lesson.

      Don’t you ever tell me that this child I’m growing in my body is a lie. I will defend both my marriage and my baby to the death, Skyla.

      I bury a laugh in my chest. Funny, Gage used to say the same about our family. And believe me, he did it with a lot more zest. Think about your people, Chloe. I’m not asking you to leave Gage or work with me. I’m asking you to dig deep and decide for yourself if you care at all for Celestra anymore. And if the answer is no, just keep doing what you’re doing. It’s working beautifully for Gage.

      I let go just as Marshall pronounces them husband and wife and they share an awkward kiss, much to the whooping approval of Darla.

      Tad claps as if he’s witnessed the second coming. “That’s my boy. And now I’d like to shower my son and my beautiful daughter-in-law with gifts.” He swipes a few small boxes off the mantel and shoves the first one at Drake. “A lock of Elvis Presley’s hair I purchased off eBay just for you. It cost me a mint. Hang on to it, kid. It will only go up in value.”

      I glance to Gage in horror, mostly out of habit. I’m sure Gage couldn’t care less about Tad Landon’s bad spending habits. Instead, I step between Logan and Marshall.

      “How much do you think he spent on that?” I whisper as Darla and Brookelynn gather around the lucky couple to see their new follicular loot.

      Marshall’s chest bucks with the idea of a laugh. “More than it’s worth.”

      Tad looks over and sneers our way. “One hundred cool grand. And it was a steal. I’ve researched it, and it could be worth millions.”

      Could be being the operative words.

      I pick up Logan’s hand. He didn’t win that much combined. This is a disaster.

      Gage sighs over at him. “Why don’t you hire a good accountant? Or better yet, let me manage your winnings for you. The government—”

      Tad chokes audibly. “Ah! Neither you nor the government is a part of this family, so you can take your advice and shove it up your brand new father-in-law’s pants. I don’t need it.”

      For once I agree with Tad. Sort of. A horrible sadness washes over me at the thought of Gage having a whole new set of in-laws. I hate this.

      Logan gives my hand a squeeze. I hate this, too.

      “Mommy!” Barron tackles my legs and gives my sweater a hard tug. “Natey is stucks.” His little dimples dip in and out and my heart melts at the sight of him. And how I love that he wants me to help his brother. Normally, he’d kick him and laugh, but ultimately he’d help his Natey himself.

      “Okay, let’s help get Natey unstuck.” I give a quick wink to Logan. “I’ll be right back.”

      Chloe steps up with a bored concern and I shake my head at her. “Don’t even think about it,” I say.

      Chloe’s mouth falls open. “What if he’s dangling from the butterfly room?”

      Leave it to Chloe to out the butterfly room.

      I take Barron’s hand and he leads me down the hall, and soon enough Gage is by my side.

      “He’s probably trying to climb into his crib,” I say. “He gets stuck on the top and will freeze for an eternity,” I say as we hurry up the stairs.

      Gage huffs a dull laugh. “Another reason we’re getting rid of the cribs.”

      “I will get rid of them. I don’t need your help with anything,” I say as we crest the top of the stairs. In an odd way it all feels so normal to be going through these motions with him. So many nights we climbed those stairs to get to bed. My waist craves for him to take ahold of me the way he was prone to do. My lips miss his kisses. But those are a thing of the past, just like us.

      We head into the bedroom and there’s no sign of Nathan on the crib rails. No sign of him on the bed. Both Gage and I start chiming his name in unison until Barron calls out from the closet.

      On the floor lies Nathan, facedown, his hand in a bag of white powder. The wolfsbane Melissa gave me the night of the dance.

      “Oh my God.” I fall on my knees and the walls give a dizzying spin.

      The next thing I know, Logan is on him, his cheek to Nathan’s nose. My baby’s face is turning blue.

      “Chloe, call 911!” he barks as he gives Nathan mouth to mouth and pumps his chest.

      Gage is shouting as his body hovers over Nathan’s. I can’t catch my breath as I struggle to send up a stream of spastic prayers to God Himself.

      The howl of the ambulance saws through the air, and Logan picks up Nathan and races downstairs.

      I hop to my feet, my entire body numb with shock as Gage snatches the bag off the floor.

      “Give that to me.” I try to snatch it back and he holds it over his head.

      “What is this shit?” he riots so loud my eardrums beg to burst.

      “It’s not mine. It was given to me. It’s poison.” I can hardly get the words out as I struggle to make my way past him, but Chloe steps in.

      “It was for me, wasn’t it?” Her hand creeps up her throat and a breath escapes my mouth as I try to take a step to the door.

      Gage snatches me up by the shoulders, his fingers digging in hard as he gives me a few aggressive shakes.

      “You brought poison into this house? Into the room you share with my children?” he thunders right in my face, his rage washing over me in waves.

      I lift my knee over his body and push him the hell away from me.

      “You brought the poison into our life, Gage,” I say as I race outside.

      I snatch Marshall up by the hand and lead him to the gurney where my sweet baby lies motionless. I can’t see through the tears as I beg Marshall to make everything okay.

      “Heal my baby, Marshall. I will never ask for a thing. Just do this for me. Heal Nathan for me, I beg of you.” I look up to the black sky and howl for my mother, but all I get in response is a prickling of rain.

      Marshall lays his hand over Nathan’s forehead and openly prays for him, but Nathan isn’t responding, the oxygen mask over his little face breaks my heart as the EMTs thrust him into the open mouth of the ambulance. I hop in, as do Gage and Logan, and the door seals shut.

      “Call Demetri,” I say and I fall next to Nathan. I’ll take help from the devil himself.

      And I weep over my sweet son all the way to the hospital.
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      The white box known as Paragon Hospital is a place I have a love-hate relationship with. For one, I cannot stand hospitals—Tad had me incarcerated on the psych unit once—a horrible memory. But this is the place where I birthed my beautiful babies—the best memory. And I pray it’s the place that makes my sweet angel Nathan whole and healthy again.

      They whisk him in through the emergency room entrance and the three of us dash right along, but they don’t grant us access to the room they take him to. Instead, we’re left in the hall like a trio of abandoned orphans.

      “What the hell happened?” Logan pulls me into a warm embrace, his mouth over my ear in a spastic heated kiss.

      My lips part, my throat clawing for words as I look to Gage.

      “She wanted to poison Chloe.” Gage doesn’t mind answering for me. “She said it was wolfsbane. I’m assuming it came from Dominique.”

      Logan pulls back, studying me, worried for me. “It’s going to be okay, Skyla. Nathan will be just fine. He was breathing on his own once I got him started. He had good color by the time we got here.”

      He brushes back the hair from sticking to my face. I sweated buckets on the ride over. My body is still numb with shock. And this horrific feeling shouldn’t go away. I’m a terrible mother and I need to be reminded of it.

      Logan shakes his head. “You’re not a terrible mother. It was a terrible accident.”

      “It was.” I glance to Gage. “I should never have taken it. It was the night of the dance and—”

      Gage grunts, “And you were too busy fucking Logan to think about what could happen if you dragged a bag of rat poison to the bedroom.”

      Before Logan or I can respond, the hall floods with bodies, my mother, Chloe, Bree, Mia—and on their tail runs in Emma, and is that Olivia Harrison? Oh God.

      My eyes flit to Chloe, terrified of what she’s done. Of what I’ve done to cause this demonic domino effect.

      They all start speaking at once and a nurse comes by and shuttles us to the waiting room across the way.

      Olivia is speaking softly to the nurse. They both pause a moment to look my way before the nurse nods and leaves the room.

      “What’s going on?” I hop over to Olivia, not wanting to miss a beat. “Why are you here?”

      Olivia’s lips tighten as she looks to my former mother-in-law. “Emma pulled me into her car as she was leaving. I just came home from getting a manicure.” She holds her nails out a moment absentmindedly. “Skyla, whenever a child has been severely harmed in the home, social services has to be notified. I informed the nurse I’d be speaking with them on behalf of the family.”

      Gage steps in close. “We don’t want any problems with social services.”

      “No, you don’t,” Olivia is quick to agree. “That’s a cat with its tail on fire, and it could do some serious damage.”

      Emma strides up, arms folded defiantly, that angry look on her face letting me know she’s pissed.

      “The boys aren’t safe at the Landon house. Perhaps no house with Skyla in it. I demand Gage be given all rights immediately. We can’t have another episode like this. I refuse to gamble with the lives of my grandchildren in an effort to be kind to their mother.”

      “Please”—I can’t help but huff—“the last time you were kind to me, I was dating Logan.”

      Emma pulls a tight smile. “Which I understand is happening again. You’re lucky I approve of him, or you’d have another fight entirely on your hands.”

      “I’m lucky you approve?” A part of me feels like running out and finding the exact person Emma here would most definitely not approve of, like some rebellious teenager, but I know better. Emma simply doesn’t approve of me.

      “That’s right,” Emma smarts before turning back to Olivia. “Kresley Fisher and her son, Eli, live under my roof. I take excellent care of the both of them. If need be, the boys can be placed in my care in the event the social worker feels ambivalent about placing the children with their father.”

      “No.” I shake my head in disbelief as my worst nightmare plays out before me. “That’s not going to happen. Nathan is coming home with me. That’s where the boys live, and that’s where they belong.”

      Olivia sighs as Logan rubs my back from behind.

      “That’s most likely not going to happen, Skyla.” She looks forlorn at me. “Look, I know you love your children, and from what I can see you are a very good mother. But aside from the fact Nathan will most likely be kept for observation in the least, the social worker might insist they come and observe the home environment, and if they feel it’s not adequate, they will look to the father’s living situation. It’s highly unlikely the boys will be given to Emma, but stranger things have happened. But as for you, Skyla, this might be a hard road.”

      “If Gage gets them, how long would I have to wait to get them back? A week? Two?”

      Olivia shrugs a moment. “Honestly, I haven’t seen anything move quicker than six months. The typical turnaround time is a year at least.”

      “Oh my God.” The room sways beneath my feet and Logan steadies me.

      The doctor comes in, pulls down his dark blue mask, and asks for the parents. Both Gage and I are front and center, with Logan faithfully by my side.

      “He’s going to be just fine.”

      And with those words, every cell in my body sighs with relief. “Oh, thank God.” I latch onto Logan and hold my breath for what might come next.

      The doctor, a younger man with a five o’clock shadow and intense dark eyes, looks right at me. “He’s not out of the woods just yet, but we’ll be monitoring him through the night, replenishing his fluids. We were able to drain his stomach pretty well, but the drug is still showing in his bloodstream. Scans all look good. You caught it just in time. Five more minutes and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” He nods and turns to leave.

      “How long will he be here?” I couldn’t help but ask. I want nothing more than to take my baby home with me.

      “Three days at maximum, if all goes well. We’ll recheck liver levels again tonight, but we expect those to look better and better. He’s sedated, but they’re moving him to a room where you can be with him.”

      Soon enough, we’re all shuttled to a different floor and I hold Nathan’s listless hand all the way up there, standing next to the gurney, as that monstrous sight penetrates deep into my mind. I never want to forget this horrible moment. I never want to put either of my children through this again.

      In the evening, just as Nathan is coming out of his drugged stupor, a social worker interviews both Gage and me separately before calling us together into the hall. Her name is Susan Haskell, short pixie cut with coffee-colored eyes that look as if they’re kind enough if you’re on the right side of the law. And at the moment, I’m not sure if I am. Hell, I know I’m not.

      “Skyla”—she reads my name off her notes as if I didn’t just repeat it a dozen times—“I’ll be stopping by the house tomorrow to evaluate the environment. Will there be someone home to let me in?”

      My heart sinks as all the Landon madness flashes through my mind at once. That tiny room of mine with no space to move. Yes, it’s uncomfortable, but is it illegal? My God, what a horrific can of worms. That burning ache in the pit of my stomach makes me wonder if this will ever be over.

      “Yes, someone will undoubtedly be home.”

      “Good. If for whatever reason I feel there is cause for concern, I’ll be visiting your home, Gage. Will there be someone available to walk me through it?”

      “My mother or my wife will be there.”

      Knife in the gut. It never gets easier to hear that.

      Logan picks up my hand and gives it a squeeze. I’m sorry.

      I nod, acknowledging this. I’m sorry, too. More than anyone can ever know.

      “Very well.” She snaps her book closed and tucks it into her briefcase. “Unfortunately, the sheriff’s department will have to take a statement from each of you. I believe there was an illegal substance at play. We’ll pair our findings and you’ll be apprised all along the way.”

      She takes off and I look to Gage with the fear of God in my eyes.

      “Please don’t take my babies.” The words come out low as I plead for my life.

      Logan’s chest expands as he pulls me close. “He wouldn’t do that.”

      Gage twists his lips as he watches Chloe head this way with a hand on her belly. Not only will she have her own child with Gage, but she might just get mine, too.

      “It’s not up to me,” he says. “We’ll be lucky if we both don’t lose them.”

      Chloe glides an arm around his waist, all of her wrath pouring out in my direction.

      “Are you happy, Skyla? You wanted me dead, and now the only one who’s suffering is our baby boy.”

      My stomach gives another violent twist.

      Chloe steps in. “All you think about is yourself. Your husband, your revenge, your wounded ego. That’s exactly why the Factions are hurting. That’s why Gage left you to begin with. You only think about what’s best for you—what fits into your agenda.”

      Gage’s jaw clenches. “That’s enough.”

      But Chloe holds a hand up dismissively to her new spouse.

      “You have zero regard for the safety of others. That’s why our people are draining from under you. That’s why Gage took off for greener pastures, and that’s why your baby boy was almost fitted for a coffin.”

      “Chloe!” Logan barks.

      My stomach pulsates once, hard, and I purge everything I’ve eaten in the last twenty-four hours at her feet. Logan shouts something at Chloe, at Gage, but I’m too lost in my bodily convulsions to pay attention.

      Both Gage and I spend the night in the tiny room they place Nathan in. Right in front of the nurses’ station. They wouldn’t let Logan stay past visiting hours. I’m sick all night, vomiting, assuring the staff it’s just nerves. They test me for the flu, and thankfully, there’s no sign of it. Gage and I stay three long days, two solid nights just feet apart, acting like strangers. It’s as if he’s afraid to let his guard down with me anymore—afraid to reminisce about who we were for even a moment. The old us is dead to him.

      On the third day, Ms. Susan Haskell lets us know that my home was found lacking. An unfitting environment for the boys to thrive in. They can stay with their father until I can provide proper accommodations for them. She gives me her card and says she’ll touch base in a week. Logan whispers in my ear that we can move into Whitehorse, all will be well.

      “I don’t want to be without the boys,” I say it to Gage once she’s out of the room. Chloe gloats by his side as if this were a victory she’s wanted from the beginning.

      “They’ll be fine, Skyla,” she assures me. “In fact, I’ve gone to Cost Club anticipating this very thing. I’ve bought all of their favorite foods and fresh, organic fruit. Em says she’ll come over and teach me to cook a few basic meals. Wes says I can have Tobie for a few nights. It will be fun, like a sleepover. You go ahead and relax. Catch up on some sleep. You might even like the arrangement. You and Logan can have that honeymoon you never finished. Gage and I will take excellent care of our children.”

      “No.” The word rips from me, violent and jagged. “They didn’t say anything about me not being able to be near my children. If the boys are spending the night at your house”—I take a deep breath—“then so am I.”
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      To say the last few days with Nathan in the hospital have been a living hell is putting it lightly, but as I packed my things, the boys’ things, to head to Gage’s house, my house that he’s yet to buy me out of, it feels as if I’ve slipped down into another level of psychological torture.

      Welcome to hell, where I will have to witness Gage and Chloe living it up as husband and wifey, trotting off to bed in the room that I once shared with my husband, to a home that I lovingly hand selected each and every fixture, the flooring, the wall colors, how I begged, borrowed, and stole my then husband’s sanity for those pricy appliances.

      It’s all Chloe’s now.

      The house.

      The husband.

      And now you can add my boys to that list. Neither Nathan nor Barron is allowed back in the Landon house until we pass inspection. The earliest they’re able to come out is next week, which means seven full days of pure unadulterated hell. I had thought about asking Gage to have the boys stay with Emma, but Emma would never let me under her roof—not at this insane juncture of my life anyway. And Chloe—well, she’s all too eager to show off her brand new life to me. I suspect the consistent vomiting I’ve been subjected to over the last few days won’t be letting up any time soon.

      Logan blows out a breath as we stare at the bright red door. It was my idea, a cute one at the time. I’ve always loved a good red door. It looked friendly and homey, but right about now it just looks angry—a harbinger of very bad things to come.

      The door swings open before we can knock and Gage stands there with a limp Nathan in his arms.

      “Mommy!” My baby garbles it out through tears as I scoop him into my arms.

      “It’s okay, sweetie. Mommy is here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Barron runs up with a miniature fire truck in his hand and lifts it to his brother.

      “Natey, look! Fire fuck!”

      None of us correct him and none of us laugh. We’ve entered a brand new hell and laughter is the furthest from our minds.

      Logan picks him up as we head to the living room and make our way to the couch.

      Chloe shuffles in on Gage’s heels. She’s donned a light pink dress and has an honest to God frilly white apron tied around her bulging waist.

      “Welcome to our home! Mi casa es su casa!” she sings.

      “This is mi casa, Chloe,” I can’t help but snipe.

      “Not for long.” She looks to Gage. “We’re currently speaking with a real estate attorney on how to get out of this mess.”

      “Enough,” Gage thunders it out low as not to arouse the boys before taking a seat on the coffee table directly across from Logan and me. The old Gage would have done that just to be as close to us as possible. He loved us insatiably. This new version, not so much.

      His lips tug downward as if he were about to lose his temper. His eyes are bloodshot, most likely from lack of sleep, his face stone-cold as if he’s never felt a happy emotion before in his life. This is the new Gage, heartless, self-absorbed, living it up in my house with my kids, with my nemesis. Everything about Gage Oliver has morphed into one giant FU to me and everything I thought we ever had.

      “I’ve fed them both,” he whispers it low like a secret, as if Chloe were an intruder in our midst and he didn’t want to include her in any part of our conversation. I like my theory. Sometimes the lies we feed ourselves are the sweetest. “Nathan only had a few bites, but I’m keeping his fluids up and that’s what the nurse said would be the most important.”

      “Good.” I press a soft kiss to the back of Nathan’s head. “I’ll be sleeping in the boys’ room tonight.”

      Logan nods. “And the couch is fine for me.”

      “Heavens no!” Chloe is quick to interfere. “I have the guest room fixed up for you. We can make a big giant sleepover out of this. I’ve pulled out card games. We can watch movies. I’m catering in Chinese tonight and I think we have a bottle of Sake somewhere in the fridge. Skyla, wait until you see how much fun it will be to have a real couple’s night with Gage and me. And now that you and Logan are officially together, what better time to take it for a test run?”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes at the stupidity before me. “I’m not here on some prolonged—unavoidable double date, Chloe. This is no social visit. I’m here to comfort my children, which is something you know nothing about.”

      She scoffs as she pats her blooming belly. “I may not have been a perfect mother to Tobie, but this new baby inside of me has made a changed woman of me. There will be no child on earth loved more than this one.” Nathan moans into my neck as her eyes set wide. “Except for our boys, Gage. I do love my stepsons as if they were my own.”

      I can’t help but grunt, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Logan nods over to Gage. “While we’re forcibly conjoined at the hips, why don’t you look me in the eye and tell me you had nothing to do with those thirty missing Celestra ending up on Raven’s Eye.”

      Gage comes just shy of winking, a twitch that used to take over when he was suddenly feeling overwhelmed. “Not quite.” He looks to me. “I meant to kill them.”

      My heart cinches. “I guess you went with a fate worse than death.”

      Gage blows out a hard breath as if he were hard pressed. “No, Skyla. I didn’t.” He needles me with those cobalt eyes that once softened at the sight of me. “I wanted them hurt in a far more traditional sense—and that is the truth.”

      A dry laugh pumps from me. “It begs the question, why did you want them hurt, Gage? Did they personally offend you? Is it not enough that you robbed me of my celestial standing? That you upended the very people you swore to me you’d protect? It doesn’t make sense. And in that sense you are very consistent.”

      Gage glances back at Chloe before he settles his elbows over his knees. He’s so close I can feel the rhythm of his breathing heating up my knees.

      “I will tell you.” He looks from Logan to me. His lips knot up the way they tend to do when he’s fighting mad. “Because I want you to focus on the Factions.”

      Logan and I exchange a quick glance. I look up at Chloe and she looks equally baffled.

      Barron kicks his way off the couch. “Natey and me going watch cartoons.”

      Chloe is quick to mobilize and switch on the television—ever the doting evil stepmother—while Barron shouts at her to turn the channel.

      “Gage”—his name comes from my lips sharp like a reprimand—“I am focused on the Factions. I am trying to protect the Factions from you, in fact. But in case I’m missing it—” Nathan perks to life and joins Barron on the floor in front of the television. I lean in toward this menace who once held my heart so completely. “What in the hell do you think I’m focused on?”

      Gage glances to Logan for a moment. “Him.” He bears all of his anger into me through those stern, hateful eyes.

      “Knew it,” I hiss. “Hear that, Chloe?” I glance to the witch. “Your husband can’t handle the fact I have someone else in my life. If he truly loved you, he wouldn’t care if I was with the mailman.”

      Logan grunts, “You stole people’s lives because you’re angry that Skyla and I are spending time together?” The muscles in his jaw pop and I’m half-afraid I’m going to have to break up a fistfight.

      Chloe scoffs as she looks to Gage. “That’s not true. Every move Gage makes in this war is calculated to help the Barricade.”

      “The Barricade is winning, Chloe,” I hiss. “This was extracurricular bull that didn’t need to happen. Celestra’s numbers are so small, there isn’t a threat in the world we pose to your husband or the Barricade.” I pin my hostile gaze to his once again. “You know that I slept with Logan.” It comes out incredulous with a laugh buried in my throat. “My God, I don’t know how I didn’t see this before. This was straight-up retribution for the night I spent in Logan’s arms.” The words escape from me numbly as another far more horrific thought enters my mind. “You watched,” I whisper as the room stills strangely around us. “You saw us, didn’t you?”

      Gage drops his gaze to the floor before glowering at the two of us again.

      “Shit,” Logan hisses, I can practically feel the steam emanating off him. “Are you kidding me? Do you know the hell I went through when I knew that you were loving Skyla in the way that I wanted to? I didn’t choose to die, Gage. In case you’ve forgotten, your wife cut my head off in the first Faction war we were in. And then, I had to sit back and watch you paw all over my wife—and like it or not, I had to enjoy the show. I was civil. I was encouraging. I wanted you to keep your family intact long after I received breath in my lungs once again. I never set out to end you. But in retrospect, maybe I should have. You left Skyla for Chloe. You let her go. She is a free agent, and you or your temper has no say in who she’s with.”

      “Gage?” Chloe’s voice sounds like an annoying squeak you’d want to power wash with oil, or in this case gasoline and a match. “You didn’t have to do that. You’ve already won.”

      There’s an air of surprise in her tone and how I love the fact that we’ve stirred a whole new tension in the room.

      Maybe something good will come of us spending copious amounts of time together. Logan and I will get front row seats to Chloe and Gage strangling one another, and knowing Chloe it will get her off just as good as anything that Gage does in the bedroom.

      My stomach boils in its own acid and I run for the restroom, vomiting into the toilet before I ever get a chance to shut the door. Chloe shouts and curses up a storm—something to do with the fact my puking is making her have to puke. Nice. We will puke our way through this forced internment. That sounds about right. I clean myself up and Logan brings me a cold glass of water and wraps an arm around my shoulders as I try to decompress.

      Logan looks to Gage while Gage studies us from the hall as if he were a scientist observing alien creatures for the very first time.

      Logan sighs. “I think we’ll take the matter to the Justice Alliance.”

      “It won’t fly.” The words speed out of Gage’s mouth as if he were resigned to it. “It’s war. I conferred with my council. We were all in agreement.”

      I narrow my gaze in on him, turning the tables and studying him with suspicion.

      “Was Wes in agreement?” I ask. “Because honestly, this level of wickedness doesn’t reek of Wesley.”

      Gage tips his head back and his jaw clenches as if he were forced to digest a hard truth.

      Logan shakes his head. “I think that’s a no. You’ve really outdone yourself. Do you know what’s going to happen? Because I do, and I don’t need a crystal ball to finish this story. They’re going to winnow away every detail that’s different about these creatures they think they’ve captured and eventually, perhaps fairly quickly, they will find the markers.”

      I gasp as a thought comes to me. “You’ve told them about the markers, didn’t you? You’re close to permanently hiding them, and now you’re ready to feed my people to the feds. Only I’m betting that’s not your end game.”

      “Nope.” Logan finished for me because it’s far too easy to see where this is going. “He wants everyone to surrender to the Barricade.”

      “And don’t worry”—an incredulous laugh huffs from me—“as soon as this news spreads like wildfire, and it will, the Factions will bleed out until they’re all united once again—under your wicked leadership.”

      Chloe steps back into our midst, her hair pulled up, a swath of fresh peach lipstick on her lips. “What did I miss?”

      “The point as usual,” I say. “Chloe, he’s using you. And if you care about Celestra at all, you’ll let the Fem-shaped scales fall from your eyes and realize there will be nothing left of our people. He is burning them down, blowing away the ashes. He knows that as long as he has you on a leash he won’t have you as opposition. Is that what you want, Chloe? To be put on a leash—to watch as your people burn to the ground? Because if it is, and you have lost all heart for your people—once this baby is born, I will leash you. Emerson and I have already discussed the best way to end you. It looks as if my plan is a go. In the event you need a reminder, Emerson is going to eviscerate you and we’re going to strangle you with your own entrails.”

      Her eyes widen with horror.

      “I have dreamed of killing you myself,” she says almost hypnotically. “I have dreamed of wrapping my hands around your neck, squeezing the life out of you, Skyla. I would lie awake at night and think about how to best position my hands, how to employ every ounce of my Celestra strength. My powers against yours.” She stares vacantly at the wall as the scene plays out in her twisted mind. “You would kick and writhe as you clawed at my hands, eyes bulging, your tongue fat between your teeth. And then you would grow increasingly weaker as the world around you began to fade, until you mercifully passed out. But I’ve done my homework—I’d need to persist. If I let go too soon, you might catch a much-needed breath. No. My determination to snuff the life out of you would be too great. And once I was firmly satisfied that your spirit had left your body, only then would my fingers ease their tension. Of course, you would drop to the ground like a dirty rag—I’d step on your neck on my way out the door. And after that, the air in the world would be sweeter, every sound a symphony, every sensation heightened as I walked this Skyla-free planet as if it were a heavenly realm. And it would be.”

      Logan gives a long blink. “Ten bucks says that’s a bedtime story the boys have heard before.”

      Gage flicks a wry smile my way as if he didn’t know what to do with it. “It is certainly the first time I’m hearing it.”

      “Is that how you would do it, Gage?” I glower at this ridiculous version of my late husband. “Isn’t that what’s coming down the pike eventually? You, killing me?”

      Gage inches back as if I had uttered the most ridiculous words in the world. “Why would I kill you?”

      “Why wouldn’t you?” The words speed out of my mouth like the fact they are.

      Chloe nods. “It would have to be passion-driven. You can’t strangle the life out of someone unless you have the rage, the desire, the all-out intense rapture propelling you on.” She takes a cleansing breath, inhaling through her nose and blowing it softly from her mouth.

      I look up at the monster and frown. “Did you just have an orgasm, Chloe?”

      “A small one.” She runs her fingers through Gage’s thick, dark hair. “I save all the big ones for you.” She stretches a plastic smile across her face as she pins Logan down with those dark eyes. “And you just so happened to gift me my first. Of course, I was pretending I was with Gage.” She shakes her head over at her betrothed as if no one else on the planet existed. “Every time, no matter who I was with. It was you, Gage. I have only ever craved you. I have only ever wanted you. You are of more value to me than my entire existence.”

      “Isn’t that wonderful, Gage?” His name practically sings from my lips as I taunt him. “And now Chloe Oliver nee Bishop finally has her every heart’s desire and you yourself have helped her accomplish this. You have turned my life into a living hell and hers into a proverbial paradise. Do you sleep well at night?”

      Chloe gurgles out a dark laugh. “He does once I’m done with him.”

      My stomach turns again, hot and bitter, but I resist the urge to turn for the toilet.

      Logan kicks Gage’s shoe. “Answer the question. It’s not polite to ignore the mother of your children.”

      Gage takes a breath and glowers at me. “Yes, Skyla. I sleep like a baby. But you’re forgetting. I don’t necessarily need sleep, now do I?”

      “Then why do you look like hell?” I don’t hesitate asking since Logan’s prompted him not to ignore me.

      Gage lifts a brow as if he’s amused. “Maybe, just maybe, I’m in hell right there with you.”

      “On that note,” Chloe is quick to change any subject that might make her look bad. “I’d best make plans for dinner.”

      Hours drag by. I wrap my arms around Logan as we watch cartoons with the boys. We discuss the bowling alley and I politely ask for my job back, to which Logan informs me I had never lost it.

      It’s planting season, so Logan and Liam will be busy at the farm Logan acquired behind the bowling alley. And he’s invited me to bring the boys out during the day to watch the big tractors move copious amounts of dirt. They will be in heaven and so will I because Logan’s land just so happens to be far away from this hellhole. Let the record show the old Walsh house, Chloe and Gage’s new abode, has never done me any favors.

      We eat Chinese, then Logan helps me bathe the boys and dress them for bed. Nathan and Barron run laps around the upstairs until finally I manage to wrangle them into their beds, their adorable car beds that Logan insisted on purchasing for not only this house, but for his home as well. It’s disconcerting when your children have grown-up beds everywhere but your own home. Tomorrow, we’re picking up two toddler beds that I’ll cram into my room once the social workers leave. For now, Mom said we could just show them Misty and Beau’s room. Thank God they’ve outgrown those caskets Bree had gifted them. And both Ember and Ella sleep in Em and Ethan’s bedroom. Yes, the Landon house is filled to max capacity, but I can assure every social worker in the world that it’s filled with love.

      Chloe stands at the door and rolls her eyes as Logan gathers the boys to pray with us. We pray as a family—Chloe, Gage, Logan, the boys, and me—and it feels downright sacrilegious as if the house were in danger of erupting in flames. And sadly, Chloe isn’t the only devil gracing this place. Gage Oliver qualifies as one himself.

      “Skyla”—Chloe’s voice is curt and grating, her bad attitude is especially highlighted after Logan’s lovely soliloquy—“I’ll speak to Wes about having your old furniture moved from the Transfer and brought to the guest room. Of course, it will be for Tobie, seeing that the old wicker mess is mine now. But you’re welcome to use it while you’re a guest in our home.”

      Some time ago, Chloe bought my old wicker bedroom set at a garage sale my mother threw. I had never wanted to part with it and now it’s been defiled by Chloe first, and then the Transfer. But I do hope Tobie enjoys it.

      I grunt at the thought, “I’ll have the boys sleep together. Logan and I will sleep in this bed.” I pat the side of the red plastic sports car I’m currently lounging in.

      Gage’s eyes round out. “Not under my roof.”

      The boys continue to giggle, fight, and wrestle, blissfully unaware of their parents’ discord.

      “It’s my roof, too, Gage. And don’t worry. I won’t make a habit of sleeping around. It’s just Logan for me from here on out.” I reach over and pick up Logan’s hand and a devilish smile glides up his lips. I look back to Gage. “You’re finally with who you were destined to be with and so am I. Only in my case, I’m truly happy.”

      It’s as if the lights go out in Gage Oliver’s eyes. A tangible click of that last morsel of sanity extinguishing itself. As if the obvious had the power to finally push him over the edge he’s been teetering on.

      “I just got word from Demetri.” His lips flicker with the hint of a dangerous smile. “The inaugural ceremony is in a few days. The boys will be there.”

      “And so will I. I’ll be with them.” My heart thumps out a protest but my lips won’t give it.

      Logan groans, “And as much as I’d love to miss this, there is no way you can hold me back.”

      Chloe offers a soft applause. “I’m so glad neither of you will miss this miraculous event. It’s never happened before in all of human Nephilim history. Trust me. I’ve dug my claws into this.”

      “Just like you dug your claws into Gage.” I force a smile to come and go at the unlucky couple.

      Chloe waves me off. “Your mother and I are putting together the details for the after party. I thought we’d host it in the heavenlies, but Demetri has informed me that was a no-go. All partial humans are getting the big heave-ho soon after the big moment.”

      “I won’t be leaving soon thereafter, Chloe. Neither will Logan. But have fun falling back to earth. We’ll be speaking with my other mother. Besides”—I look to Gage—“I wouldn’t miss the opportunity to congratulate you on your new accomplishment. You’re making history, Gage.”

      Logan’s chest expands as wide as the world with his next breath. “You might say you are royally screwing up.”

      I nod, my gaze still pinned to my former husband’s. “It’s such a unique error in judgment—that as your wife pointed out, has never been done before.”

      Gage averts his eyes a moment as the boys giggle and box with their feet.

      Chloe takes up his hand and Gage doesn’t flinch. My stomach does a hard roll at the sight and makes an egregiously loud noise as if protesting the malfeasance at top volume.

      “If you would just answer one question for me.” I may as well throw it out there while I have his full attention, a rare feat these days. “Why? Why vie for the Fems? Why become their king? Kill my people and break my spiritual neck?”

      Chloe lifts a finger. “Let the record show, I would literally love to do that.” She gives a soft wink to go along with the threat.

      I openly frown at her before reverting back to Gage. “Why Chloe? Why all of it?”

      My heart thumps wildly in my chest as if I just started a revolution, ran a mile in under thirty seconds, and decapitated every Fem on the planet. I’m not sure why, but it felt dangerous asking Gage those questions. God knows I don’t expect an answer.

      Chloe gives his arm a rattle. “Go on. Tell her.”

      Logan taps my foot with his as we both wait hypnotically for Gage to utter a single sound.

      “Let’s hear it, man,” he chides. “We’ve got all night.”

      Gage twists his lips as he bears those cobalt blue peepers hard over me. He looks beyond angry. He looks downright furious that I even bothered to ask.

      “Don’t you look at me like that.” My voice shakes as I say it. “I bore your children. I deserve a simple answer.”

      “Three children, Gage.” Logan shrugs. “Skyla deserves answers, and we both know it.”

      Gage shifts on his feet. His hand dislodges from Chloe’s and he stuffs them into the pockets of his jeans.

      “Look”—his affect softens toward me, his dimples dig in deep inadvertently in the process, and it makes me want to jump up and shake the old Gage back to life—“there isn’t an answer that will please you, Skyla. I’m not under a spell. Not one being in the universe is twisting my arm to do the things I’m doing.”

      I search his features for clues, as if every word that came from his lips was a riddle.

      “And so that means you’re doing them of your own volition,” I say mostly to myself.

      Chloe belts out a laugh and the boys stop rolling around like bear cubs for the briefest of moments before resuming their pre-bedtime anarchy.

      She caresses his cheek. “Skyla isn’t the brightest bulb. I can see why you left her.”

      “He didn’t leave me because he wanted to.” I shake my head, trying to force the pieces to fit. “Believe me, Chloe, he’s not with you because of your cerebral appeal. Nor did your face or body finally manage to woo him.” I glance to Logan, hoping he’ll fill in the gaps for me.

      Logan tips his head toward Gage. “You did it because you felt you needed to.” He swallows hard. “You felt trapped.”

      “There’s no other way.” My voice increases in excitement an octave as I look back to Gage “You convinced yourself you had to do this.”

      Gage blinks hard. “And that’s exactly what I said. Maybe Chloe’s right.” He gives a sly wink her way before giving each of the boys a quick kiss goodnight.

      Right about me not being the brightest bulb? I’m suddenly moved to strangle them both.

      His finger caresses Chloe’s cheek a moment. “Let’s get to bed.”

      Chloe glows under the white-hot spotlight of Gage Oliver’s affection, and everything in me rages with the desire to take Logan and the boys and burn the house down with Gage and Chloe in it. But Gage is indestructible, and for the most part so is Chloe. They’re like cockroaches. You couldn’t kill them with a blowtorch.

      Gage takes off and there is an ache in my chest, an emptiness in my heart whenever he leaves the room. No matter how big of a monster he’s become, a part of me demands to love him through it. I know Logan feels the same.

      “Well”—Chloe arches her back, rubs her protruding belly—“you heard my husband. I’m wanted on a mattress in five to perform my wifely duties.” She gives a wiggle of her fingers as she leaves then quickly backtracks. “And Skyla? Have fun with Logan. You were half-right. We’re both with the people we were truly destined to be with all along. But Gage is truly happy with me and our new life.”

      She leaves before I can correct her. Before I can remind her that she used to love Celestra. That she is being used. That Gage has never looked more miserable. That Gage is faking everything in that bed with her. But not a word can get past the boulder forming in my throat—the exact size of this horrible house. I hate that we bought it. I should have known buying anything in such close proximity to Emma would have been a curse. And it has been.

      Logan gets up and shuts the door, dims the lights—a feature Gage and I once thought was brilliant—and the boys begin to whine on cue.

      Logan and I each crawl into their bed and Logan whispers a quiet bedtime story about a dragonfly family—the continuation of a story he tells them each time they’re ready to fall asleep, be it a nap or bedtime.

      If anything, Logan is consistent in just about every single way, especially in the way he loves us—even Gage. Barron succumbs first, snoring softly. Not long after, Nathan curls into a ball at the opposite end of the bed and we gingerly climb off the mattress and cover them.

      Logan flicks off the lights and pulls me onto the next bed with him. He pours deep, dark, delicious kisses straight down my throat and I drink him down as if he were the exact elixir I needed to survive this nightmare. He is definitely a major component. But I can’t make the mistake of having someone outside of myself be the cure, the end all. I only have one savior, one God, and He reigns on high. Everyone else is so very fallible.

      Our kisses soften a notch. As much as I want Logan, I’m exhausted emotionally from this mind-bender of a day. He doesn’t seem to be pressing me for more, but if he did, I’d give in to him. I couldn’t deny Logan Oliver anything after all we’ve gone through. But he does not press and I fall deeply, blissfully into an unknowable oblivion where nothing at all seems to exist.

      Dreams come to me, fast and furious, anxious dreams about fire. I watch as it comes my way, as the flames race toward me and I’m frozen, completely unable to move out of the way of its fury. I contemplate how it will feel, explosively painful. I’ll go into shock quickly and pass out if my body is at all merciful. Then God Himself reaches down, touches His hand over my shoulder and reassures me that will never come to pass—never happen to me nor my children. I start to rouse from my dream, comfortably assured by his blessed words.

      But before I can fully reach the surface of my consciousness, I’m sucked under again, this time to a darker place, a far more frightening sight than a living flame. It’s Gage himself hovering over me. He’s naked, we’re naked, and he’s teasing me with a devious smile. I know all of Gage Oliver’s smiles, not to mention all of his kisses, and this look he’s sporting right now let’s me know he’s up to no good.

      “Do you know that I love you?” he asks as if he were determined to prove it.

      I can hear myself giggling, but it’s as if I’m a visitor in my own body.

      Gage leans in and I can feel the warmth of his breath pouring over my face, the weight of his body imprisoning me beneath him just the way I used to like it.

      “Don’t you know that everything I do is for you—for us?” he asks with his brows cast low as if he were angry.

      What about Chloe? I want to ask, but my lips don’t seem to work and he doesn’t seem to hear me despite the effort.

      “Don’t forget who we were, who we’re going to be again someday,” Gage growls. “Our story is long from over. We are eternal beings. I have to protect us. Even if it means dragging us to the depths of hell to do it.” He bows down and kisses me deeply, a soft, achingly soft kiss that demands I heed his every word, that begs for me to understand things beyond the realm of reason. He lifts my hands over my head and I begin to protest.

      Please don’t. There is no us, Gage. Don’t do this to me when I’ve asked you not to. You can’t just barrel into my life and have me whenever you wish. Not like this. Not ever.

      The room darkens, a flurry of cobalt blue butterflies bat their wings all around us, gathering in number until it feels as if I’m smothering in them.

      I wake with a start, my face firmly embedded in the pillow before I sit up and take a sharp breath. Logan doesn’t flinch. He’s dead to the world, as are the boys. Without putting much thought into it, I tiptoe out of the room and close the door behind me. There’s a nightlight in the hall, same one I put in. But I’d know my way around this place in the dark. I may not have lived here more than a day, but I’ve spent enough time laboring over this place during its renovation that I’d know my way around in my sleep. And here I am in a nightmare I cannot wake up from. Initially, I thought I’d go to the bathroom, maybe grab a quick glass of water, but my feet take me right to that once sacred space, the very space Gage so lovingly installed in this home just for me, the butterfly room. The hideaway stairs are already pulled down, so I head on up to the room in the attic. The door is sealed shut. There’s a seam of blue light glowing from beneath and my heart ratchets up a notch. I land my hand against it as if it were a precious portal to a far more innocent past, and in a way it is.

      The murmur of voices grows from within and it prompts me to place my ear next to the door.

      A shadow crops up next to me and I jump just as I realize it’s Logan. My finger lands to my lips and he nods as if to say he’ll comply, but he’s not hiding his annoyance—with Gage, I’m assuming. We lean in and the murmuring grows clearer.

      Gage is saying something. He belts out a short-lived laugh and it’s back to murmuring—only at this juncture it becomes painfully clear there’s some heavy-duty moaning involved, too.

      “Whoa!” Chloe shouts. “If I were human, that would bruise.”

      Logan and I exchange a wry look. At least Chloe is right about one thing. There’s not an ounce of anything remotely human in her.

      Gage grunts out a laugh. “Honey, that’s going to bruise no matter what you are. Just tell ’em you walked into a wall.”

      “Good Lord.” I look to Logan and he shakes his head in dismay.

      The door swings open and Gage looks sweaty, hair mussed, clearly post coitus, and I’m pretty sure the odds are excellent I’ll vomit on his bare feet.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he growls at the two of us.

      My lower lip quivers without my permission.

      “I was about to take Logan for a little tryst, but I see that the love nest is occupied. It’s nice to see you’re defiling the room you built for me to full capacity.” My voice shakes and I hate that my emotions choose this moment to betray me—but certainly not more than I hate Gage and Chloe.

      Logan slams him over the shoulder with his palm. “You piece of shit. You can’t keep it in your pants one freaking week out of respect for Skyla?”

      Gage scoffs. “Like you would.”

      “I wouldn’t have to,” Logan seethes. “I would never have gotten myself into this mess to begin with.”

      “That’s what you think.” He blows past the two of us. “Stay out of that room.”

      “That’s what you think?” I whisper to Logan, shaking my head at the lunacy of it all. “Let’s get back to bed and pretend this never happened.”

      Logan wraps his arms around me from behind as we navigate back to the boys’ bedroom. “I wish a lot of things weren’t happening.”

      I know it’s true. I know this kills Logan as much as it does me. If only there were some way we could team up and kill Gage.

      If only.
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      In the morning, after I’ve showered, changed, fed the boys, and got them ready for the day, Logan helps haul them into his truck and straps them into their car seats.

      “I forgot their diaper bag.” I offer Logan’s cheek a quick kiss as I bolt back into the house. Chloe and Gage have been persona non grata this morning. And believe me, that’s the way I like it.

      I head on up and note the door to the master bedroom is ajar. I can’t help but peer in and spot Chloe sitting up in bed, her hand in the air as she flips through channels on the television set Gage and I put in. I thought it would be heaven to sit in bed and watch whatever we wanted while Gage lounged by my side, and now Chloe gets to live out every last one of my fantasies. My feet carry me in that direction as if they were possessed and I’m relieved when I don’t see Gage anywhere near that mattress. Although I fully expect him to step out of the master bath, naked and ready to pleasure his bride yet again.

      My stomach does a hard roll. It’s been a vat of boiling oil all morning.

      “What do you want, Skyla?” Chloe gravels it out in annoyance without bothering to look my way. “I see you there, spying on me in my bedroom.”

      “It’s my bedroom, Chloe. You’re just playing dress-up with my life.” I head into the boys’ room and snatch the diaper bag off the floor before heading back to the mouth of the bedroom I once shared with Gage. “Too tired to get out of bed after your butterfly room tryst last night?” Not sure why I wanted her to know that I knew what they had done, but some petty part of me demanded I do it.

      Chloe glares at me a moment. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. But for your information, Gage and I keep all of our dalliances relegated to the bedroom.”

      There’s a quip begging to escape me, something along the lines of how woefully vanilla their love life sounds, sure to be followed by the fact Gage took me in every room of this house at some point in time, but I’m too thrown by her lie. Chloe should know more than anyone that the butterfly room is sacred to me. Why would she pass up an opportunity to stab me in the heart?

      “You know what they say—a pregnant brain is a very real thing, and you’ve got it Chloe,” I say as I head on out.

      “Where are you going? I thought we’d discuss the landscaping in the backyard today!”

      “Only if it concerns installing a Bishop cemetery plot. Otherwise, I’m not interested. We’ll never be best friends, Chloe. Deal with it.” I head down the stairs just as Gage heads my way from the kitchen and he grabs me by the waist and twirls me until my back is against the wall, soft and elegant as if we were ballroom dancing.

      Those cobalt eyes press into mine. “I want to apologize about last night. And I want to tell you that—I know.” He gives a slight nod, his eyes burning through mine, but there’s a softness to him.

      “You know what? That Chloe and I will never be friends? That’s Paragon 101, Gage. Now, get out of my way.” I try to make a break for it, but he places his hand against the wall, effectively caging me in with his body. His minty breath washes over me just the way it did last night.

      He nods once again. “I know.”

      I study this strangely familiar, yet sadly unknowable version of the man I once loved.

      “Gage, I question everything you think you know, and if you’re still in there at all, you will, too.” I shake my head. “I’m not keeping anything from you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      His mouth opens as if he’s about to say something, but his eyes quickly run up and down my body instead.

      “You should see Ezrina,” he whispers.

      “Funny you should say that. We were just headed to Whitehorse. Any other orders you’d like to bark out at me?” I free myself from his grasp. “Should I tell Logan I bumped into a wall on my way out?” I lift a brow as I throw those spirited words he uttered to Chloe last night right back at him.

      A dull laugh pumps from him as he closes his eyes a moment. “Did you hear what I said before that? When I was speaking to you?”

      I gasp. “You did that?” I slap his chest until he takes a step back. “I knew it. Don’t you ever enter my dreams again and drag me into your nightmare with Chloe. I will not be secondhand screwed, and I will not tolerate seeing the two of you together firsthand. How dare you desecrate my mind that way.” I push my way past him and he reels me back in by the wrist.

      “That’s not what happened,” he growls it out like a rabid beast and I can’t get away fast enough. I bolt out the door and into Logan’s waiting truck and we speed off to Whitehorse, to our true home, as far away from this hellscape as possible.

      Good Lord, it’s a horrific feeling to look around at what was once familiar and not recognize the landscape of your life. How frightful to think life can change on a dime.

      How horrific to think that it did.
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      I shared that misadventure with Logan as soon as the truck pulled out of the driveway, and I can tell that whatever Gage claims to know, it’s troubling Logan. The boys run wild as soon as we let them into the house, but Logan and I herd them down through the hidden stairwell in the kitchen, down to the Wonderground where Ezrina’s lair sits brightly lit, and somewhere down here reside—

      “Nat,” I say, surprised to see her in an oversized room just before you get to the lab. She’s seated behind a table covered with what looks like bottles of red and green glitter, at least a dozen skeins of yarn and a plethora of other art supplies. “What’s going on?” I ask as Nathan kicks himself free from my arms and he and Barron take off laughing and screaming.

      “Just getting ready for Christmas. I figure if I want to have a ton of crap to sell at the next craft fair, I’ll have to start early.”

      “Geez, I’ll say. It’s nine months away.”

      “Michelle and Lex are doing it, too. They took a break from The Enchanted Closet to pick up supplies and they bitched at each other the entire time we were at the store.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “Lex said she felt like kicking Miller’s ass, and Michelle said let’s take it outside.”

      “And you didn’t want to watch?” I’m almost amused, but regardless, I need to find those two stat because Nat may not be interested, but I sure as hell am.

      “Nah, I’ve seen it all before. Michelle might be knocked up, so Lex will probably go easy on her.”

      “Geez. I would hope so.”

      Logan nods over to me from the entrance to the lab and I excuse myself from Nat.

      “Dudley’s here.” Logan’s expression sours. “Along with a couple of unexpected guests.”

      I take a step inside the gargantuan space and freeze when I see an all too familiar couple seated at an elongated examination table.

      “Oh my God”—I speed over, choosing to momentarily ignore Marshall, Ezrina, and Nev as I circle the front to get a better look at the usually feathered pair—“Holden Kragger and Serena! Are you nuts? No wonder I haven’t seen you in ages. What are you doing here in your earthen forms? My mother has a hand in this, doesn’t she?”

      Ezrina chuckles without smiling, and it’s an unnerving sight.

      “Ms. Messenger”—Marshall takes a step forward, his tall frame unusually pin straight, his chest wide and expansive as if he were about to have a confrontation—“I may have pulled a supernatural string or two.”

      “You?” I gasp. “You had my mother do this? Why in God’s name?” And then it hits me like a ton of DNA-covered bricks. “Oh my God!” I turn to Ezrina and Nev because, let’s face it, he’s just as culpable at this point. “None of you have my permission to do any of this. Holden—Serena, please tell me you haven’t been poked, pricked, or prodded.”

      Serena is a blonde goddess, pale skin and eyes with almost no color. When she’s in feathered form, she’s white as snow. She and Holden have an entire brood of feathered children. She’s one of us, who just happened to be trapped in the body of a stark white raven long ago just the way Nev once was.

      “Skyla, we want to.” Serena averts her eyes as if this were an obvious decision. “Others will be tested, of course, but we’re the first line of defense. If anything goes wrong, Ezrina was instructed to immediately return us to our precious state and we’ll be right as rain. Your mother said so.”

      “I knew I smelled a supernatural minx at the helm,” I grunt as I continue to survey the scene. Marshall has a fiendish look on his far too handsome face as if it pleased him to be in on this potentially deadly secret.

      My eyes jet to that glass box sitting on the table with Gage Oliver’s old head floating in a vat of blue keeping solution. Those blue eyes I once worshipped stare back at me, vacant and soulless. How I miss the way they would lovingly gaze into mine. And ironically, the new unimproved version of my ex-husband is also vacant and soulless.

      “Gage said I should come and see you,” I whisper, forcing myself to look back at Ezrina.

      It’s as if Gage’s primal apex has the power to hypnotize me whenever I’m around. Without thinking, I take off my jacket and toss it over the glass box. I don’t want my boys seeing their father like this. If they’ve noticed it before they haven’t said a word, but I’m taking Gage’s power to terrorize my children away from him while they’re around.

      Ezrina and Nev exchange a look just as the boys run in with little Alice, her fiery red hair neatly set in twin French braids. The sound of women arguing grows stronger as Michelle and Lexy head this way.

      “Logan?” Lex howls his name like a reprimand before the two of them barrel into the room. Lex’s short copper hair looks mused, her shirt askew. Michelle looks red with rage. “Tell this stupid bitch you really did love me.”

      Michelle scoffs. “Don’t bother, Logan. Everyone knows you’ve only ever had eyes for Skyla.” She turns to Lex with rage emanating from her bloodshot eyes. “They’re together now in the event you haven’t gotten the memo. Oh, that’s right. You did. That’s exactly why you’re going after my husband!”

      Lex gets right in Michelle’s face, and both Nev and Logan inch forward in the event things get physical. “Then why was your husband shoving his tongue down my throat last night?”

      Michelle digs her claws into Lexy’s hair, and Nev and Logan quickly break up the impromptu salon session.

      Michelle takes off screaming up the stairs, and Lex shouts something about closing up the shop tonight when she’s done throwing a fit. I take it there might be some regret between the two of them that they ever went into business together.

      “Let go, Logan.” Lex shakes herself free as she turns his way, panting. “You could have at least stood up for me. You know what we had was special! When Skyla wouldn’t even give you the time of day, I was there for you!”

      I rack my brain trying to remember an instant when I wouldn’t give Logan the time of day—all I can gather is that there were moments when I was angry toward Logan. But by and large we’ve stuck together through thick and thin, and we’re together now and that’s all that matters.

      Logan raises his hands as if he were a common street criminal. “I’m sorry, Lex. You know I wish you nothing but happiness.”

      “Ugh. This shit again?” a familiar whorish voice grunts from behind and we turn to find Gage and Chloe staining the entry.

      “I think I’m the one who should be saying that.” I glower at the unhappy couple. “What do you want?”

      Chloe smirks as she pets her protruding belly. “Gage insisted we come to see your reaction.”

      Gage shakes his head, his eyes widening with horror. “That’s not what I said.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. “But that’s what you meant.” I look to the monster beside him. “I believe you, Chloe. Because you don’t mix words. You have an unpleasant way of cutting right to the chase.”

      I’m pretty sure pigs are flying because I just took Chloe’s side over that of Gage Oliver’s. Even though they’re both basically my enemy. Ironic. My two biggest nemeses have united to form a super-nemesis if you will. And, in the mother of all ironies, I need to live under the same roof as them in order to see my children.

      Chloe strides over and shoves Lex on the shoulder as she walks on by. “Stop trying to sleep with Liam. Don’t be a skank.” She heads over to Holden and Serena and freezes solid, her hand clutching at her throat. Her face turns purple, her tongue protrudes from her teeth, fat and anaphylactic looking.

      “Finally, some action,” I mutter to myself.

      “Holden?” Gage barks and Holden takes Serena by the hand before they ditch farther into the labyrinth underneath Whitehorse.

      “Nice,” I muse. “I see you’ve threatened Holden sufficiently to free your bride of any discomfort.” Actually, it was me he threatened with the custody of the boys.

      Chloe continues to gag and Nev is generous to offer her a bottle of water.

      Marshall steps up and glowers at Gage—come to think of it, it’s the look he always gave Gage, but today it seems particularly menacing.

      “What gives you the right to be here?” Marshall growls.

      The right? Why do I get the feeling Marshall and Gage are on the same page?

      I look to Logan and shake my head. “What’s going on?” I step over to my favorite secretive Sector. “Chloe mentioned they came to see my reaction. What exactly am I going to be reacting to?”

      A sly grin glides up his cheek, just one side, and it makes him look that much more devious.

      His demeanor shifts on a dime as he looks to Logan. “You,” he growls it out with something just this side of ferocity. “Stand next to the woman you love.” His jaw clenches, those molten red eyes of his look as if they’re about to boil over.

      “Marshall?” I do a quick survey of the room. Michelle is back, Lex is glowering my way, Nat’s even staggered in, the boys, and Alice are busy digging through a toybox in the corner, while Nev and Ezrina have wrapped their arms around one another—a move I have yet been privy to witness and I can’t help but think they look as if they’re bracing themselves.

      “What’s happening?” My heart thumps wildly as Logan shakes his head at me just enough to let me know he’s equally as confused. He wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me in close and we stand as a united front as we look expectantly to the Sector before us.

      Marshall takes a step forward; his demeanor softens just a notch as his eyes flit from me to Logan. He glances briefly to his right and nods as if he were responding to someone who isn’t there.

      “Skyla, Logan”—he refocuses his attention solely on us, and it feels intimate as if we’re the only two people in the room with him—“usually I would allow nature to take its course, perhaps Ezrina to guide you into the knowledge which shall soon be revealed—”

      I turn to look at Gage. That’s what he suggested. Whatever this is, as he stated earlier, he knows.

      I swallow hard as I look back to Marshall. “Say it.” I nod. “Whatever it is, Logan and I can handle it. We’ll get through it together. We are a united front in every possible way.”

      Marshall’s cheek flickers as if he thought it were laughable on some level and an underlying sense of rage starts to build in me.

      “Yes, you are.” He gives a slow blink as if acquiescing to the thought. “My dear angel, the great love of my life”—he quickly traces my brow with his finger and that feel-good vibration of his is back at full capacity and riding through me like a rush of magnificent adrenaline—“and you are, Skyla. You are my heart. You and I will have many magnificent adventures together, and together we, too, shall serve a purpose for the greater good of others. But for now, the time has come for you to unify yourself with another. And though he has chosen to forgo the chain of matrimonial command as laid out by the authorities that be, which the Master Himself has suggested you abide by”—he takes a moment to glower at Logan—“your time for one another has arrived in full.” He steps forward and lands a hand onto the top of my head and the other over Logan’s and a warm pulse of energy flows through him as if he were a conduit for love and light and all things good in the universe. And I truly believe he is.

      Nat steps over. “What the hell?” She’s looking down at my torso and I follow her gaze, only to find my midsection glowing a brilliant shade of blue right through my jeans.

      “Oh my God,” I bleat as I look to Logan. A million thoughts run through my mind at once. “The last time this happened I was pregnant with the boys.” Sage, too, I guess, but I can’t seem to get another word out. “Marshall, what’s happening? What’s wrong?” I look to him for help, but all he offers is a slow blink.

      “Skyla?” Logan holds me at an arm’s length as he pulls back to get a better look at my body.

      Chloe comes over and huffs at the two of us. “You’re knocked up, for shit’s sake.” She groans as if it pained her to say it. “I can’t believe I got dragged over here to witness this.”

      “Oh my God.” I look to Logan once again. “We’re going to have a baby?”

      He pulls me in with a violent force, and his body bucks against mine a moment, with laughter, with tears as he spins me around.

      “I can’t believe this.” I laugh as he sets me back onto the ground.

      Gage steps up, tears welling in his eyes as he looks from me to Logan. “I wanted to be here.” He shrugs. “I wanted to be a part of it. Congratulations.” He embraces both Logan and me at once, and it feels like the old Gage, the old us, the old version of the three of us together. He pulls back and gives Logan another pat on the back. “You’re going to be a great dad. You already are to the boys.” He looks to me and sighs, a heaviness in his eyes that words cannot describe as if this were the moment he lost me and not one second sooner. “And I already know you make a great mother. You are one. I mean that, Skyla.”

      “I know you do.”

      Chloe scoffs. “Somebody stick a pipe wrench down my throat and gag me. Congratulations, Skyla and Logan. Once again, the two of you are doing your best to usurp this moment of joy away from Gage and me, not that it were possible. And I’m actually happy for the two of you.” That unnatural grin of hers takes over as she scuttles in close. “We were pregnant together while I was having Tobie and you were having the boys, and it looks as if fate and your mother, the fertility goddess in the sky, has smiled on us once again. Bree is throwing me a shower this summer. I’m sure she’d love to make it a doubleheader. Isn’t this something? You’re having Logan’s child and I’m having Gage’s. Things have finally turned out just the way they were supposed to for us West girls. And Laken—let’s not forget our precious Lakey Poo. She’s having Wesley’s spawn—finally.” She gives me a hearty wink because we all know Charlie belongs to Coop. “I guess dreams do come true. So it does beg the question—what are the two of you going to do now? Let me guess. You’re going to Disneyland? Or maybe you’ll just cut to the chase and take a quick jaunt upstairs so Skyla can show you her bippity boppity boobs?”

      “That’s enough, Chloe,” Gage grumbles. “I think we should go.”

      “Yes”—I’m quick to agree with Gage for once—“drop her off at Raven’s Eye and make all of my dreams come true today.”

      It seems all Gage does lately is reprimand Chloe and do his best to herd her away from polite society. I bet he has a serious case of buyer’s remorse.

      “Who’s leaving the party?” a female voice chirps from behind and we turn to find my doppelgänger standing there. For the briefest of moments, I think it’s my mother, Candace, the one who gifted me her countenance as a parting gift once I left her uterus, but something in me instinctually knows it’s Rory, my sister.

      “Rory.” I head over and offer her a firm embrace. “Logan and I are going to have a baby.” I look to Logan and run back to him with a tackling hug. “My God. I’m so happy, Logan. It’s the last thing I would have dreamed of, and yet it’s a blessing beyond measure.” I pull back, only to be met with tears in his eyes. Logan lands a precious kiss to my lips.

      “I love you, Skyla. I’m beyond elated to add another child to our family.”

      My chest bucks with emotion. “Thank you for that.” I know that Logan regards the boys as his own, and they are. More so than they belong to the monster behind him.

      Rory lifts her head to Gage. “And are you beyond elated?”

      Chloe scoffs. “Please, my husband and I are both ecstatic for these two for putting their baby-making skills in high gear.” She pulls Gage in by the waist. “Isn’t that right, honey? We have no animosity toward the two of them. We wish them nothing but health and happiness.”

      Marshall growls and I think Ezrina just openly retched.

      Nat expels a sigh before pulling Logan and me into an embrace. “At least she believes her lies. Congrats, guys.”

      Lex grunts out something along the same sentiment and they take off back to their own personal hobby lobby. Ezrina and Nev offer up a hearty congratulations.

      Nev lands a soft kiss to my cheek. “My love, you do realize this child is special,” he whispers directly into my ear. “I’d don that protective hedge if I were you just to be safe.”

      “I will,” I’m quick to assure him before turning to Ezrina. “And I want a full report on what you find regarding Holden and Serena. I’ll be checking in with you every day.”

      “I expect nothing else. Oh and Skyla? I’ll need your vomit to be contained. I’ll be by to bring you a bucket. I’ll be curious to see the effects of it when mixed with the soil I’ve procured from the Transfer. The last mushrooms that sprouted were excellent for regeneration purposes but not quite enough on their own. I’m guessing this pure Celestra knitting in your womb will produce that much more of a potent supply.” She looks to the boys and Alice who seem to be consumed with a pile of felt puppets. “I’ll take the boys home with me for a bit. Pick them up whenever you wish.” She gives a sly wink before she and Nev herd the miniature crew farther down this labyrinth.

      Marshall swoops in, and the next thing I know he’s fully ensconced me in his muscular arms, those feel-good vibratronics are soothing me already.

      He tips my chin up a notch gently and penetrates me with his heated gaze. “I love you. You are mine. But for a time, you will be with another.”

      “Dudley,” Logan growls it out like a threat and a small giggle rides up my throat. I can’t help it. I’m too giddy to deny myself a single second of joy.

      “Nevertheless.” Marshall clasps me gently by the cheeks and plants a stunner of a kiss square over my lips, and a rocket of indescribable impulses rips through me like a tornado of wanton desire.

      “What the hell.” Logan clips him with his shoulder and Marshall dissolves slowly in a blur of molecules dancing out of place.

      “Congratulations, Skyla. Congratulations to you, too, Master Logan. Your child will undoubtedly be pretty—and blessed. It will certainly be blessed. All of my love. You are forever mine.” And just like that, his voice fades to nothing.

      “On that note.” Chloe takes Gage by the hand. “Why don’t we leave the lovebirds alone and head back to our own love nest?”

      Rory bubbles with laughter. “Love nest.” Her demeanor and tone are suddenly dead serious. “How very lucky of you.” She takes a step in toward Chloe, her every mannerism like my own. It’s eerie, uncanny, and I wonder if it’s dangerous, too. “Gage Oliver must be a superior lover.” She shrugs Chloe’s way. “The things those strong hands must do to you, that oven-hot mouth riding all over your body.”

      “Rory.” I’m suddenly moved to kick my big sister. “I certainly don’t want to hear it.” But she doesn’t take her eyes off Chloe.

      “You are a lucky, lucky girl.” Her eyes widen a notch as she sinks her gaze from the queen of mean to the king of jackasses himself. Gage glares at my sister, and if I didn’t know better, there’s a threat buried in there somewhere. “Enjoy him.” Rory takes a brazen step in toward Gage and all of her anger is pinned on him. “Enjoy the traitor who turned his back on his people, his wife, and ultimately his children.” She huffs a dull laugh in his face. “He’ll deny that last part, but there is no denying the fact those children are more Celestra than they are the garbage he’s manufactured from. And the next time you decide to gouge my sister’s people—do consider that for every life you take, your own sons will loathe you that much more once they’re old enough to realize what you’ve done. You’ll be slipping in the filth of your own mess for the rest of eternity.” Her lips curl up at the tips as if it were an inside joke. “Go on, run away with your little tail between your legs. You’re not wanted here. Not either of you. Go on—shoo.”

      Rory makes a sport of waving them off, but Gage steps boldly past her.

      “Congratulations again.” He nods our way. Those intense blue eyes of his stagnate over mine a moment too long. He looks down at the floor before turning around. “I love you both.”

      My heart sinks a moment, and my adrenaline picks up again. I’m not sure Gage understands what love is. Love doesn’t kill and destroy the one they propose to care about and then do it again for sport.

      Gage takes up Chloe’s hand and turns my way as if to make sure I was watching, a knife to the heart, and yes, Gage, I saw it.

      Chloe bubbles with a laugh as she turns our way. “We’ll see you back at the house! We’ll pick up a pizza. Our treat. Is there anything else you would like? I’m sure that baby Logan planted in your belly has you craving something special—other than more of his or her daddy, of course.” She bats those doe eyes my way, dark and cold like the deepest part of the ocean.

      I want to tell her that I’m craving my people and my husband back—not that I would trade Logan out for him. Nope. I just wish Gage could wake up and see what’s happened to him. He would have nailed himself in a casket had he known what hell he was about to dive into head-on.

      Gage pins me with his stare before shooting Logan with spears, but something in his features softens as if he were emotionally acquiescing.

      “I’m happy for you both,” he says it low, just above a whisper, and they take off for the stairs.

      Rory laughs as they leave. “Goodbye!” she calls out as if she had the upper hand.

      “Where have you been? What are you up to?” I had planned on asking the first question, but the second streamed out as if it had to.

      Rory rolls her eyes and looks more like Mia than me in the action.

      “Who cares where I’ve been. I’m here.” She takes a step forward. “I’m working for you behind the scenes.” Her hand cradles my cheek, and I can feel her as sure as if she was in the flesh and this frightens me on an intrinsic level. “I’m taking care of the things you can’t, little sister. And it will all masterfully come together—soon. I promise.”

      “What are you doing?” My voice shakes. I’m so horrified by her words, by what her response might be that it feels as if I’m about to fly right out of my own flesh.

      She lunges forward and kisses Logan on the cheek. “All will be revealed in time.” She begins to fade to nothing. “And you will both prosper greatly because of it.”

      “Oh God.” My stomach rolls at the thought of what it might be. “And what about Shaddai? He’s still at Marshall’s!” I shout, but I’m left with silence on her end because she’s off to the races without her horse. “Why do I get the feeling she needs a spiritual leash?”

      “Your mother is her spiritual leash.”

      I wince as I take a quick look around. “Hey? Have you noticed she hasn’t shown yet? I mean, even my long-lost sister came out of the spiritual woodwork to wish us well. And my mother is staunchly obsessed with you.”

      A dark rumble of a laugh expels from him. “I’m thinking that your mother has wisely noted that we’re alone for the first time in forever.” His eyes sweep gently over mine because I know for a fact Logan doesn’t want to overstep his bounds. We haven’t slept together since that fateful day—or should I say days—last month and I’m about to rectify that.

      “Race you upstairs.” I start to take off and Logan swoops me off my feet.

      “Don’t you dare think I’m going to let you run wild with our baby nestled in your body.” He lands a smooth kiss over my lips, and the next thing I know the door to his bedroom slams shut and he lands me delicately onto the mattress. “Our bedroom,” Logan is quick to correct my internal dialogue.

      “Our bedroom.” I meant to parrot it back to him, but it came out sounding like a question. “I guess this baby means things are about to change.”

      “They’ve already changed, Skyla.” He brushes a gentle kiss to my cheek and I can feel his spastic breathing from the jaunt over warming me.

      “I know. But I’m still—”

      “Not ready to leave the Landons’. I realize that,” he whispers. “And I know that despite what we’ve been through you’re still healing from what that idiot nephew of mine did to you.” He pulls back and bears those citrine-colored eyes into mine. “But I love you. And you love me. Our time has come, and I don’t want to give him or anyone else a second of it. Marry me, Skyla. I don’t have a ring on me, but I have something stronger, far more costly than gold—I have my entire life to give you if you’ll have it. Make me the happiest man alive and be my bride once again.”

      “Yes!” It bounces from me with a laugh. “We can do it this afternoon.”

      Logan pulls back and winces. “No. I mean yes, that would be nice, but I don’t think we can pull it off properly. Skyla, I want to give you the world. I’m talking big puffy white dress, or short black dress, or whatever kind of dress you want to wear, but I want to give you a wedding, a real wedding with everyone we know watching as we finally make things right.”

      I nod through tears. “Logan, you have the biggest heart. But I swear to you, I don’t need those things to make me happy.”

      “Let’s make a memory, Skyla. Let’s outdo every wedding this island has ever seen. I want our day to shine like a diamond and for the glare to follow us right into eternity. I want to gift you everything good that life has to offer. Please, don’t deny me the opportunity to bless you in every single way. I live to love you. And I want to start our family off with a bang.”

      A dull laugh creeps up my throat as I take his hand and gently place it over my belly. “That is exactly how we started our family, Logan Oliver.”

      “And soon enough, we will be holding our baby girl back in our arms right where she belongs.”

      “Angel is coming back to us.” I nod through a steady stream of tears. “I have no doubt our baby girl is on her way. Nev said I should start wearing the protective hedge regularly once again.”

      “He’s right. She will be powerful. She was prophesied and manifested by your mother. As much as your mother loves us, she’s been gunning for this little girl to have a chance at life.”

      “For a chance to rule Celestra. I can’t help but think I’ve just been warming her seat.”

      “Not true,” Logan is quick to assure me. “You are a leader in your own right. And you will lead Celestra back to victory. On your own. I’m just your side guy. I have faith in you, Skyla. When the time is right, you will land yourself back where you belong and your people will live in safety.”

      “You always know the right things to say, Logan.” I swallow hard as I pull him down over me closer. “Now show me that you have the right moves to match.”

      He winces as he inches up on his elbows. “Skyla, I don’t want to hurt the baby.”

      “Are you kidding? I don’t want to turn your stomach, but I didn’t exactly abstain with the boys. And that’s long after I lost Sage. That was not my doing.”

      He lands a chaste kiss to my lips.

      “You can’t hurt the baby by loving me as rough and dirty as you wish,” I say the words right over his mouth. “All right. Enough anatomy lessons for one day. Just know this. My hormones are going to be all over the place and my need for a Logan Oliver love injection will be off the charts.” I bite down on a nervous smile. “Please don’t make me beg for it.”

      A dark laugh brews in his chest. “How about a little bit of begging?”

      “Only because I know you think you’ll hurt the baby.” I press my hands over his back. “But let me assure you—you can be as gentle or as rough as you want because we both know my mother isn’t letting this sweet angel go anywhere.”

      He winces. “You do have a convincing point.” Logan leashes his mouth to mine, hot, driven with desire, with relief, and with everything in between. We untangle ourselves from our clothes and indulge in loving one another thoroughly and to our fill. My affection for Logan has always been electric, our passion fueled with an explosive fervor that I have never felt before.

      There has always been something that has felt eminent about Logan and me, our lives, our bodies always driving toward one another. No matter where we were on this planet, no matter who we were with, the compass of our souls always pointed in one another’s direction.

      A part of me believes that it was our strong desire for one another that forced my mother’s hand to break through time continuums, resurrect the dead, restore and make whole our bodies, our circumstances until we were standing in front of one another. This universe and its bylaws were not potent enough to withhold us from where we needed to be.

      I will forever contest the fact that Gage was some conciliatory prize, the Gage that I knew, that Logan knew. But that doesn’t change the fact that it was Logan who was my true destiny, the one that all of creation waited to come to fruition.

      It is no surprise to me that it will be our child that will aid in healing this wound that has inflicted our people. Logan himself is a balm. Only he can satiate my body and soul and bring me the true healing that my own life requires. Yes, I vowed not to place another in charge of my emotions. And no, I am not doing that. What Logan and I share is something beyond the ecstasy our physical love for one another can offer. We share the promise of bringing justice to our people, and protecting the human race from the evil powers that be.

      We will die for that cause.

      One of us already has.

      Logan devours my flesh. His hot mouth tracks over my skin, searing me in the most pleasurable way. We wrestle it out, hug it out, belt out every cry that our lungs demand. This is no-holds-barred. We may have boarded this coital train last month, but this time we are giving our bodies the stamp of approval to repeat the effort as much and as often as we desire. We’re no longer in hiding, ashamed, second-guessing our need for one another. We are affirming what our hearts already knew. We are right. This is our time, right here, right now, and we will never surrender our love to another again.

      Logan trembles over me and lets out a righteous roar, his head tipped back to where I can see the muscles in his jaw distended. He falls over me in a heated heap, his sticky flesh over mine as he rolls to the side and pulls me close.

      His amber eyes are glossed over, his breathing erratic.

      “Damn, you’re beautiful.” He presses a molten kiss to my lips. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m great, and the baby is even better because it is both healthy and blissfully unaware of what just transpired.” I consider my words for a moment. “She is both healthy and blissfully unaware.”

      “She.” A smile expands over his lips. “We’re going to have a daughter.”

      “And the boys will love her.” A single tear streams down my cheek. “How I miss our precious baby girl. I cannot wait to hold her in my arms again.”

      “Just a few short months. By this time next year, we’ll already be spoiling her with our affection.” He ticks his head to the side. “Do you want to live at Whitehorse—eventually?”

      “At the house you generously built for me with nothing more than your love? Yes. The boys and I belong here with you. Not with Chloe and Gage living next door to Emma. God, I can’t even breathe in that house. Sometimes I think that I was under hypnosis during that entire marriage to Gage. Why didn’t you stop me from buying that place?” I playfully kick my heel over his thigh.

      “Because I let you make your own decision.” That side-lying dimple I gifted him goes off. “And you were rife with hormones, sort of the way you are now, and I knew enough to tread lightly.”

      A laugh bucks out of me. “You better watch it, Oliver. You’re walking on thin ice.”

      “And you just proved my point.”

      “Seriously, though. If you ever see me heading for a bear trap, feel free to navigate me in the opposite direction. I’m just thankful that this nightmare with Nathan didn’t turn into some explosive custody battle. I couldn’t handle having my children taken away from me.” My hand covers my belly a moment. “And that’s another reason I’m thrilled to be having this child with you. I will never fear that this child might be ripped from my arms, nor will she ever live under the influence or same roof for that matter as Chloe Bishop. Our baby is safe because I’m safe with you.”

      “True as God.” He lands a string of kisses up my cheek. “So, what do we have to tackle next? Do you want to sell the old Walsh house? We can take ’em. By law that house is half yours. But if you wanted it back, I’d make sure you got all of the money you put into it, which was more than half and we both know it. Not that we need it. What’s mine is yours and we have more than enough.”

      A ragged breath escapes me. “I think we should, but I think we should wait until this time next year. I want to enjoy my pregnancy. I want to enjoy you—my future husband.” I shake my head. “You do realize you are still my husband and I never let you go no matter what the law says. But to appease the authorities that be, we will have that big wedding. And I’m excited about it.”

      “Good. I want you excited.” He dips his hand between my thighs.

      A dark laugh bubbles from me. “Everything about you excites me.”

      Logan gets right back to the business of doing just that.
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      Gage expertly dodges Logan and me at the house. Chloe, however, is indifferent to our presence. The novelty of having me under my own roof seems to have worn off, and for the first time in two days I’m feeling well enough to trek with Logan and the boys to the Landon house, where we’ll break the good news to them. Ezrina just stopped by to pick up my latest not-so-greatest batch of vomit. Logan helps me catch it in a bucket and either Ezrina or Nev swings by to get it.

      Logan and I offered to buy a freezer to help store it, but Ezrina was emphatic about having it fresh—something about delicate enzymes. Ellis came by once and did a vomit run but ended up puking into the bucket himself, thus polluting the offering.

      I’ve only been away for less than a week, and yet the Landon house feels utterly new and strange. As soon as Logan and I unleash the boys into the house, they run straight for their cousins who they’ve been asking about nonstop. As much as I dislike the fact I’m still living at home, it indeed feels like just that, home. Not to mention it’s a virtual familial playground for the boys. For as many things that are wrong with the Landon house, there are twice as many things right.

      Logan and I step into the family room, fully expecting to see Ethan and Drake belching in front of the television set, or Mia and Melissa ripping each other’s hair out over their latest boy-toy endeavors, or perhaps my mother giving Demetri a lap dance—all very plausible scenarios—but this?

      “Oh my dear God.” The words strum from me numbly as I try to assess whether or not what my eyes are telling me is reality.

      Logan grunts, “What in the hell?”

      Someway—somehow, an oversized golden throne has erected itself to the right of the dining room table, ornate, heavily carved, padded over the backrest and seat with plush red velvet. A relic from the baroque era, something horrifically gilded and best forgotten. But far more out of place than that chair in the Landon house is the person firmly seated in it.

      Logan takes a step forward. “Gage?”

      Nathan and Barron run into the room and shout, “Daddy,” in unison before leaping onto his lap.

      Nathan points to Gage while looking my way and inadvertently picks his nose. “Daddy—Daddy’s Santa!”

      “If by Santa you mean a complete fabrication of my better judgment, then I’m with you on that.” I dig my fists into my hips, and it’s only then I notice the bodies lining up next to the throne of lies. “Laken? Coop? Ellis? G? What are you guys doing here?”

      Laken shrugs a moment. “Coop said you were on your way here, so I wanted to see you.” She trots over and offers me a hearty embrace, her stomach already protruding and hard with Wesley’s child.

      Coop shrugs, too. “Gage told me you’d be here.”

      I glower at my ex a moment. As much as I don’t like calling him that, it just seems easier than calling him the jackass who stole my husband’s identity.

      Logan takes a deep breath. “So, what’s up with the impromptu coronation?”

      “I’ll tell you what!” Tad harps from behind and we turn in time to see Mom, Mia, Melissa, and Bree following him like a procession. “I’m celebrating my latest win! Twenty-five G! It’s like I’m cursed in reverse!” He sheds a toothy grin, and I can’t help but grimace when that diamond he has soldered onto his tooth gleams from the light of that garish crystal chandelier he recently installed.

      Giving Tad large sums of money is proving a questionable move by the universe.

      “Again?” I look to my mother, more than mildly alarmed. “What in the heck is going on?”

      Tad lifts a finger laden with garish gold rings. “I’ll tell you what. I’m a winner, that’s what.” He heads over to admire the throne, which I’m assuming he bought for himself, but since Gage is so power-hungry, he couldn’t help but dart over just to sit in it himself.

      I head to my mother. “Cursed in reverse? I think not. More like cursed in the traditional sense. I smell an Edinger at the bottom of this unlucky barrel and he’s about to roll Tad off a steep financial cliff.”

      She’s quick to wave it off with a scoff. “Please, Skyla. If Demetri was behind all this, why, I’d bow down and kiss his bare feet!”

      A hard roll of what feels like battery acid churns in my stomach. “Would you hold off on any talk of Demetri’s bare body parts? I’m being serious.”

      “Oh, I am, too,” she’s quick to correct.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Logan nods over to Gage. “Checking out some new furniture for the house?”

      Gage frowns a moment. His dimples dig in deep as the boys scamper off. Beau Geste comes up and kicks him over the shin.

      “You don’t give good presents!” He runs off laughing his head off, and for the first time in years I see Drake in him.

      Gage looks from me to Logan. “I came to extend a personal invite to my coronation.”

      Bree pops up beside me. “Ooh! Should I call and order pizza?”

      “Yes, Bree,” I say. “And see if Em is around in the kitchen so she can fashion a tin foil crown. That should about cover it.”

      “Skyla!” Mom growls. “Is that any way to talk about your king?”

      “He’s not my king,” I’m quick to say.

      Mom rolls her eyes. “He’s everybody’s king,” she whispers it low like something unmentionable, and it should be treated as just that. “Demetri explained it all to me. Just like you were the celestial leader for so long, now it’s his turn.”

      “And by his, he meant himself, as in Demetri.” I look to Gage. “See that? You’re just a sock puppet your father is using in an effort to destroy the whole human race.”

      “I’m saving them, Skyla,” he says without missing a beat.

      “From who? Me?”

      He looks to the side and blinks as if considering this himself. Figures. Demetri has fed him so many lies he doesn’t know what he believes himself.

      Giselle slings her arm over my shoulder as Ellis steps our way.

      “What about Skyla?” Ellis directs the question to Gage himself, rife with attitude because his devotion to me and my people is undying. I’ll have to find a special way to thank Ellis after we come out of this nightmare, and I truly believe we will.

      Logan looks to Gage. “What about Skyla?”

      Gage rises from his throne, his stature only seems to grow, the girth of his body prominent and stunning. Gage really does have an air of royalty about him, but then I’ve always thought that.

      Chloe comes up with Em in tow, her hand rubbing circles over her belly as if that were its job. “His coronation is tomorrow. Gage is personally inviting those he wants in attendance.” She sneers my way. “We’re swinging by The Enchanted Closet on the way home to pick up my dress. It’s from a French designer. The beading is immaculate.”

      I look to Gage and peg him with my gaze. I dare him not to invite me. Go ahead, Gage. Let’s see how inflated your balls have become.

      “Skyla, Logan, of course, you’re invited.” He glares at me as if maybe I weren’t. “You’ll bring the boys like we discussed. Sage will be there.”

      A small thrill rides through me at the thought of seeing my daughter, but considering the circumstances, considering how much she has come to loathe me, I’m guessing it won’t be such a happy reunion.

      Logan wraps his arm around my waist and I feel his love coursing through me as sure as I feel Marshall’s vibratronics when he touches me.

      “We will be there.” Logan presses a light kiss to my cheek. “In fact, we’re glad you’re here. The more, the merrier.”

      I blink to life, completely forgetting the real reason we stopped by.

      “That’s right.” I clear my throat. “Logan and I have an announcement to make.”

      Mom shuffles over and Mia gives a shrill whistle until the room is called to attention.

      “Skyla has something to say!” Bree riots it out before bouncing in front of me. “Go ahead, girl. Tell us whatever the hell you want. You’ve got the floor.”

      Chloe rumbles with a laugh. “Would you like to sit on the throne, Skyla? A fearless leader such as yourself deserves the most prominent seat in the house.” She pretends to wince. “Oh, that’s right, all of your people have abandoned you. But with Logan Oliver by your side, what more could you possibly ask for?”

      I choose to ignore the Wicked Witch of West and take a breath as I survey all of our loved ones in the room. It’s true. My people are bleeding from the Factions as if it were a sieve. Gage has them convinced staying with me is a death sentence—or worse yet, a one-way ticket to Raven’s Eye.

      “Logan and I are having a baby!” I shout it loud and proud for everyone in the room to hear, and it comes out joyous and celebratory because despite the negative energy in the room that’s exactly how I’m feeling.

      “What?” Tad squawks, but the rest of the room breaks out into congratulatory cheers.

      “Skyla!” My mother lingers over me and breaks out into an all-out sob. “Oh, I’m so happy for you. Oh, the baby feet we’ll get to kiss! I can’t wait to eat those precious tiny toes. I’m so very thankful. I’ve needed this.” She pulls back—her face already soaked with tears. “You have no idea how badly I need this.”

      A laugh bubbles out of me. “Well, in that case, congratulations to you as well. And I agree, this was much needed.”

      Tad gags. “Like hell it was!”

      Before I can respond, Laken is on me, only to be knocked away by Bree.

      “Bree, she’s having a baby.” I reprimand her wrestler-like move.

      “So are you, and you’re the only person I care about. I’m so happy for you guys.” She pulls Logan into a shared embrace. “And damn it all to hell, I need to catch up. Drake!” she barks as she stalks off.

      Tad convulses as if he were just electrocuted. “Don’t you dare!”

      Laken is on me once again, and this time I secure her to me like a life raft. Her hand swims up my sleeve and she clutches onto my bare skin.

      “Congratulations!” I have something to tell you. I can’t let on. “We get to do this together.” She pats her tummy with her other hand. Wes thinks he has the key to cover the markers. It’s done, Skyla. It will be announced tomorrow. I was forbidden to tell you.

      “I can’t believe it.” I force myself to laugh, but only because I want to cry. It seems at every turn I am usurped, bested, and shown the celestial door. “We need to shop. I’ve had intense cravings for Chinese food.”

      “We’ll do lunch. Maybe tomorrow after the coronation? Or sometime after that?” She shrugs.

      “If you’re available, that would be wonderful.”

      Coop comes up and wraps an arm around Laken’s shoulders and she doesn’t flinch. In fact, she presses her body against his and they look every bit like a couple again.

      “I won’t be staying long tomorrow.” She wrinkles her nose. “Gage is holding a strategy meeting after the reception.”

      “You know what they say”—I look to Gage and Chloe as they close in on our circle—“there’s no rest for the wicked.”

      Chloe lifts a dark smile. “We’re not wicked, Skyla. We are wise.”

      Laken scoffs as if she’s fighting the urge to deck her. “For a Celestra, you sure don’t bear allegiance to your people. Gage and Wesley plan on eradicating them.”

      Chloe’s mouth opens and she takes a breath as she looks to Gage. “I realize this.”

      Logan shakes his head. “How the mighty have fallen. I guess it’s official. Chloe Bishop doesn’t give a rip about her people.”

      I shake my head. “As long as she’s balls deep in Gage Oliver, the rest of the world can go to hell in a handbasket,” I say it low enough, but judging by the fact Chloe is turning a ripe shade of crimson, I’m betting she heard.

      Logan glides an arm around my waist. “So, Chloe, how does it feel to give up your morals for a man?”

      “Ask Laken,” she grunts. “You might say I took a page out of her book.”

      Coop’s chest expands in defense of the love of his life. “She’s not doing any such thing. Laken and I are strictly friends.”

      My stomach turns hearing poor Coop make such a proclamation.

      He takes a breath as he glances to Laken as if he dreaded what comes next. “In fact, Laken is attending tomorrow’s event with Wes. And if you don’t mind, Gage, I’d like to ask Lexy Bakova to be my date.”

      The entire room seems to still and Laken’s eyes enlarge with a newfound rage.

      Okay, now I see where this is headed. Get Laken good and riled up and she’ll come running faster than a locomotive. Coop is brilliant in just about every realm of his life.

      Gage grunts, “Anything for you, Coop.” He says it curt and somewhat sarcastic, and it makes me wonder why Gage would bother. It’s almost as if Coop is irritating him on some level. Come to think of it, whenever Gage is out in public, Coop is by his side. I’ll have to make a note to inspect this further. It wouldn’t be the first time Coop was up to something.

      Gage takes a breath as he looks from Logan to me. “So, when’s the big day?” He glares at Logan a moment. “I suspect you’re going to make an honest woman out of her.”

      Logan blinks with a bored sense of disbelief. “I’ve already done that. I’d like to think it’s still in effect.” A wry smile comes and goes because his bold statement just made my relationship with Gage seem insignificant, but I won’t hold it against him. Gage is flashing his horse-sized balls all over the place these days. He deserves to be taken down a notch. “But yes”—Logan clears his throat—“we’re going to have a wedding. A big one.”

      A riotous scream of what I’m thinking is joy escapes my mother. “Holy mother of God! This is the best day ever!” Another cry of elation bleats from her lungs. “Skyla! Don’t keep us in suspense. When’s the big day? There’s the décor, the guest list, the venue, the food. There’s so much to think about. I need to know what I’m up against. Oh, how I’ve wanted a big grand wedding for you more than you realize.”

      Gage hangs his head a moment as if he had in some way let my mother down.

      “You did pull off a humdinger in the Transfer,” I say to her, but in truth the words were to make Gage feel better. I’m not sure why I did that. Most likely for the old Gage, the one that Logan and I loved more than ourselves.

      She waves it off. “I’m much more eager to serve the masses right here on Paragon. Unless, of course, you’re thinking a destination wedding, Fiji, Hawaii, the Caribbean!”

      “Oh no.” I shake my head at Logan. “I’m marrying the love of my life at Whitehorse. The house he built for the two of us.”

      “Hear that, Gage?” Chloe quips with the idea of a smile curling on her lips like a pair of devil’s horns. “Logan Oliver is the love of her life.”

      I take a quick breath. So much for being sensitive to the old Gage’s feelings.

      Gage lifts his chin. “I realize that. Logan and Skyla have always been meant for one another. It’s the primary reason I took a step back.”

      Ellis strides into our circle once again and shakes his head. “Dude, nobody believes that’s why you took a step back. You would have given your life for this girl. You’ve hit your head.”

      “He had his head replaced by Demetri,” I’m quick to point out.

      “Now, now”—my mother lifts a hand—“the boys are present.” She mimics zipping her lips. “When’s the date, Skyla? I’m about to burst right out of my skin.”

      “Um”—I look to Logan and tip my head to the side—“our original date was December thirteenth. Maybe we’ll stick with that one? That way, the baby will already be here and I won’t be so huge and uncomfortable.”

      Logan takes up my hand and kisses the back of it. “And I will only have one date to memorize. It sounds perfect to me.”

      “December?” Mom squawks. “That’s just nine months away! That’s a blip on the screen as far as wedding planning goes. I’ll have to start purchasing items for the reception right away.”

      Tad gags. “Oh no, you don’t! You’re not spending a dime of my hard-won money. I’ve got yachts to buy, and I need a new set of wheels. One of those fancy cars like Demetri drives. That Phantasm.”

      Drake snorts from the couch. “The Rolls Royce Phantom? Dude, you didn’t win big enough to sit in one.”

      It’s about time someone sets Tad straight on his winnings. The way his spending sprees have been going, you’d think he won billions. Personally, I’m shocked he has anything left.

      Logan lifts a hand his way. “I’ll save you the trouble. Lizbeth, let me know what you need. I’m footing the bill for everything. And I have plenty.”

      Ellis hoots, “Damn straight you do. No thanks to me.” He slaps Logan five before pointing at Coop. “And this dude, right here, is heading into business with me next.”

      Laken looks mildly alarmed, as she should. Ellis happens to be building a very lucrative cannabis empire with Drake and I’m pretty sure Ethan, too.

      “What kind of business?” I ask for Laken and she nods my way appreciatively.

      “Roach coach,” he snarls at Gage. “This idiot wouldn’t take a chance. I guess eating out of the back of a truck is too good for royalty these days.”

      I’m more concerned over the fact Ellis just called Gage an idiot. I wonder what punishment the royal one will dream up for him.

      Chloe grabs Ellis by the T-shirt and pulls him in. “Nobody calls my husband an idiot.”

      Well, there’s that. Chloe is not only Gage’s punishment, she’s everyone else’s, too.

      “Let him go,” he orders, and Chloe does as she’s told.

      I take a deep breath. “How does it feel being on a leash, Chloe?”

      A dull huff emanates from her. “As long as Gage Oliver is holding the reins, I’m all for it. I’m a fool for love, Skyla. And Gage and I are just that, madly, deeply, most abundantly in love.”

      “You got the fool part right.” I couldn’t help it.

      Laken bubbles with a laugh. “You walked into that one, Chloe.”

      Bree inhales with a sudden rage. “Nobody makes fun of my bestie.”

      Laken scoffs. “Then I believe you would be very upset with Skyla.”

      “All right.” Gage holds both hands up in surrender. “I think it’s time we bow out.” He looks my way, a stern expression on his face. “Mind your people, Skyla.”

      “What people?” Ellis steps between us. “You shook down the last of them when you handed those Celestra to the feds.” He looks to me and offers a cocky nod. “But don’t worry, dude. Skyla is about to rock your world. We’ve got a few things cookin’. And there won’t be a roach in this coach.” He looks across the room. “Come on, G. We’ve got someplace to be.”

      Ellis and G storm out of the room with Giselle waving wildly to her brother and shouting out her enthusiasm for tomorrow.

      I step over to Gage as the room picks back up to life with the kids shouting, my mother and Tad arguing about my impending wedding, Drake and Ethan howling about something on TV.

      “I am minding my people, Gage. I don’t know how or when, but I will restore my people and recover all you have stolen from me. Yes, I will be at your coronation and I will watch you slide further into wickedness.”

      Logan grunts, “I’m pretty sure that will complete the descent.” He picks up my hand and it comforts my weary soul. “I’m assuming you’ve invited your parents, the ones that raised you?”

      “Yes.” Gage takes a breath and his chest expands. “Both my mother and father will be there. My dad isn’t enthused, but my mom more than makes up for it.”

      “I bet she does.” I couldn’t help it. Emma is notoriously pro-wickedness. In all of this madness, I truly believe she wants to create a position for herself. It turns out, Emma has been power-hungry from the beginning.

      Gage looks my way, cold and unfeeling, as if this entire charade were somehow my fault. “Be ready by noon. Have the boys ready as well. Stay indoors. Demetri is doing the transports. He’s not taking anyone in a public environment.”

      “Nice,” I quip. “It looks as if he’s leaving the destruction of our people to you. He does keep his hands clean like a pro.”

      Gage chuckles as he draws Chloe close to him and they leave with a celebratory goodbye to everyone. Gage pecks a kiss over both Nathan and Barron on his way out the door.

      “It all feels so final,” I whisper to Logan as we both stare off in the direction he disappeared. “Do you really think there’s a way to save Gage from himself?”

      “I don’t know anymore.” Logan exhales as if he’s been holding that breath all along. “I’m willing to bet your mother will be there tomorrow. I think we need to have a chat with her.”

      “Good. At least that will distract me from the fact Gage Oliver is about to brand himself the king of the wicked.”

      “The Good Book says that evil doesn’t win.”

      Laken comes over and shakes her head. “How can he be wicked? He’s the same as Wes and Wes is not wicked. He’s an angel.”

      I look to my old friend, filled with sorrow. “Don’t you know? Devils often parade around as angels of light. I think that’s what we’re seeing here–with the both of them.”
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      Just as Gage suggested, the very next day, Demetri zaps us straight into Shaddai—or as Sage curtly informed us upon our arrival—Eversor.

      Sage looks particularly stunning, yes, stunning even though she seems to be about five in human years. Her dark hair drips in perfect glossy ringlets, and she’s wearing a navy velvet gown intricately embroidered in gold. She’s entertaining Nathan and Barron as I take in the equally stunning surroundings. Everywhere you look, this spacious castle—the size of a small country—is brimming with crimson roses, clusters and clusters of the fragrant flower, although they’re not set in your traditional vases or wreathes. These are amassed in magnificent topiaries that spiral up toward the heavenly expanse.

      I’ll admit, I haven’t been here often, but it’s the first time I’ve noted there is no ceiling, at least not today. Instead, we’re met with a lavender sky bejeweled with glittering stars, clearly visible even though it’s daylight out.

      There are throngs of beings cluttering up the interior. My mother and Demetri are near the opulent gold throne. To its left is where the infamous bed once stood where Gage and I were to seal our covenant, but it was Chloe he decided to make it official with. Yes, I’m right back at the scene of the crime, and it all feels far too soon. I don’t think I could ever accept anything about this hellscape, not after what I’ve been through here, not after what he did to me.

      Logan leans in. “Just a word of warning. Chloe is at six o’clock with Bree and Em. Let’s just say she looks—interesting.”

      I turn and find the queen of mean with her hair adorned in a wreath of roses, and her dress looks more like a tarp, bright red and beaded with every color imaginable in long, vertical stripes.

      “My God, she looks like a walking circus tent.” The room dims a notch and the floor shakes beneath our feet before restoring itself to its former glory.

      Marshall pops up, looking unimaginably divine.

      A breath hitches in my throat at the sight of him. “My G—”

      He lifts a finger. “That was your first error. There is no tolerance for taking the Lord’s name in vain. Despite popular belief, we are in rarefied holy air.”

      I make a face. “I’ll contest that until the day I die.”

      “Speaking of which.” He narrows those cutting crimson eyes over mine. “Once the procession begins, do refrain from stepping outside of the boundary set for those still in a coat of flesh. There will be an all-consuming fire present, and it won’t hesitate to reduce those who have little respect for it to ashes. It would be a shame to bring you back to Paragon in a jar.”

      I glance back to Chloe, and ironically, she’s now standing next to the ringleader of this circus, Demetri.

      “Yes. It would be a shame if someone tripped and fell into the flames.” I pick up the Eye of Refuge and sizzle it along the chain it’s attached to. “I’ll be fine. I know my boundaries.”

      Ezrina and Nev crop up behind me. “Speaking of which.”

      We turn and I take a quick breath at the sight of them. Ezrina has her bright red hair pulled back into a neat bun, her makeup is impeccable, and she’s head to toe in gunmetal satin. Nev looks particularly dapper in a matching suit, and little Alice is a dream in a taffeta pink dress.

      “Amazing.” It’s all I can muster. Ironically, I’m speaking Ezrina’s simple language, and she acknowledges it with a quick thank you.

      Nev leans in. “Your vomit is spectacular.” He kisses the tips of his fingers as if it were magnificent.

      Ezrina offers a long blink my way. “It is done, Skyla. I have five Spectators that are fully restored. They’ve been in a holding pattern for longer than seventy-two hours. I’m hopeful this will last.”

      “Oh my goodness! Was it the same recipe? My puke plus the soil from the Transfer?”

      “Is.” Ezrina sets Alice down and her little feet make a beeline for the boys who are milling around my mother. “Holden and Serena were of little use to me. Their frames no longer mortal. Your mother has transformed them to their rightful state as feathered creatures. I’ve started human trials to hide the markers.” There’s a hint of malice in her eyes, something that says if you don’t like it, you can shove it. She’s moved on without me, and I have no choice but to live with it.

      “Who?”

      “Cooper and Ellis. Brody will come later.”

      “Okay.” I look to Marshall. “This can’t end badly. I can’t lose either of them.”

      A couple of girls I vaguely recognize from the East cheer team during my own time at West bustle on by and scream hysterically as they look to the throne.

      The blonde clutches onto the brunette. “I can’t believe we’re going to see Gage Fucking Oliver!”

      The brunette howls as if she were in pain. “Gage Fucking Oliver!”

      All of Eversor darkens as the expansive room shakes, a crown of lightning ignites above the golden throne, and just like that, both girls up and disappear in a puff of black smoke.

      Marshall takes a breath. “Let that be a lesson to you all. Foul language will not be tolerated. He is holy and you are His children. Let us be holy.” He growls as he looks to me, “Humans.”

      “Partial humans,” I correct. “I guess I should be thankful I haven’t been blipped out of this infernal plane just yet.”

      Chloe pops up beside me like an apparition. Her hair is jet-black, no chestnut highlights for her today, her makeup is flawless, lips blood red, and she’s sporting the perfect cat’s eyes with lashes long enough to touch her brows.

      “Oh Skyla,” she gives a dark laugh. “You will be blipped out soon enough. The after party is strictly family.”

      “If I’m not there, the boys won’t be either.” My heart aches at the thought of being cut out in every manner.

      “They’re not wanted. Gage agreed that the ceremony would be enough. They’re so young. They’d rather be at your mother’s picking Beau Geste’s nose, or whatever they like to do for fun.” She cups her belly as if she’s afraid it might actually fall off, twisting her arms around it as she were sizing it.

      “What are you doing? And why are you dressed in a canopy?”

      She blows a quick breath, her cheeks flapping from the effort. “I needed a very special dress, something that would make me stand out and look very, very pregnant. It’s important that the gentry see I’m carrying his child. Not only am I his wife, his lover”—her lips curl at the sides as she takes a moment to gloat—“his favorite lover, but I’m about to bear a royal child.”

      “Sorry, Chloe, I beat you to it. In fact, I’m three up on you.”

      “Not true. One is dead, and the boys will not be heirs to the throne. This child is special. Not only is it Gage Oliver’s child, but he or she is being born into royalty.”

      “Chloe, Gage is never going to die. I can wish all I want, but that won’t make it happen. That means your child will never take the throne. And to be clear, my children are royalty. They are Celestra, and that is royalty enough for me.”

      Marshall takes a breath. “It’s quite true. Not to offend the other Factions, but Celestra has always been the crème de la crème. And Skyla is the purest of them all.” He nods before taking off into the crowd.

      Logan rumbles with a laugh as he pulls me close to his side. “And that, Chloe, is why our child trumps your child as far as royal bloodlines go.”

      “It’s true,” I add. “So, you see, Chloe, that circus tent you’ve donned was totally unnecessary. On the bright side, your side hobby of procreating with Fems is going strong—especially considering you can’t stand children.”

      “I’ll give Gage twelve children if he wants them.” Her eyes widen as she looks to the empty throne. Chloe is hungry for Gage Oliver’s sperm.

      “I have a brilliant idea. Why don’t you and Gage move to Eversor full-time, and Logan and I can pretend the two of you never existed?”

      A dark laugh bumps through her. “And ruin all the fun we’re having? Please, Skyla. Being married to Gage is heaven, but knowing you’re forced to watch on the sidelines is the icing on this sinfully delicious cake. You’re welcome to hide out in my closet while the two of us are going at it. Trust me when I say, there is no better sight than to see Gage Oliver’s dimpled, devilish grin nestled between my thighs. And the rapture that ensues is to die for.”

      I balk at the thought, “You? Die? The world should be so lucky.”

      Logan walks us off without so much as a goodbye, and we find Marshall speaking with a luminescent being that bears my likeness, my mother, Candace Messenger. My blood is still boiling as visions of Gage Oliver’s dirty grin popping up from that witch's legs pollute my thoughts.

      My mother winces and taps me on the forehead. Not only do her feel-good vibratronics pulsate through me at the speed of light, but a visual of a white sandy beach and ice blue water infiltrates my mind.

      “What a rush.” I shudder as if I just had a hit off the best drug on the planet.

      “I hear congratulations are in order.”

      I mock bow. “And I’m surprised you waited this long, but thank you. Logan and I are ecstatic.”

      Logan takes a breath. “Beyond ecstatic. And we are anxiously awaiting the arrival of our daughter.”

      My mother lifts a brow. “Good. As you should be. I’ve heard rumors of wedding dates.”

      “Same one,” I assert. “December thirteenth. The baby will be there and I’m hoping you’ll be there, too.”

      “It will be held at Whitehorse,” Logan adds. “If I can put in a request for good weather, I would be most grateful.”

      “Oh, my dear Logan”—my mother reaches over and lovingly palms his cheek—“anything for you, my love. Anything in the world.”

      Before I can prompt Logan to make an outrageous request, like blipping this version of Gage Oliver out of existence and bringing back the old one, my other mother, Lizbeth, pops over, and standing beside her is the very first love of my life, my father.

      I don’t waste a second wrapping my body around his and convulsing with something in between laughter and tears.

      “Can you believe it?” my mother beams. “We’re going to be grandparents again!” She lunges for Candace and shakes her by the shoulders, and suddenly I’m fearing my poor mother, Lizbeth, will be the next to be dismissed in a ball of black smoke. “And we get a wedding out of it, too! It’s like we’ve hit the jackpot. The Landon luck has never been better. This is truly a banner year. It’s as if we’re unstoppable. Dare I ask if you’re the one who’s blessed us with the Midas touch?”

      Candace gently removes my mother’s uncharitable grasp and flexes a dry smile. “First and foremost, Skyla is not nor will she ever be a Landon. Secondly, I have nothing to do with your newfound fortune, but I would advise you to refresh yourself with Midas’ tale. It was cautionary for a reason.” She looks to my father. “Our daughter has finally landed in the arms of the one she’s destined for.”

      Marshall is quick to wrap an arm around me. “That she has. And once again, I will adore the child she is carrying as if it were my own.”

      I can’t help but smile up at the sweet Sector. “I do love you, Marshall.”

      “As I, you. And rest assured, when we set our wedding date, it will not fall on Friday the thirteenth.”

      My father gives a warm chuckle. “We don’t believe in luck, now do we? Congratulations, you two.” He grins from me to Logan. “Fate permitting, I would be honored to show up at the wedding.”

      “Oh my goodness!” I gasp as I look to my mother. “I beg of you to let him walk me down the aisle.”

      Candace’s entire body flickers with light as if her luminescence were about to expire. “We shall see when the time arrives. I’m not making any promises to anyone. Look where we are today.”

      Mom’s shoulders swim as if she were cozying. “Right here next to Paradise to see the king receive his crown. Aside from the fact he and Skyla are no longer together, I am ecstatic for Gage to receive the honor. I just know this will be a blessing to us all.”

      Candace’s eyes ignite like flames. “In what way? You have no idea of what you speak. You have no clue as to what is happening here or on earth.” She groans as she looks to my father, “How in the world do you tolerate her?”

      Marshall steps in and links his arm through my celestial mother’s. “I hear the gentry are placing wagers on whether or not we’ll see the serpent manifest before the ceremony is through.”

      Candace chortles as they head toward the elite crowd of glowing beings, all of whom turn to welcome her with warm greetings.

      I look to my mother. “She didn’t mean it.”

      “She meant every word. That woman has never tolerated me.” She says tolerate in air quotes just as Demetri comes up.

      Logan leans in. “Speaking of people we can’t tolerate.”

      Demetri laughs in response. “I would think you would be thrilled with the outcome of things.” He nods my way. “I hear congratulations are in order.” He looks to my father. “Nathan, always a pleasure.”

      My dad smacks his lips. “I don’t know that I ever felt the same.” He eyes Demetri’s arm as it slithers around my mother’s waist.

      The room shakes, the sky above darkens to pitch, and the boys run over with Sage. Nathan and Barron look frightened, but Sage is giggling as if she knew what was to come.

      “They’re ninnies, aren’t they, Mother?” Her eyes glisten with glee as she looks to me.

      “They’re little boys. They’re not used to this.”

      “I’m used to this, Mother. You should be proud of me.” There’s a mocking tone to her voice as she takes up my hand, but I relish the feel of her flesh even if she is devoid of it at the moment. I can still feel her. My love for her flows like an endless current from me to her. I will love Sage no matter what becomes of her. She is mine, and that she will forever be.

      A trumpet sounds and lightning flashes up in the expanse above. The black sky sheds its stars, and the white jags of light, the spray of lavender stardust are far more breathtaking than any fireworks spectacular. The sound of dark, deep voices begin chanting in a choir, strange words I can’t decipher, giving the room a horror movie flare it was lacking.

      “Come”—Sage takes up Logan’s hand as well—“we must gather around the throne. Father’s time has come. This will be resplendent, a tale to be told from one generation to the next.”

      I glance to Logan, trying my hardest to refrain from sarcasm as her hand is welded to mine.

      My mother takes the boys by the hand and follows along, and soon the room is swirling with a dense blue fog, making this entire scene feel like a very bad dream.

      Demetri steps up onto the platform that houses that egregious golden throne. It looks like a medieval relic best-forgotten, something a psychotic dreamed up for himself, and as if on cue the heavily carved throne begins to transform. The gold gleams so bright it becomes like the sun. Spears rise from the back and from the feet until it’s pointed sharp in six places and I wonder about that number, man’s number.

      A wall of flames erupts behind the throne and to the left and right the figure of a man, a shadow exaggerated in size, and as he approaches, he grows to the size of an ordinary man. But this is no ordinary man walking through the flames.

      Chloe staggers her seemingly enormous girth onto the platform and Demetri holds out a hand to stop her, causing her to stumble and fall on her side.

      “Gage!” she calls out and the gentry, the partially human guests gasp, but no one comes to her aid.

      Demetri lifts a finger and Emma traipses his way. I crane my neck and spot Barron looking dapper in a black suit. He looks every bit as if he’s at his only son’s funeral, and he might as well be. The funeral of the soul is far worse than the simple act of burying a body. But with Gage, there will be no burial. We will be force-fed his madness now and forevermore, and only I can stop him.

      Emma has her orange hair pulled back and it shines in the fire as if it, too, were flickering and alive with flames. Her smile never ceases. Her movements are smooth and lithe as she makes her way to Demetri like a schoolgirl about to be asked to the dance by the cutest boy in demon school.

      The choir quickens as Gage himself steps out of the flames, and the room, all of Eversor, and the universe erupt with cheers. Gage holds up a hand and the shouts from the crowd die down.

      His expression is sober. He looks beautiful, stunning, like a work of art that came back only to kill its creator. His dark hair gleams with blue highlights that accent his glowing eyes. His body looks massive—a bodybuilder lies underneath that black suit. His tie glows like a tongue of light. I’ve never seen anything so breathtaking, not even in Marshall’s vast collection of supernatural attire. He takes a seat and the room gives a collective breath. The choir picks up to something lighter, but the chanting grows more aggressive.

      Demetri bears his fangs at the crowd. “First and foremost, welcome to the coronation of the King of Eversor, my flesh and blood, your immaculate savior. I want to thank his mother.” He picks up Emma’s hand and kisses the back of it. “For your service to the kingdom, you will be forever treasured and remembered for the charitable work you’ve done.”

      “See that?” I whisper to my mother. “Even Demetri thinks that sleeping with him is a charitable act.” Because clearly no one should ever do it. The universe has the potential to unravel if you do.

      Mom is quick to shake her head as she chooses to ignore me.

      Demetri looks our way, his dark eyes laughing at me the way they always do. At least he’s consistent.

      “I will give my first true love, Candace Messenger, the floor to say her piece before we proceed with the ceremony.”

      I gasp as I glance to my glowing look-alike. “What’s this first love business?”

      But Candace ignores me as she strides on by, stepping up onto the altar, closer to the throne than either Demetri or Emma. It looks threatening the way she’s charging to the glowing throne, and the throne itself flickers as if it senses that her very presence represents a threat to it as well.

      She turns partially to face the crowd, her shoulders still poised toward Gage. “Hear ye all of the noble men and women, the gentry, the heavenly hosts, the Nephilim brothers and sisters gathered to witness this spectacle today. I shall recite verses from the Good Book.” Her eyes shoot venom to Demetri before she casts a scathing glance to Gage and he flinches as if she struck him, as if I struck him. I know that’s what he sees. Me in a new mysterious flesh. “ Listen here!” My mother’s voice thunders horrifically over the great expanse and the choir stops with their tyrannical bellowing. “The Lord is a jealous and avenging God. The Lord takes vengeance and is filled with wrath. The Lord takes vengeance on his foes and maintains his wrath against his enemies. The Lord is slow to anger and great in power. The Lord will not leave the guilty unpunished. His way is in the whirlwind and the storm, and clouds are the dust of his feet. The book of Nahum.” She lifts her chin and peers down at the crowd who remains stunned into submission.

      Way to go, Candace. Threatening the dark side with a word of warning from the big guy was just the right touch if you ask me. My eyes flit to Gage and I catch him looking at me. Our gaze locks, strong as steel—I can sense him in there. He’s fighting this on some level—I can feel it. This isn’t who he really is. It’s an act. If I wasn’t aware of it before, every cell in my body feels it now. There’s no way I can let him go through with this.

      I have to do something. Anything. I’m desperate to save him from himself, from Demetri. The Gage I know would sacrifice everything for me, including his soul. My God, is he doing that? What could he possibly believe to make that happen? There is no other logical explanation, is there?

      Gage, I call out to him mentally with everything in me, his eyes still magnetically sealed over mine. And then the circus comes to town. Chloe steps in front of me and acts as a barrier between us. I don’t see why not; she is in every single way.

      Demetri lifts a hand and the demonic choir starts in on their Gregorian sounding chant once again. The room darkens to pitch. The lavender lighting up above tangles and weaves itself into a crown that flickers wildly over the throne. Gage lifts his head a notch, his eyes suddenly filled with a harsh blue light. His body electrifies, his muscles shake as an electric blue surge pulses within him. Demetri is saying something, speaking in a language that I’m not privy to. He’s shouting, demanding something of Gage until the veins in Demetri’s neck distend like cables.

      I have never seen that man this animated, and it alarms me on a whole new level. The floor begins to vibrate, bouncing heavily beneath our feet, and screaming ensues. I can hear the boys giggling away, laughing, and it comforts me to know they’re not afraid.

      A wall of fire erupts around the throne. A curtain of blue, the hottest kind of flame. It’s impenetrable. A symbol that lets the rest of us know that he will forever be untouchable. Life keeps evolving, and not in any good way. It keeps force-feeding us a newer, uglier, reality, and it makes me wonder when it will stop.

      When will this madness end and restore itself to a beautiful beginning? How I hunger for all things to return to the way they were. How I wish I could rewind time and alter every wicked version of it. We have been played so well, so very efficiently. But nothing in me believes that this is the way it was supposed to play out. I can feel it in my bones, in the deepest part of my soul, we were made for more than this. We were never meant to burn to cinder. We certainly were never meant to destroy one another. We are not perfect enemies—that is a lie from the pit of hell. It cannot be true. It simply cannot.

      Gage is leaving, whatever version of him we had, and he will be anew, a monster that none of us will ever comprehend. This is it. Whatever transformation, desecration is taking place—it’s about to be completed, solidified for all eternity.

      Gage Oliver would have passed from one level of destruction to the next. I have to stop him. I’ll lay down my life if I have to and sacrifice everything. Deep down, I still believe he would do it for me. Regardless, I will do it for him. Fate has given me no choice.

      I take a step forward, then another. Logan lunges after me and wraps himself around me. I can feel his love for me as sure as God. Logan and I are essentially one person. I think we’ve always been that way. I think that’s what it means to have another half, another part of you that together you make yourselves better, stronger, far more powerful than you could ever be apart. And yet, both Logan and I know there is a third component to who we are. There always has been, and that person is Gage.

      “Skyla, no,” Logan breathes it hot in my ear. “There’s nothing we can do right now. We will fix this shit later.”

      The room rocks abruptly. A gust of heated air blows past us. It’s as if all of the elements in this dominion are unraveling, depending on Gage to put them back together again. Little do they know Gage can’t even fix himself. But I don’t believe he’s irrevocably broken.

      The moment I lose all hope of ever rescuing him from his own destruction is the moment I discredit everything we once were. I swore an undying love, and you can’t erase that. You have to keep believing in it or it never truly existed. Of course, these are things I would never admit to myself in the light of day, with my feet on Paragon soil. It’s easier to admit these truths when reality is a far cry away.

      Marshall strides up. “Ms. Messenger, there is no protection from those flames.”

      Candace appears by my side. “Not even I can protect you, Skyla. Do not do this. Think about your future—the future of your people. You are not his. He is not yours. You have a life inside of you. You must not disregard all of your treasures for something made of rusted iron.”

      The flames rise higher and Gage is no longer visible, gone amidst the blaze, and I can see something happening within them, a brilliant white light shifting and turning.

      “Gage!” I cry out as I explode from Logan’s stronghold. Not even his Celestra strength was a match for my zest to save the one we love. I leap toward the flames and I’m enveloped in a warm bath of light, rising higher and higher, into the sky until I see what has me in its grasp.

      Gage Oliver is no more. Instead, I am held high over Eversor—wrapped in the tail of the monster he’s become.

      The dragon.
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      The blackness of space, of the unknown universe surrounds me as the stars, new undiscovered constellations spray out in the distance, above, below, and all around us.

      For one tender moment, it’s just Skyla and me—along with the profound level of calm and silence only this side of heaven can bring. If I try hard enough, I could believe I’ve rewound time, one year ago exactly and we are still happy, nestled in our bed with the boys warm between us. We were so whole, so very content, so madly in love. A part of me doesn’t believe she shares with Logan what she shared with me. What we had was a powerful elixir for both of our souls. It was explosive, and at the end of the day, it was outright dangerous. And yet, here we are. A crown for me. Hell for her. And in all of the ironies the dark side of the universe could pull off, I am Skyla’s worst nightmare.

      I land Skyla lovingly in a swarm of clouds that I command to usher her safely back into Logan’s arms.

      What the hell was she thinking? Had I not been paying attention—had I blinked a second too long, I wouldn’t have seen her running into the fire as if she were immune to its powers. But I never take my eyes off of Skyla. Even when she thinks I’m not watching, I’m there. I didn’t hesitate to bring her up with me on my ascent. Hell, it’s probably best she ran into the flames. I would have brought her anyway. After all, she is my queen. She may not know it. She certainly doesn’t feel it—God, I can never let her do that. Once she penetrates the fort of my emotions, I might just cave and tell her everything. Skyla would never fight for her people if she knew it would be the cause for eternal separation for us. But then, inevitably other truths would roll out. Skyla would soon learn that Marshall, perhaps even her mother—although I find it hard to swallow that one—would be bound to hell. Skyla would be in far more anguish than she knew what to do with. There are some things that are simply too heavy for us to carry, and the knowledge of this horrible truth is it for Skyla.

      Eversor garners my attention once again. The stage of the universe, the white-hot spotlight on yours truly. It feels like a joke, like a nightmare that not even my twisted mind could conjure. What in the hell is happening to me? What in the hell has happened? Surely, I haven’t become the Celestra killer, the hunter of Skyla’s people—the very people I swore would be my own.

      Her sweet face flits through my mind as if some dark force were holding up a picture. It says remember your love for me. And I do. I must spend eternity with Skyla and the kids. I simply must. This time on earth is a blip on the screen. So, what if I’m a monster for five minutes so long as I get an unlimited amount of time to rectify my misdeed. I’m sure that at the end of the day none of this will feel real.

      In fact, after I ask forgiveness of each soul I caused heartache to, I plan on forgetting all about this spiritual malfeasance. I’m not holding onto the guilt or the pain because the agony would be too much. And while I’m on Paragon or in Eversor, the demonic dominion my father has granted me, I will compartmentalize. Each death, each strike against Skyla’s people is nothing more than a tactical move on my part. The wheels of this wicked war must keep moving, and I am the one pushing this broken-down train toward the finish line. And I will use all of my love for Skyla to fuel the effort. And that, my friend, is another ironic truth. How I wonder what Skyla will do and say when she discovers where my true motives lie. I plan on telling her within minutes of her homecoming. As soon as she leaves her body and heads for heaven, I’ll be there waiting for her, my love shining brighter than the sun. Perhaps that will be the biggest surprise of them all.

      My form alters. I morph from the serpent back to the handsome devil Demetri Edinger designed me to be as I land with thrust back in that golden throne. All of Eversor shouts with joy, with false adulation as Demetri himself comes at me with a crown in hand. It looks weighted, a gold rim with a row of crosses protruding up from it in a holy rhythm. He lands it over my head and it feels as if the weight of the world is pressing down on me, painful as a crown of thorns.

      More cheers from the celestial peanut gallery as Demetri beams with that never-ending grin of his. I see it now for what it really is, an I gotcha—you’ve been had this entire time. Demetri knew the end from the beginning. It’s no wonder he hasn’t worn out that shit-eating grin of his yet.

      He turns to the gentry and lifts a hand. “In the name of all things that are right, good, and holy, I bid each one of you—all hail the king!”

      A raucous roar comes from the bourgeoning crowd and then the unthinkable happens. In gentle waves, they bow down to me, not all of them, of course. Logan, Skyla, and a handful of others remain standing, but their eyes are trained on me.

      A slow smile bleeds onto my lips as I shoot a vindictive look their way. The game continues. It picks up pace. I must continue to be the thorn in their side, the one the Lord shall not remove because it makes their dependence on Him stronger. With each act of wickedness, I am doing them a favor, saving the damn day. I wonder if evil justifies its actions that way? A wicked song as old as time.

      Then in an instant, a celestial jubilation breaks out. The crowd is mingling, the angels are singing, and Candace is laughing with her cohorts as the party gets underway, full swing. The scent of smoked meat, the yeast of freshly baked bread, and the scent of a delicious Thanksgiving meal takes over as tables are filled with glorious food that even my stomach is rumbling for.

      I rise up out of my seat rather unceremoniously and head to Demetri. Sage is occupied with the boys, each doing his best to sit in her miniature throne and she’s not having it.

      “Son.” Demetri grins until his entire face is enveloped with that crooked smile. “You’ve done it. All of our work has come to fruition. You have crushed Celestra under your heel, you have the highest level of honor, and you have an army of angelic forces at your disposal. I have laid the world at your feet. You’re welcome.”

      “You forgot one thing”—I say as I step in next to him so I can observe the crowd below us—“I don’t have Skyla.”

      His eyes flit to mine, and if I’m not mistaken, I felt a knife in my spirit, a subconscious threat simply with the look in his eyes.

      “Do not mention it ever again. You have what you were destined to have. You both had a choice.” He nods over to her where she’s speaking with Laken and Coop. My eyes scan the vicinity furtively until I spot Logan with Wes. My heart may always be set toward Skyla, but it’s set to seek out Logan next. The boys, Sage, they are simply mine—as good as me. I’ve absorbed their beings, grafted them onto my soul, but Skyla and Logan are just out of my grasp for a time and I hate that.

      “So be it.” I pretend to go along with Demetri’s mockery. As far as I see it, it’s on a countdown anyhow—countdown to Skyla’s death. A thought comes to me. “What would happen if Skyla were to die? Who would take over? Who would I have to battle next?” I think both Demetri and I know I’m not sticking around for that shit show, but regardless, I want the details. Every last one of them.

      He takes a deep breath. “That child she’s carrying. It should be that child,” he says it as if he’s uncertain. “They’ll take over, of course. The family business must go on. And if I know Candace—and believe me, I know Candace—the next will be more powerful than the last.”

      “Do you know me?” a sweet chortling voice chimes from behind and we turn to find Skyla’s countenance staring back at us in the form of her mother. I would be a liar if I didn’t admit that it warmed me to see her. If I can’t have Skyla, I’ll take her in fragments. I smile at the fact because I happen to have put a hedge over my thoughts that no one—not even the devilish duo before me can penetrate. In fact, I’ve extended the courtesy to my guests. The last thing I want is to know what anybody is truly thinking.

      Her eyes light up, sparkling with a light only heavenly diamonds can. “Congratulations.” She loses the smile. Her demeanor is suddenly cold—an affect that I’m far more familiar with from her. “Know this. Your victory, though true, will be short-lived. You will not prosper. You will not carry out this buffoonery to finality.” Her lips curl at the tips. “Does this comfort you in some small way?”

      Her words warm me. It’s as if deep down I had longed to hear it. But I demand that I roar back to life.

      “Hell no. I rebuke your words. Do not tread on my crown while it’s still cold on my head. I have won the war, Skyla.” My voice shakes and I don’t bother correcting the verbal blunder of uttering the wrong name. “And you will not prosper. Nor will your people.”

      Demetri chuckles, but Candace grows colder still. Her icy stare has my soul downright shivering.

      “Very well. Have it your way—in your mind. But Celestra prospers.” She offers a simple nod to Demetri. “And I have never spoken a lie.” The words come out like a challenge, as if she were calling Demetri out on something. I’m sure Demetri has slithered his way past many a slippery word, so I don’t even go there. For that I believe Candace, for the rest of it, I will gladly make a liar out of her. She floats back down toward the gentry and they swarm her with delight.

      “Even in my dominion, Candace Messenger reigns supreme,” I muse.

      “Yes, well, let her have her moment.” Demetri’s affect grows dark for the very first time since I can remember. “For that slight we’ll take down the rest of Celestra. And it will be the last time anyone speaks to us that way.” He charges off, arms outstretched as he meets with Lizbeth.

      Take down the rest of Celestra? Shit. Hell no, I want to say, but he’s probably right. I need to set a precedence, one that says do not mock me or my crown or there will be consequences, and there will be.

      “What’s this?” Dudley comes up, and the sight of him makes me yearn for days gone by when I was his charge in that math class right along with Skyla. How we thought those were miserable days, and now I see them for what they were—pure gold, an earthly ecstasy that will forever remain unmatched. That about describes every moment I’ve ever shared with Skyla. The encapsulation of our earthly cannon together as a couple.

      “Well, you’ve done it.” Dudley smacks his lips with disdain. “You’ve managed to take all of the disappointment I’ve had in you and multiply it by numbers yet discovered by man.”

      A dark laugh bounces in my chest. “And you didn’t think I’d amount to anything.”

      “You’ve amounted to something, all right. An overgrown pile of excrement.” He sheds a momentary grin. “Now, how do you propose to detangle yourself from this nightmare?” Those boiling cauldron eyes pin me down with something outside of hatred—dare I say, an inkling of affection?

      Is Marshall trying to help me on some level? A drowning rat he’s throwing out a lifeline to?

      “I don’t have a single clue, Dudley.” My lips twitch, but there’s no smile brimming in me. It’s devastation. Dudley has never been cruel, or at least particularly cruel to me. More like an annoying uncle. The thought of sending him to hell in a handbasket devastates me. I can’t be around him. I can’t let his presence burrow into my psyche like a thorn I’ll never be rid of. My singular mission is to spend eternity with Skyla and the kids.

      I take a step away and he catches me by the crook of my elbow.

      “What has your spirit in so much disarray?” He eyeballs me with suspicion. “Why have you allowed yourself to become the puppet in somebody else’s game?”

      He’s toying with me. He knows exactly why. He wants to build doubt. It’s his life or mine. I get it. I’d do that exact same thing. Hell, I am.

      I slap him on the shoulder. “It’s been nice talking to you.”

      I take off for the crowd and Lizbeth tackles me with a secure hug.

      “I’m so proud of you, Gage.” She pulls back with watery eyes. “Things may not have worked out for you and Skyla, but you will always have a place in my heart as my son.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that,” I say as Nathan and Barron run up. Sage looks worse for wear as she follows them. Her clothes are disheveled, her hair sprayed out in every manner.

      “They’re monsters, Father.” She does her best to slick her hair back. “They deserve to be caged and have the door bolted behind them. Send them back. I don’t want them drooling over my throne or yours.” She gives Lizbeth a curt look. “These boys are ninnies and so are you.” She stomps off and I let out an exacerbated breath.

      Lizbeth waves it off as if it were no big deal just as Demetri calls her away to introduce her to the gentry.

      Logan comes up and picks up Nathan for a moment, rocketing him through the air until he gets an enthusiastic squeal from him. I can’t help but scowl. Deep down, I still care for Logan, but something about having him back with Skyla makes me like him just a little bit less.

      “Congratulations.” He forces a weak smile to come and go as Barron begs him for a ride and he does the same party trick. “So, what’s next? A Celestra slaughter to celebrate?”

      “Most of Celestra is mine at this point.” True as God. I’ve had so many converts in the last few months I don’t even know what Skyla has left to fight for.

      “Yeah, well. Just giving you the heads-up. We’re going to free the captives on Raven’s Eye.”

      “Do it quick. Word on the street is they’re dying off faster than flies.”

      “Not funny. How are you doing on hiding the markers? That is how you get the Nephilim to follow your wicked lead for life, right?”

      “That’s my brother’s task—and beware. He is damn good at any task given to him.” I glance over to find Coop still immersed in conversation with Laken and a swell of relief fills me. That’s the one task I can’t allow him to excel at. Wes must relinquish Laken. It’s for the cause, but he won’t get it. There are some things that Wesley Edinger shouldn’t be apprised of.

      “How are you doing hiding the markers?” I don’t mind punting the question right back at him. Logan squirms a moment, his eyes darting back in the crowd toward Skyla.

      “It’s going.” That long slash on his face inverts for a moment. “Thank you for returning Skyla safely to me. Candace mentioned only you could have done that. Thank you for that mercy.”

      “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for her. She needs to fight.”

      “You’ve left her almost nothing to fight for. Why the celestial bullying act?” He leans in, suddenly all pretenses have been mopped off the table. “What’s got your new panties in a wad? You could have had Skyla. Nothing you do makes sense anymore. It’s like we never knew you.”

      “Maybe you didn’t.” My heart breaks a little bit more. Any further crumbling and there will be nothing left of it. Skyla won’t have people, and I won’t have a heart. That about sums up this shit life we’re living.

      “Despite what the powers-that-be tell you”—he leans in, his voice low—“you weren’t born for this. I promise you that. The old you? The happier, far more content version? That was the real deal. I’m going to get you back, Gage. I don’t know how or when, but I will.”

      Skyla comes upon us, and along with her Chloe crops up, too, in that sparkling tent she’s donned.

      Skyla nods my way. “Thank you, Gage,” she says it low. “I think I’ll take the boys home now. Sage told me off. She said you should have let me burn.” Her eyes widen as if she were amused, but I can see the pain in them.

      Chloe barks out a laugh. “She’s a little charmer, isn’t she? Wise beyond her spiritual years. We’ve become fast friends in the time I’ve known her. I must say, I see a little spark of myself in her.”

      Skyla grunts, “And that sums up nicely all that’s wrong with her.”

      Chloe lifts a finger. “Before I forget. Lex is coming over tomorrow to do a maternity shoot for us.” She looks to Skyla, that dark smile bleeding over her lips, and I can feel the zinger coming. “We’ll need the boys, of course. It’s a family shoot. I’ll have a picture framed for you. And feel free to do the same. I would love to have a picture of you and Logan in my home.”

      “My home, Chloe,” Skyla reminds her. “You are living in my home.”

      “Yes, I’m living your life, Skyla. Your old life. And now it is my life. Your Celestial mother once said things had a way of righting themselves, and that’s exactly what’s happened.” She wraps her arms around me tightly, her vindictive eyes never leaving Skyla’s. “Everything is so damn right.”

      Logan growls, “You sold out.” He says the words directly to Chloe and I can feel her flinch. “You sold your people for less than a song. A cheap thrill. You don’t have his love, Chloe. I am stymied by a lot of things. Unsure of half of what I know, but I am certain of this, you have no place in Gage Oliver’s heart. You’ve sold out Celestra to the devil. Deep down, you know that.”

      Chloe slaps a hand to her belly. “Gage is the father of my child. Please don’t start with this bull again. What Gage and I have was not only destined to be by the most exquisite power of all”—she nods toward Candace a few feet in front of us as she laughs with Demetri and Dudley—“this is real. And yes, Logan, this is love.” She presses her dark eyes to Skyla. “I think this is the perfect time for us all to shake off the past and move on. You’re happy with Logan—carrying his child. Don’t let my husband’s ghost be the third person in your relationship. The only reason his feelings got mixed up for you is because, way back when—Logan asked him to fake a relationship with you. Gage told me everything.” I told her no such thing. “Sometimes in this life we let things go too far with the wrong people. It happens every day. It fills our courtrooms with couples trying to rid themselves of marriages that never fit to begin with. I say we’re both lucky that this didn’t drag out another thirty years. And now, you have your precious bundle coming and we have ours. Let’s live in peace. I’m offering you an olive branch, Skyla.” Her tone seems sincere, as about sincere as Chloe can be. “In fact, since we’re going to be co-parenting for a very long time, I’d like to start over with you. What do you say?” She extends a hand toward Skyla. “My name is Chloe Oliver. Nice to meet you.”

      Skyla glances down at Chloe’s hand as if it were a snake.

      “Like I said, Gage, I’ll be taking the boys home. Fun party. Cool hat. We’ll see you around.”

      Skyla and Logan take off and scoop the boys up on their way over to Candace. I watch as they walk off with Dudley and they all disappear in a bright blue fog.

      “That went well.” Chloe relaxes over me, her enormous frame exhaling away with delight. I’m sure it went exactly how she wanted. And sadly, it’s exactly how I wanted it to go as well. I can’t have them comfortable. The constant irritation is necessary if Skyla is ever going to form a pearl strong enough to assist her people.

      “Don’t worry, Chloe.” I give her a little squeeze. “It went far better than you think.” And it’s affirmation that Chloe Bishop is the only woman for me outside of Skyla. And it can never be Skyla on planet earth again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, Chloe is buzzing with glee. She’s donned a pair of maternity jeans and a white T-shirt that’s lifted above her bare belly as she sits in the living room barefoot. Logan dropped the boys off about ten minutes ago after they took them to breakfast. No fanfare. No Skyla. Said they’d be back to pick them up in two hours. He wished me good luck with the pictures and then took off.

      Lexy Bakova has turned the living room into a virtual studio with a giant white spotlight and white plastic sails that stretch near the ceiling to control the shadows. The boys are both wearing bright orange sweaters and sweats, and Chloe hasn’t stopped bitching about it yet.

      “I swear she does this to punish me,” she grunts to Lex as the two of them struggle to dress the boys in a pair of white matching T-shirts and jeans—the exact attire she’s commanded me to wear and I’ve dutifully donned.

      I guess this is the part where I should say that I now know what it’s like to be married to a demanding shrew. But honestly, Chloe has been patient with me. Her love just might be enough for the both of us in this desolate equation. She’s tiptoed around me like a time bomb. She’s put up with far more celibacy than should be expected in any marriage, and she’s kept the house tidy, fed me three solid meals—it’s sort of like prison in that respect.

      Lexy offers Barron a brisk slap to the bottom after she gets his jeans on and Barron donkey kicks her in the face so I don’t address it. At this point, the boys are pretty good at taking care of themselves. Chloe wouldn’t dare strike the boys, playfully or not. She knows I’ve got a hard line and that they are it.

      “All right, honey.” Chloe flicks her fingers my way. “Come, come.” She pats the spot on the white quilt next to her, and I land hard on the floor as the boys topple over me.

      “Careful.” Chloe turns her enormous belly—and it’s just that overnight. “Mommy has a baby in her tummy.”

      I remember that with Skyla. One minute it was just a tiny hump, and then she burst into life as if she had a beach ball stretched under her flesh.

      What I wouldn’t do to go back there. Hell, maybe I will for the fun of it. A little light driving in the night when I can’t sleep. And I can never sleep anymore, even if it was a superfluous deal to begin with.

      Nathan pauses to look at me. “Mommy has a babies.” He pluralizes it and this alarms me mildly, but then the boys haven’t exactly perfected the King’s English, so I’m not too worried about having another set of twins just yet.

      Barron smacks into my chest like a freight train, nearly taking my chin out in the process. “Mommy has Uncle Loggie’s babies. Uncle Loggie has a babies, too.”

      “Great,” I say it flat as Lex snaps up a couple hundred pictures, documenting the moment.

      “All right, boys”—Lex waves to get their attention—“look at the camera and smile.”

      “Say baby!” Chloe chimes, and the boys echo her about sixteen times.

      The boys grow wild and unstable as they swim from Chloe to me, their feet eventually ending up in our faces.

      “These are gold!” Lexy sings from behind the lens, her finger never leaving the trigger. “Keep it going.”

      Nathan smacks Chloe on the mouth with his knee, and then somehow in the next second, he’s picking her nose with his toes.

      “All right, you little monster.” Chloe rolls Nathan off of her. “You’re done. You can each have a juice box from the fridge. Go on, get.” She shoos them off as they speed to freedom and I’m tempted to speed right along with them.

      “Good show,” I say, getting on my knees, and Chloe yanks me right back over to her.

      “Oh no, you don’t. It’s time for a picture with just you, me, and the baby.” She stretches that T-shirt over her bare belly and straddles her legs on either side of me. “Get down and kiss it.”

      I inch back, looking at Chloe as if her daily bout of insanity has just kicked in.

      Her eyes enlarge dangerously as if she were threatening me with a curse if I didn’t comply, and I have no doubt she is.

      “Fine,” I say it curt, just as threatening. At this point, I’m not sure if Chloe wants a show for Lexy or something she considers high art to hang on the wall. The thought of her doing just that makes me cringe. Skyla will undoubtedly see it. The sight of the malfeasance will singe her soul. And if I’m being truthful, it might actually infuriate her—and that seems to be my mission in this new life of mine.

      I lower myself to Chloe’s bulbous frame and press my lips gently over the tip of her belly and hold my pose while Lexy moans and surges as her camera shutters at dangerous speeds. Chloe cradles my head, digs her fingers into my hair, and I have no doubt she’s getting off on this.

      “Got it!” Lexy cheers. “Such a phenomenal picture! Okay, now stand. Gage, you get behind her and form your hands in the shape of a heart over her stomach.”

      We do as we’re told and Chloe does her best to burrow her bottom into my crotch as Lexy goes on a shooting spree.

      “Perfect!” Lexy cries. “Got it. Got it.” She pulls back and studies the backside of her camera for a moment. “Okay, so I like to wrap it up with a smooching sesh. It brings good juju to my camera. Smack her one, Gage.”

      It would be my privilege to smack her, but I’m not kissing Chloe. I’ve done that enough already, a peck at our faux nuptials last winter—for the camera, that is. Wesley was unlucky enough to kiss her at the original ceremony in the throne room right before they set the sheets on fire, literally.

      “Can’t do it.” I’m quick to offer an apologetic shrug to Chloe. “I’ve got a sore throat and I don’t want to get you or the baby sick.”

      Chloe’s eyes widen, then retract. “Wait a minute. You can’t get sick. You have a new body.”

      “And I haven’t been to the Tree of Life in months. That’s the deal, remember? I need to replenish. My throat hurts. Who knows what kind of hybrid crap I’m capable of.” None of it is true. I’m actually not even sure if it were possible, but I think it’s safe to say I don’t owe Chloe Bishop an ounce of truth and we both know it.

      Lexy scoffs. “Aw, come on. At least fake a smooch. No tongue. Make it look juicy, though. All this equipment is a pain in the ass to set up. I’m not coming back in a week just because you’re feeling better.”

      Chloe slits those dark eyes my way. There’s a fury in her I haven’t seen in a good long while. Certainly it’s one that hasn’t been directed at me in a very long time, if ever.

      “Do it, Gage. And make it look real.”

      Lexy may have said it because she bought the bull I was slinging, but Chloe is demanding it because she knows the facts. Chloe and I are a sham, a shell of wedded bliss, and she knows it. I never promised her a rose garden or a slice of my ass night after night. That baby in her belly should be more than enough to satisfy her.

      “Right now,” Chloe snips and I study her with dismay for a moment.

      Here I am, right where I never wanted to be.

      Dear Skyla, the lengths I will go to love you have no reasonable bounds. It is all insanity out here in deep space without you. All of my formidable affection for you is the only thing that keeps me going.

      “Come on, come on!” Lexy harps, already looking through the eyepiece.

      “Yes. Just one careful kiss.” I glower at Chloe a moment before closing my eyes and landing my lips to hers. Chloe’s mouth is soft but intrusive, demanding as she moans and presses against me as if she were about to infiltrate without my permission, but I hold strong, and soon enough Lex announces it’s a wrap.

      Chloe backs up, lancing me with her eyes before putting on a cheery front for Lex and helping her put away her things in record time. But according to Chloe’s body language, the way she’s refusing to acknowledge me, her stiff movements, the haste in which her hands jam Lexy out the door, I know for a fact I’ve finally managed to push my new wife to the limit. And as pleased as a part of me is with the endeavor of pissing Chloe off, the far more logical part of me understands I’ve just skated my way onto paper-thin ice.

      No sooner is Lexy out of our airspace than Chloe herds the boys back into the room and puts on a movie for them. My heart warms for a moment looking at the miniature versions of myself as they sit shoulder to shoulder just the way Logan and I did when we were kids, mesmerized by whatever they’re watching.

      Chloe yanks me by the arm and violently drags me to the kitchen, slamming me against the steel fridge in a show of fury.

      She steps in, her eyes glowing with fire. “You don’t humiliate me like that ever again in front of my friends. If I ask for a kiss, you will damn well give it to me.” Her lips are trembling, but Chloe is far from tears.

      I step in close, my own fury percolating. “Then don’t ask for one.” I pierce her aggressive gaze with my own.

      She takes a breath, her fury quickly morphing into shock. Chloe Bishop has never been spoken to that way. Scratch that, Chloe Bishop is always spoken to that way with the exception of me.

      She thrusts her hands against my chest hard. “Why don’t you kiss me, Gage? Why don’t you come to our bed at night and do the things to me a husband does to his wife? Why is it the only passion I derived from you was that first night with Skyla watching? Was it all for her benefit?”

      “No.” I force myself to soften. I need to get a handle on this shit or Chloe is liable to fly through the ceiling and take all of my rotten plans right along with her. “I’m sorry, Chloe.” I pull her in and hold her a moment, her body slowly melting to mine. “I’m trying, I am. It’s just, I’m not ready yet. But I will be. I just need a little more time.” I dig my fingers into her hair, land my mouth over the top of her head, and I can feel her breathe easy.

      She pulls back and nods up at me. “Okay. I’ll give you the time you need, but I want you sleeping in our bed again. I want you to hold me sometimes, too.” Her finger outlines my jaw from my ear to my chin. “I need you, Gage. I love you. We’re not going anywhere.” Her lips curl with her signature dark smile. “We are family.” She hikes on her tiptoes and lands a kiss to my cheek. “And you, Gage Oliver, belong to me.”

      She stalks off down the hall and shuts the bathroom door with a bang. No sooner do I get a breather than my phone vibrates in my pocket and I fish it out to find a text from Wes.

      I don’t give a shit if you and Coop are buddy buddy. Do not invite him to another event where Laken and I will also be present. I mean it, Gage. I will kick your brand new ass if I see his ugly face again. I’m sick and tired of hearing about Coop.

      I stare down at my phone a good long while.

      Sorry, Wes. Coop wins this round—and every foreseeable round after that. As for the ass kicking, I might just welcome it. I can use someone to let out all of my aggression on.

      The day winds down. Logan picked up the boys about an hour after he dropped them off and I hung out in Eversor until I knew for a fact Chloe had waddled off to bed. I head home to the butterfly room and wait for Rory to show up and shed that Skyla grin my way.

      I let out all of my aggression on her beautiful body, one deep-throated kiss at a time.

      “My God, Skyla, how I’ve missed your mouth, your body.”

      I show her just how much I’ve missed her, all night long.
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      There was a time in life when it felt as if everything good was disbanding from my life, everything I treasured was melting away.

      For so long I thought I was cursed, inflicted with a load far too heavy for me to carry. This was not my destiny. I would not, could not accept it. And then Skyla came back, flew into my arms like an injured dove, and I wrapped my soul around her in an effort to heal her. And here we are, together again, the whole world seemingly right—seemingly because outside of the family we’re building, everything has effectively gone to hell, including the one that we love, Gage Oliver.

      Lexy Bakova shakes her head as she shoves her laptop our way. “You should go with fuchsia, Skyla. I’m telling you, it’s the color of the moment.”

      Emily grunts out a laugh. “Don’t listen, Mess. Nobody should go with fuchsia. She’s just bitter that she’s not the one marrying Logan, and she’s going to try to turn your wedding into a circus.”

      That’s right. Skyla and I somehow let Lex talk us into becoming our wedding planner. The three of us have been huddled at the dining room table in the Landon house for the better part of an hour looking at Lexy’s favorite wedding boards on Pinterest. And, oddly, Emily, Michelle, and Bree have given far more input than either of us has.

      Michelle Oliver, nee Miller, shakes her head at her long-time best friend. “Do not listen to the negativity, Lex. You and I are going to be the best event planners this side of China.”

      Lex shoots a sly eye her way. “The only business we’re in together is The Enchanted Closet. And right about now, that’s a big regret.”

      If looks could kill, Michelle just eviscerated Lex. “The only regret you have has to do with your inability to bag an Oliver.”

      Bree thumps her knuckles over the table. “I make a motion for us to find Lex a man. Cooper Flanders is a loose goose. You’ve already been on one date. I say you land that plane, Lexy.”

      Crap. I’ll have to warn Coop.

      Skyla sheds an apprehensive glance my way. “I do like pink, but maybe something more neutral? Or maybe just touches of pink?”

      “Pink is perfect.” I give her hand a squeeze. “You can have polka dots, unicorns that puke rainbows at our wedding—I’m just thrilled you agreed to show up.”

      The table breaks out into a choir of coos, sans Lex who seems disgruntled at my proclamation.

      Michelle jots down a wash of notes on that bright yellow legal pad she’s toting. “We’re having a joint baby shower for you and Chloe. It’s at her place, your place, whoever owns that god-awful speck next to the Olivers’.”

      Bree reaches out and takes ahold of Skyla’s hand before she can respond. “You’re going to love it. Trust me when I say, you will hardly notice the fact Chloe is there.”

      “I don’t care.” Skyla musters up a heroic amount of fortitude. “I didn’t even want you to go through the trouble of a baby shower.”

      Michelle gives a wistful shake of the head. “So, what are you having? Girl, boy?”

      “Did Chloe find out?” Skyla’s response makes me take notice. It tears me up that Gage has turned his life, and by proxy hers and mine, into a spectator sport that none of us want anything to do with.

      Lex waves it off. “Chloe’s all into that life-doesn’t-give-you-all-that-many-surprises bullshit. She’ll probably have a faun—half-man, half-goat.” She smears a grin over her face. “I’m taking an online class on Shakespeare to fill in some of my GE requirements.”

      “Nice”—Michelle muses—“at the pace you’re going, you should have your degree by the time you’re forty.”

      “Better than none at all,” Lex quips right back. “What are you two having?” She looks to Skyla and me. We know what we’re having. But do we want the world to know what we’re having?

      Bree giggles into her sleeves. “Oh, come on. You’re having your baby girl.” Her eyes fill with spontaneous tears as she looks to her best friend. “I’m sorry, but I’m so excited I can’t fight it.”

      Skyla bites down over her lip a moment, that huge smile blooming is proving to be unstoppable. “I can’t fight it either. It’s true. We’re getting our little angel back.” She looks to her mother and Lizbeth howls something out that would make every werewolf proud to have her as a part of the pack.

      “A girl!” Lizbeth howls once again, this time commanding the attention of the entire house.

      “A girl.” I tap Skyla’s lips with my own. “Our girl. And I cannot wait to hold her again.”

      Lex twirls a pencil in the air. “That brings me to my next question. Do we have the bachelorette party before your monkey comes into the world, or per tradition a weekend prior to the big day?”

      Bree tips her head our way. “I don’t know. Skyla’s going to have the baby just a few weeks before the wedding.”

      “And she’ll be breastfeeding.” Lizbeth is quick to toss a boob into the mix.

      “I will,” Skyla adds. “Which is exactly why I don’t even want a bachelorette party. With the baby and the wedding, and my hormones going wild, I think I have enough on my plate already.”

      “Screw you, Mess.” Em dots her finger over Michelle’s legal pad. “Pop it in there somewhere before she shoots the kid out. I want tapas and margaritas, dammit. And you’re not ruining this for me.”

      “Fine,” Skyla concedes. “But I get a say in it.”

      Bree clears her throat. “Actually, Chloe called it. And, trust me, I know how weird that sounds, but nobody is happier for you than my other bestie. She’s not going to do a thing to stop this wedding. She’s pulling out all the stops to make sure this happens for the two of you.”

      Skyla drums out a husky laugh. “And there’s not a force in the universe that could keep me away on our wedding day. I’ll be walking down the aisle that day in December come hell or high water.”

      Lexy clears her throat. “Yes, well. Hell seems to follow wherever you go, and seeing that this is Paragon, there will be high water. What’s the contingency plan in the event it rains?”

      “It won’t rain.” Skyla shakes the thought off just as a roar of thunder rattles the windows and the storm outside rages ten times harder as if Paragon were protesting. “My mother will ensure it.”

      Lizbeth chortles from the kitchen as she bops her way over with Em’s baby girl, Ella, bouncing on her hip. “Don’t you worry, Skyla. I have friends in high places, and that day is as good as filled with sunshine.”

      Lex clicks her tongue without looking up from her laptop. “If you’re talking about your boyfriend Demetri, he hates Skyla.”

      “But”—Michelle lifts a finger—“he likes Skyla with Logan.”

      Skyla pulls out an exhaustive to-do list Lex printed out for her. “Demetri Edinger isn’t happy with me in any capacity. Don’t be fooled. That man hates me.”

      “Oh, Skyla,” Lizbeth grunts as if she shot her. “That man adores you. He was rooting for you and Gage the entire time. Anything that ended that union had to do with Gage and the fact he lost his mind. He’ll come around again, Skyla. That boy loves you something fierce. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if he came crawling back right before the wedding.”

      Now it’s my turn to grunt, “Gage can do what he wants, but he’s not getting Skyla back.”

      “Ha!” Tad shakes the newspaper he’s holding loose, and suddenly he’s visible to the room once again. The boys are squealing in the next room with their cousins as Drake and Ethan teach them how to slaughter an entire infantry with the latest greatest video game that’s harnessed their attention. “So you’re really next, huh?” Tad leers my way.

      “That’s right. I’m the lucky one.” I thread my fingers with Skyla’s.

      Tad leans in and scowls at the two of us. “So where, pray tell, do the two of you expect to shack up?”

      “I’ve got a house,” I’m quick to answer.

      “And”—Skyla takes a breath—“we will be moving in next December. Until then, we’ll be right here.”

      “Oh, thank God.” Lizbeth groans with relief. “I need to have my fill of that baby before you leave.”

      Lexy scoffs. “Skyla, Logan has a house. You don’t need your mommy to take care of your baby. People traditionally move out when they’re about to start a family. Why in God’s name would you want to stay in this hovel?”

      “Ah ah ah!” Tad’s voice honks like an air horn. “This ain’t no hovel, sweetie. This is a den divine. And I know exactly why these two want to hang out on the Landon gravy train. They’re hoping to scoop up a piece of the pie.”

      “I’m not looking for a piece of the Landon pie,” I’m quick to correct.

      Lex bags up her things and bodies rise from the table, Tad and me included.

      “Sure you are. You saw what a good deal that brother of yours had going and you wanted in on it. Free food, free lodging. And now I’m going to have to stare at your rump for the better part of a year while it sticks out of my refrigerator.”

      “Enjoy the view,” I say as I twirl Skyla into my arms, our baby nestled between us just the way I like it. “I’m in Skyla’s life to stay.” Which is exactly why I summoned Dudley. “I’m headed to Whitehorse. I’ve got some business to tend to.”

      “I’ll go, too,” she’s quick to volunteer.

      Bree pops up and carefully wraps her arms around Skyla from behind. “You’re not leaving until we hammer out every last detail. This wedding is going to be here before you know it. And believe me when I say it will be the wedding of the century.”

      “The wedding of the century,” Skyla bubbles the words out as her eyes sparkle into mine. “That is exactly what this will be.” She swings our hands between us as the boys come over and I pick them both up and toss them gently until they scream with delight.

      “Wedding of the century. This will be the wedding to end all weddings, Skyla.”

      She lifts a brow, her hands lovingly cradling our baby. “This will be the beginning to end all beginnings.”

      “To a beginning that never ends.” I lean in and press a kiss to her lips.

      Skyla and I will never end. And I will do whatever is necessary to ensure just that.
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      It’s raining up, down, and sideways. It’s pouring from the sky as much as it seems to be coming off the ground. The heavens are as black as Gage Oliver’s soul. I climb out of my truck and run into Whitehorse, speeding all the way down to the Wonderground.

      Dudley’s Corvette sits out front, so I know the devil is here. And sure enough, as soon as I hit the over lit halls that Ezrina keeps as sanitized as her soul, I bump right into the ball of raging testosterone.

      “What?” He glowers at me a moment before taking off and I follow him down the endless white hall that gives off an otherworldly appeal.

      “Where’s the fire?”

      Dudley slams me to the wall and my skull feels as if it just suffered a fracture.

      “I’ll tell you where the fire is, Young Oliver. In your pants and not in the war where it belongs.” He pushes me away with marked aggression. “What in heaven’s name are you thinking?” His eyes ride down to my feet, then right back up with disgust. “Never mind. I know exactly what you’re thinking. Enjoying the honeymoon, are you?”

      “Not technically married yet.”

      “That’s not stopping you, is it?” He continues striding down the never-ending hall as we bypass room after room, or more to the point, lab after lab.

      “That’s exactly what I came to talk to you about.” I catch him by the elbow and spin him toward me before he breaks out into an all-out sprint. “I want you to give me your time with Skyla.” I hook my eyes to his and don’t let go, pleading with him silently to go along with it.

      Dudley barks out a laugh as he slaps me on the shoulder. “Thank you for that. I can always count on you for a bit of levity, can’t I?” He’s right back to glowering.

      “I’m serious. I was going to ask Candace, but I thought I’d run it by you first. You know, in the event you’re willing to concede.”

      “Concede to what? Skyla is my betrothed. The mother of my child.” He lifts a brow. “I’m afraid it’s destined to be. Immaculate conception was a one-off. My presence will most certainly be needed to produce our little miracle.”

      Shit. “Fine. You can have her one night. Conceive your child, but I’m raising it.”

      “What in the hell?” a high-pitched, decidedly female voice calls out from behind and I cringe. Skyla pops up like an apparition. “I called for you to wait, but you didn’t hear me. My mom agreed to watch the boys for a couple of hours,” she pants, holding her belly. “Did you just—?”

      “No.” I’m quick to deny it. “Dudley and I were talking about the war.” I slap him hard on the shoulder. “Now what were you saying?” I shoot him a look that dares him to go in the wrong direction. I’ll tell Skyla the truth at some later date when her hormones aren’t ripe for a murderous spree.

      “The war.” He smacks his lips with disdain. “Yes. I was about to explain the fact Ezrina’s trials are underway with the humans. Twelve Spectators have had their own makers covered and the holding pattern is four months strong now.” He looks to Skyla. “With the aid of your generous donation, she was able to maintain stasis. There’s no telling how long this will last, but the progress is phenomenal.”

      “Whoa.” Skyla sways on her feet and I wrap my arm around her waist. “It looks as if I’ll have to puke on the regular just to keep my people safe. It’s a small price to pay, I guess.” She turns green at the mention of it.

      “Not true.” Dudley bows her way. “This has very little to do with ordinary stomach acids. It’s your hormone levels. They’re elevated.”

      She sucks in a quick breath. “Do not tell me I’ll have to spend the rest of my life knocked up.” She looks to the ceiling. “So not funny, Mother.”

      Dudley chuckles at the sight. “Heavens no. The afterbirth should be sufficient for many years to come.” He growls my way, “Right up until we have our child, Skyla. And that will be the end all of well, everything.” He gives a sly wink my way before ducking into a lab on the right.

      “Our child?” I wince at Skyla. “Say it ain’t so.”

      “Shh.” Skyla collapses her lips to mine. “I heard you correctly, didn’t I? Logan, I don’t want to think of you dying before we ever truly get to live our lives together. Please don’t talk about this. I cannot bear to think about it.” Her features crumble as if she were mourning me already.

      “Come here.” I pull her in tight and land a kiss to her ear. “We won’t bring it up ever again.” I close my thoughts off to her as I wrap my arms around her as if it were my job to keep her on her feet. It’s not. In fact, it feels quite the opposite these days. I can’t leave Skyla again. I flat-out won’t. Skyla deserves a love that lasts the entirety of her time on this planet and I plan on being the one to give it to her.

      “Look at the lovebirds,” a voice chirps from behind and we turn to find Candace striding our way. For once it feels like a relief to see her. “What’s this I hear? You need sunshine on your wedding day?” She winks at the two of us. “I think we’ve already covered this. Consider it done.”

      Skyla flies to her mother and offers a spontaneous embrace. “I never thought I could be this happy again.” She pats her hand over her stomach. “I can’t wait until I’m as big as a house. Every moment of this pregnancy will be bliss.” Her phone buzzes and Skyla makes a face at the screen. “Ezrina needs me stat.”

      “Go on.” Candace flicks a finger to the lab Dudley stepped into. “They’re right there. Logan and I will be there in a minute.”

      Skyla pushes a kiss to my lips before taking off.

      Candace lifts her head a notch. “I believe you have something to ask.”

      “That must mean you know, and if you know, I’m positive you agree. Candace”—my voice expires in a whisper—“Skyla and I belong to one another. Gift me Marshall’s years, too.”

      Her brows hike a notch. “And Sector Marshall has agreed to this?”

      “Not quite. But I’m not looking for his approval. I’m looking for yours.” I take up her hand, my eyes never leaving hers. “Candace. You asked something remarkable of me, many, many years ago, and now I’m asking something remarkable of you. Don’t do this for me, or even for Skyla. Do this for that precious baby we’ve been gifted.”

      “My dear love”—her palm cradles my cheek—“you’re not even out the gate and already you’re—”

      “Being preemptive. I want to give Skyla the news on our wedding night. A lasting union, no more grief. It’s the ultimate gift.”

      Her expression turns cold, and her hand floats down to her side. “Yes, well. I have made promises.”

      “Promises were made to be broken.”

      “Sector Marshall needs—”

      “A child,” I growl. “I know. And you need Skyla to be the mother of that child.” My affection for Candace is quickly souring. “I can see why people turn to darkness. The light can slice you to ribbons.” I turn toward the lab and Candace spins me back around.

      “Get me that victory, Logan, and get it for me now. And then we will talk,” she says the words through clenched teeth, her disdain for me just as palpable.

      Every cell in my body is celebrating. “You will get your victory, and I will get more time with Skyla.”

      Candace lifts her chin as if to say we’ll see about that. “Let’s join the party in the laboratory. Shall we?” She holds out an arm and I thread mine through it.

      We enter the lab and I freeze. Skyla stands there with Ezrina, Nev, and Dudley—all three of them transfixed on the strange sight before us. It’s as if a piece of the darkest part of the universe has made its way into the labyrinth of this underground lair. A fog, a sky black as night, miniature stars sprayed throughout the odd sight expanding hundreds of feet in every direction. But that’s not the oddest sight in the room. Suspended within the peculiar matter float enormous pink bulbs, something that resembles large, overgrown embryonic sacs, and in each one there is a body—a rather large body.

      “They’re Spectators, Logan,” Skyla says without looking to affirm my presence. “It’s happening. Ezrina is turning this ship around.”

      “And so will you.” Dudley looks her way. “I want retribution for the slaughter at my estate last October. We can gather the enemy once again at my residence at the one-year mark. This time, Skyla, you will have the upper hand.”

      “I’m not slaughtering the Barricade.” She comes over and takes up my hand.

      “No.” Dudley makes his way to the two of us. “You won’t kill a soul. The government will.”

      Skyla takes a breath and holds it. “Is that the course of action you suggest?”

      “Consider it.” He rocks back on his heels while Ezrina and Nev remain staunchly quiet.

      Skyla presses those crystal eyes into mine and we consider it from all angles without saying a word.

      “It’s brilliant,” she whispers. “But we do it my way. No public slaughter. We hand-feed them to the feds. A select group, my choosing. Think on it. We still have time to solidify a plan. Something that screams it’s time to panic to the Factions. They’ll need us—our serum.”

      Nevermore nods. “You’ll waste no time in asking the others to defect. We’ll have our numbers up once again.”

      Skyla’s chest is palpitating as if she just ran a marathon. “What do I need to do to dethrone Gage?” She looks to her mother. “Whatever it is, I’ll do it.”

      “It’s not that easy,” Candace admits. “The king would sooner slaughter everyone on this planet than allow you to rule again.”

      Skyla grows dangerously pale as if she were asking the impossible, and she is.

      She takes a deep breath as she looks to her mother.

      “I accept the fact there will be casualties. But Celestra must rule. Already there is too much wickedness covering the planet. Gage has no intention on improving Faction relations. He’s fear mongered every last one of them into siding with him. What do I have to do to get my rightful place in the heavenlies, Mother? Tell me and I will do this.”

      “Dear Skyla”—she lands a soft kiss to her daughter’s forehead—“when the time comes, you will know exactly what you must do. But first, we must protect your people.” She nods to Ezrina’s science project on acid. “And that’s exactly what you will do.”

      Skyla and I contemplate everything that happened this afternoon long after we head home to the Landon house. I pull out a box of old army men and the boys and I have a mock war over the bed until Skyla says they need to go to sleep. The twin mattresses are right back in this tiny room, just giving us enough space to maneuver around, but the boys love it. Skyla loves it, too. And I don’t mind it one bit. Skyla and I head up to the butterfly room the old-fashioned way, crawling on in.

      “I bet you’re missing that dude you knew who could teleport.”

      She rolls her eyes as she takes off her sweatshirt and kicks off her sweats.

      “I think we both miss him. Too bad he’s been zapped out of existence.” She pulls me under the comforter with her and we nestle in the jumble of blankets we’ve dragged up. “But I don’t want to talk about that dude. I’m far more interested in this one.” She pulls me over her and I straddle her with my elbows.

      “I’m glad to hear it because this dude is pretty interested in you, too.”

      “Logan”—she whispers my name like a secret—“find out what it is we need to do to disable the enemy. I want my proverbial crown back. And I have never been good at sharing.”

      My hand slips between her thighs. “Anything for you, my queen.”

      And indeed, I give her everything.
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      Who knew living up top, along with the rest of the plebs and wrecks of society that life has to offer, could bring me so much joy? Of course, with Laken, no matter where I am, underground, under a rock, it is pure, unadulterated joy.

      “What do you think?” I ask as I bounce Charlie in my arms.

      “I think it’s ridiculously amazing,” Laken bubbles with a laugh as she presses a kiss to my cheek. She’s holding baby Eli in her arms and we watch as Tobie runs wild on the newly laid front lawn of our estate. Living next door to the Harrisons hasn’t been nearly as regrettable as I thought it would be. Ellis and his powerhouse stoner parties only occur a few handful of times throughout the year, and as Laken has reminded me, we will most likely be guests.

      “I think the sod and white picket fence are a nice touch.” Sod and a white picket fence that’s made of plastic no less have run me close to twelve grand. I swear, once a contractor of any kind hears you live behind the gates, they pull out a special pricing sheet just for you. And I had to bend over and take it because that’s the way it goes when people assume you have an endless supply of money.

      “Of course, it is. I thought of it, remember?” she teases as her head rests on my chest a moment. “Did you ever think we’d be this deliriously happy? Three kids—and yes, Wes, I do consider Tobie and Eli my own—and another on the way?”

      “That’s right.” I wrap an arm around her and Charlie and Eli squirm between us. Charlie’s hair is almost white blonde, her eyes pale denim like her mother’s, but there is an undeniable look-alike factor to Cooper Flanders and it makes my stomach turn each time I see it. Every day she morphs more into his likeness, and I question how much longer until this little genetic jig is up.

      Thank God that baby in Laken’s belly is mine. Laken is mine. That’s all that matters. Ezrina confirmed Charlie’s paternity to Laken shortly after her birth, but it was under heavy swaying—some might say threats—by me. But that’s all water under the genetic bridge, or at least I’m hoping. God, I’m praying.

      Eli, however, is my exact representation. Kresley is in love with him and so are Laken and me.

      In a strange twist of events, I think Kresley has finally found someone to love more than me and it’s our beautiful son. Having her across the street has made life a hell of a lot easier. She doesn’t seem to mind living with the Olivers and Emma treats her like a second daughter. Some might even say she treats her better than she does Giselle.

      “Hey, neighbor,” a chipper male voice shouts from behind and we turn to find Gage and Coop headed this way. And even though Gage lives across the street, it was Coop’s mocking voice who shouted the greeting. Figures.

      I glare at my brother a moment. It’s obvious that little love tap via text didn’t mean shit to him.

      Coop tosses a football into the air. “You up for a little fun? We heard you had a brand new lawn to break in.”

      Laken laughs as if he were speaking right to her, and knowing Coop he probably was.

      “You know I want in on that,” she chimes.

      “How’s Fletch?” Cooper comes in close and Laken goes straight to him. Cooper knows exactly how to steal Laken’s attention. He’s an expert, a mastermind one might say. And certainly, mentioning Laken’s brother is one way to cut to the quick. Fletch is in New York on business, but has threatened to come out later this summer when the baby is due. Fletch and I were tighter than brothers at one point and now, just like everybody else in my life, he feels like a virtual stranger.

      Gage smirks my way. “What’s with the long face, sweetheart? Your jeans too tight? Afraid your stomach is starting to show?” He takes Charlie from me and she shouts, “no,” with the best of them and reaches right back for me. Both Charlie and Eli are seven months now. Charlie seems a little more advanced, for sure, far more articulate, or vocal as it were.

      “Dada,” she purrs as she lands right back in my arms.

      “That’s what I like to hear.” I reward her by dotting her face with kisses.

      Gage pumps a dry laugh. “And that’s what you’re gonna hear, twice over in August.”

      I pull Gage over a few feet as Tobie careens past us, her arms stretched out as she does her best impression of an airplane.

      “Would you keep it down?” I growl at my brother. “Don’t ever say that again.”

      “I’m just saying, five kids, Wes. You’re virile. There’s no arguing that.”

      “One of them is yours.”

      Gage hikes a brow. “And one of them is Coop’s.” He tries to brush a finger over Charlie’s nose and I spin her out of his reach.

      “All right. You’re a comedian today. I get it. You’re cooped up all day with that shrew of a wife of yours, and she’s making you certifiably insane. I’m speaking from experience. I should know. I’m sorry the Chloe curse has befallen you. But you need to lighten up. Accept your lot in life.” I take a deep breath as I glance to Coop edging his way closer to Laken.

      “Is that what you’re doing?” He nods to Laken and Coop. “Accepting your lot? You can’t get rid of him, Wes. I’m sorry, man. I don’t know how to help you out in that department.”

      “I’ll give you a tip. Drop him like the brick of shit he is. He’s not your buddy, Gage. He’s only using you to get to Laken.”

      His dimples dig in and out, not a smile in sight.

      “He doesn’t need me to get to Laken,” he says. “He doesn’t need you to get to Laken. Laken herself has given him an all-access pass. She remembers their marriage. She remembers who they were. And she still likes the guy. She’s nice. Even if she wanted to get rid of him, she wouldn’t have the heart. If you really want to bump Coop out of the picture, the best thing you can do is tell Laken to cut him off. Whatever the hell you do, do not kill the guy. I don’t care how masterfully you plan out that little accident to pan out, it will blow up in your face like a powder keg. And Laken and the kids will be the casualties right along with him. She’ll pin you with it before you can fake the fact you heard the news.”

      He’s right. I take a deep breath as Laken hands me Eli. I watch Laken and Coop head to the lawn and toss the ball for the better part of a half hour before Gage gets in and it’s a three-way.

      By evening, the entire neighborhood is out. Eli is with Kresley again. Laken is feeding Charlie and sitting on a folding chair with Chloe by her side. It’s just the boys out on the lawn now.

      Flag football.

      Gage, Brody, and I against Logan, Coop, and Ellis.

      I go easy on them. I’m downright soft. I let the game go on for over an hour before I make my move. And when the time is right, I charge that piece of shit and nail Flanders to the grass, making sure my elbow pins him in the neck.

      He grunts and groans as I do my best to crush him with the weight of my body.

      “Sorry about that, Coop,” I say it a little too loud, stepping on his ankle as I stagger to my feet.

      “Geez,” he barks it out with all the drama he can afford. Ah hell, he’s not faking it. I made sure it hurt. And how I would love to hurt him just a little bit more.

      I help him up, just to sand the edges off any anger I might have invoked in Laken, and I catch her pressing her hand to her chest with relief.

      I’m still holding Coop’s hand, a love story in the making, when I notice a bright red spot just above his wrist.

      “What’s this?” I yank his sleeve up and note his arm is sprinkled with dots. “This start on your stomach or your limbs?”

      “Limbs.” He yanks his arm back and pulls down his sleeve.

      “Then it’s most likely a reaction to something you ate.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Edinger. But I already saw Ezrina. Believe me, I would not be around your kids if I thought I had something contagious. They can’t catch what I’ve got.”

      He tries to step around me, but I block his path. “So, what do you think you ate?”

      “It wasn’t something I ate.”

      Logan and Gage run up, puffing like a couple of old men.

      “What’s the holdup?” Gage nods my way.

      “Coop needs to get his jammies on. The dude’s covered with a rash.”

      Coop quickly relays to them what he told me, showing off his spots just as Ellis jogs over.

      “Dude, you still got that?” Ellis bucks at the sight. “If I were you, I’d bow out of the next round.”

      Next round? Ezrina? I know exactly what’s chaffing Coop’s ass.

      I nod over at them. “So, you’re the guinea pigs, huh?”

      Brody steps in and closes his eyes as he hears me.

      “You, too, Brody?” I give a wistful shake of the head. “I’d watch out if I were you guys. Ezrina is going to be able to hide all the markers she wants once she puts you in the grave.” I pinch my eyes shut tight a moment as a rush of agony sails through me. I don’t really want that. I don’t want Brody, Ellis, Logan, or even Coop sailing six feet under. “I’ll talk to her.”

      “What?” Gage doesn’t bother hiding his disdain. “You will not. We’re not tipping anyone off about anything that might actually lead them in the right direction.” He offers a peaceable smile as if we were simply talking about the game at hand.

      “You heard the boss.” I offer Coop a fist bump. “Stay alive, man.” And in a well-timed move, Laken appears in our midst. There, I get to be the hero, after all.

      Gage takes a breath and holds it as if he just remembered something. “On second thought, talk to Ezrina.” He slaps Coop on the shoulder. “Consider it a gift.” He looks to Logan. “To all of you.” And that’s exactly who he’s trying to protect. Logan. If it were just Coop, my antennae would go up. But Gage’s incessant need to protect Logan makes perfect sense just as much as it pisses me off. Here we had the perfect opportunity to watch Coop disintegrate and he yanks it right out from under me. But then, that’s par for the course when it comes to my brother. The only brother Gage Oliver has is Logan.

      The fog rolls in, and soon enough you can’t see your hand in front of your face, so we end the party. Laken and I have tucked Tobie in. Charlie is sound asleep in the room next door.

      Laken lies naked in my arms, the way it should be—the way it will be until kingdom come.

      She scratches lightly at the stubble on my cheeks as she looks up at me. “Do you really think Coop will be okay?”

      My stomach sours at the mention of his name in our bed.

      My lungs fill to capacity with my next breath. “Ezrina knows what she’s doing more or less.”

      “It sounds like trial and error.”

      “It is.” And what a damn relief, too.

      Gage was right. I couldn’t kill Coop. It would come back to haunt me. And now what I tell Ezrina might be just as crucial. But it doesn’t mean I have the answer. And if I did, would I really want to give it?

      I guess I need to weigh exactly how much I want Cooper Flanders in my life.

      If I want him there at all.

      “Wes,” Laken whispers my name like a secret. “I know where your mind is. I’ve chosen you. What could you possibly do to make me change my mind? Nothing at all.”

      Charlie begins to fuss and we listen as she quiets herself back down.

      It’s not what I could do. It’s what I have done.

      I pull Laken over me and we indulge in a mouthwatering kiss, the appetizer to a promising meal.

      We don’t talk about Coop anymore.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

        

    

    







            Black Water

          

          Skyla

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes the most dangerous people you know are those you know most intimately. That’s one lesson I’ve learned more than once in my short life. But today, we’re celebrating someone I know intimately and is the least dangerous person on the planet, Logan Oliver. It’s July twenty-first, and I’ve invited everyone we know down to Pike’s Reef for a day of sun and fun—and as luck and a quick chat with my mother would have it, Logan indeed has all the sunshine he wants on this, his twenty-third birthday. But as luck and my moronic generosity would have it, I’ve invited some of the most dangerous people I know.

      Chloe sits beside me on a folding chair and Laken next to her as we sink our feet into the sand and watch the kids play at the shoreline. Giselle and Ellis are the self-appointed lifeguards since none of us could waddle our way to save a single soul. Logan, Gage, Wes, Coop, Brody, and Marshall are hitting the surf off in the distance. At this point, they’re as small as ants and I couldn’t tell you which one was catching a wave. I hope it’s Logan. I hope Gage is spending most of his time under water contemplating how to drown himself for the misery he’s putting us through.

      Chloe’s belly is obnoxiously big, much like her ego. Laken, however, still looks lean and mean, a tiny bump that looks as if it might put her somewhere around the six-month mark, definitely not the nine months that she is.

      Both Chloe and Laken are due in three weeks. Go figure. I, however, am as large as I was with the boys—and Sage, although I lost her somewhere just before the middle of my pregnancy. But the doctor has assured both Logan and me that there is just the one baby floating around in this Olympic swimming pool I’ve provided.

      Nathan and Barron have decided I’m having a T-Rex and they can hardly wait to play with their dinosaur. Nathan cried himself to sleep the other night because he was sure the baby was going to eat his toes. Logan has been such a good father to them. Half the time it’s Logan who wants to push their bedtime just so they can continue playing their war games with his old army men and Hot Wheels set.

      Gage seems okay with it. But he’s present, too. Just not during those sweet moments in the night, those precious groggy hours of the morning. But we’re adjusting.

      He doesn’t ever ask to have the boys spend the night, and I don’t pry and ask why. I know why. He’s got a real live wicked witch taking up residence in his bedroom. I’m sure he doesn’t want the boys exposed to the toxin he’s allowed to leach into his life any more than they have to. But oddly, the boys seem to tolerate Chloe well. And Chloe seems to tolerate my instructions as if her life depended on it. I hate that Chloe is proving to be a decent stepmother to the boys. I hate that some part of me admits to it. Every cell in my body is still screaming, shouting with all they’ve got, how is this my life?

      I certainly don’t know. I may never know.

      The sun might hide from Paragon, but the heat has certainly found us. It’s already been a long, emotional summer, starting in early June when Mia and Melissa graduated from West Paragon High. It seemed as if it took an eternity for me to do it, and with them it felt like a whimper. I suppose they would have a different story to tell. And a part of me wonders if it would be as alarming as my own high school scholastic tale.

      Laken shifts uncomfortably. “God, I can hardly move. It feels as if my pubic bone thingy is splitting in half. How about you, Chloe?”

      Chloe shifts her dark eyes my way. “My husband splits my pubis every single night and I don’t mind a bit.”

      “What?” Bree and Em come upon us with Bree kicking up sand with every other step. “So he’s finally giving you the baseball bat, huh?”

      “Oh, shut up, Brielle.” Chloe struggles to rise before hulking her way down to the waterline and Michelle is quick to join her.

      “It’s diastasis symphysis pubis—the thingy. That’s what it’s called,” I say to Laken, trying my best not to get my blood boiling over the baseball bat comment. My jaw tenses as I look to Bree. “What do you mean he’s finally giving her the baseball bat?” I happened to know that baseball bat is basically code for Gage’s abnormally long fifth appendage. But as fate and my delicious luck would have it, Logan is just the same size. Those Oliver boys really are hung like horses.

      Bree’s cheeks are pinched red from the sun, but if I had to guess, they’re picking up color due to her discomfort as well.

      “Never mind.” She’s quick to wave me off. “There are some conversations you’re simply not privy to. Chloe is my other bestie, and I need to be there for her when the going gets tough. And let’s just say, it’s not all wedded bliss at the Oliver residence.”

      “Huh.” I glance her way and my heart thumps wildly as if it had a shred of hope Gage still loved me somewhere deep inside. Not that it would change anything between Logan and me, but my pride likes the idea of him pining for me.

      Lex bops over and lands in the sand before us.

      Em grunts over at her, “Someone is chipper. I’m guessing you heard the news?”

      “News?” I crane my neck to get a better look at her. Em has the tiniest red bikini on and her left boob is totally exposed as baby Ella suckles off her. “What news?”

      “I don’t know.” Em is suddenly playing it coy. “Lex, why don’t you tell us the latest developments in As My Oliver Turns.”

      “Uh-oh.” I cringe because I can feel it coming. Lex and Michelle have been warring for months now.

      Lex shrugs it off. Her skin is just as copper as her hair, and her tiny body looks like something I could only dream to have again one day. She’s wearing a one-piece with so many cutouts and zigzags it looks alarmingly sexy. But I’m not worried about Logan taking a second look at her, no sirree.

      That sweet spot between my legs seems to have put quite the spell on that boy. Gage used to make love to me with an ardent desperation. But Logan is fierce, like an owner who’s come back to claim what’s his. And he does claim it. Night after night. I’m too big for the butterfly room, so we’ve had to get creative with the boys sharing the same air space. Let’s just say I’m intimately familiar with my closet and bathroom. And thank God that the boys wake up at the crack of dawn and head downstairs to their Mee-maw because Logan and I have grown to appreciate the finer points of morning sex, too. Good thing, because all these hormones have me craving a good long, hard Oliver baseball bat. And Logan is hitting a homer each and every time.

      “What is it?” Laken kicks her swollen foot at her.

      Lex blows out a huge breath just as Michelle and Chloe come back.

      “I’m going to tell them,” she smarts at Michelle. “But only because they’ve dragged it out of me.”

      “Fine.” Michelle scoffs while pulling her hair up into a bun. Michelle is gorgeous with her deeply bronzed skin, her lips glowing a healthy shade of pink. “Tell them how you threw yourself at my husband. How you propositioned him. How you brainwashed him into thinking I wanted a three-way with you. Then tell them about the compromising position I found the two of you in and the fact I’ve contacted Olivia Harrison to represent me in the divorce because I am not tolerating your bullshit another second longer!” she bellows that last part out.

      “Oh my God, Lexy!” I bark over at her. “Could you not control yourself?”

      “I couldn’t help it,” she shouts right back. “I want me an Oliver, and God knows you and Chloe aren’t giving up the ones you’ve got.”

      Chloe chuckles. “Now, now. Skyla’s got two gorgeous sons coming up in age. Soon enough, they’ll be the studs of Paragon every girl at West will want to ride.”

      “Stop.” I kick up sand her way. She’s right, though. Nathan and Barron are as gorgeous as can be. Dare I say, their looks are just a tad more refined than that of their father. Take that, Gage Oliver. You needed my genes to take yours all the way to perfection. Not that he’s not perfect, but my mother found a way to improve upon it. “The boys are taken. I’ve got one for Charlie and one for Tobie.”

      “Ew,” Chloe grunts. “They’re practically siblings.”

      “They are cousins,” Laken muses.

      “I don’t care. I like those girls. I’m the mother and I’ve spoken. I don’t want more trouble in my life.”

      Laken chuckles. “You are delirious. Speaking of delirious.” She looks out at the waterline and I know she’s scouring the surface for Coop. “They sure have been gone an awful long—”

      Before she can finish, a couple of pale, rather overdressed familiar faces land their chairs in our midst, Ezrina and Nev. I sigh as I see them. I’ve spent so much time trailing Ezrina in the lab these last few weeks, I feel as if I’ve grafted myself right into their family. And in turn Ezrina has been siphoning stem cells from me, from my bones, my skin, my blood. Every last part of my genetic material is needed to help fight the bastards who have gutted my people. And hopefully soon, we’ll hide the markers completely.

      Lexy grunts, “Heathcliff, what in the hell are you wearing? Capris?”

      “The sun shorts of my generation.” He pulls off his shirt and blinds us with his paper-white skin. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m about to affirm the fact the sea is still salty and wet.” He takes off as Ezrina plops beside me. Little Alice waddles out of her arms and busies herself with a bucket and shovel. Alice is just as much a fiery redhead as Ezrina is, was, and is again thanks to a box of hair dye.

      Alice is the only child I know who can keep herself occupied for hours without uttering a single peep. And the way she follows her mother around the lab assures me she’ll take over one day soon.

      “Ladies,” Ezrina grouses as she inspects us one by one. “Chloe.” Her head tips back and I sense trouble. “Have you heard the news?”

      Chloe settles back in her seat with a thunk and twitches her inflated feet. “Yup. Lex is gunning to be the new Mrs. Liam Oliver. Where is the two-timing rat so I can drown him?”

      “Not that news.” Ezrina slits her gaze my way. “Skyla has opted to have a home birth.” She bleeds a dark smile and my heart grows cold at the thought. Ezrina has mentioned it once in passing and I’ve since declined, but I see she’s motivated to taunt me with the idea.

      “No, I’m not. I’m giving birth at the very same hospital that brought Nathan and Barron into this world. As much as I hate hospitals, they have all the right equipment to ensure a safe delivery—that and the fact a drug-fueled time is had by all, and when I say all, I mean me.”

      Ezrina’s lips twitch. “I’ll give you the best quality medication I can provide. I’ll have you numb from the waist down as soon as your earliest request. You won’t feel a thing.”

      “Ooh!” Bree waves a hand. “Count me in. I get to hold the shit net.”

      “Nobody is holding the shit net.” I cringe at the memories of my mother giving birth in a tiny toy swimming pool set up in our living room. Of course, Demetri was there to greet his baby daughter with wide-open arms, devil’s horns, and a tail. “Ezrina, it sounds as if we got our wires crossed. I don’t want to have the baby in the Landon house, nor the lab.” I decide to cut her off at the pass in the event she wants to prop me up next to Gage’s floating head. By the way, that head belongs to me no matter how much baby Alice has taken a liking to it.

      “What’s this?” Marshall pops up in our midst, dripping wet and shaking his hair out like a dog. Half our circle moans with delight. His abs are the things that dreams are made of. They were mine. But now that Logan and I enjoy a healthy sex life, I seem to have found the off button on the teacher-student porn session that spanned for years. “Ms. Messenger, feel free to give birth in my chambers. My bed will be ready when you are.”

      I bite down on my lower lip, hoping that last sentence won’t sponsor another regularly scheduled coital collision later tonight.

      “Hear that, Skyla?” Chloe manufactures a grin. “Mr. Dudley is volunteering to strap your limbs to his bedposts. It will be just like old times. I hear sex makes labor move along quicker. I’m sure he can help in that area, too.”

      “Maybe you should get it from him?” The words eject from me faster than I can process them. “Rumor has it, you’re not getting it from Gage.” Bree hinted at it a few times and I can only pray it’s true.

      Her eyes flit to Brielle just as Gage and Logan come up on us. The rest of the guys are treading behind them.

      Gage casts those cobalt eyes to mine and they widen just a notch. Huh. I know that look on his face. He’s been caught red-handed—and I do mean red-handed. If he’s not giving it to Chloe, he’s putting Rosie Palm to the test. I bet he’s thinking about me. Wow, wouldn’t I love that. Repaying him torment for the torment he’s given me.

      “What’s going on?” Logan sets his towel down and falls next to me. Logan is tan, olive skinned, and his eyes glow resplendent. Nobody has ever looked at me quite the way Logan does. Not even Gage. There is no hesitancy in his eyes. No wavering, guessing about our love. It’s just there, immovable as a boulder, forever implanted in both our hearts.

      Lex leans forward, her tiny little boobs jutted out at Logan as if they were a snack just waiting to be devoured. “Skyla just agreed to have the baby at Dudley’s house. In his bedroom while he lashes her with his tongue.”

      Marshall lifts a finger. “Only upon her request.”

      Logan winces as if he were in on it. “Yes, that sounds perfect.”

      “Logan!” I smack him over the arm.

      “Not the part about Dudley.” He takes a moment to glower at this older look-alike. He looks to Ezrina. “Not a thing is allowed to go wrong.”

      “This is happening?” I ask as I look to Logan, but Ezrina answers for him.

      “Yes, child. It is.”

      Logan takes up my hand. Ezrina thinks she can use every part of your afterbirth to help put the finishing touches on the elixir. And poor Coop keeps having a reaction. She thinks the key to helping him out might lie in another component from your body.

      Chloe smirks as she takes up her husband’s hand. “Thank you, honey, for not forcing such barbaric measures on me.”

      Ezrina sputters a dark laugh. “My medicinal alleviation is something the women bound in hospital beds could only dream of. And there is no aftereffect on the child or mother.”

      Chloe flinches as if Ezrina just struck her. “In that case, I’ll happily procure your services. I’ll be delivering in my own bedroom. You’ll be there, Ezrina. You’ll get to bring Tobie’s new little sister or brother into this world. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      Ezrina is quick to agree, and a little too enthusiastically—and come to think of it, perhaps a bit over animated as far as Ezrina goes. I hate how Chloe and Wes have Ezrina by the lady balls just because Tobie holds her DNA. It’s sickening. I wish Chloe had never heard this conversation. The last thing I want is her having an easy princess delivery in my freaking bed.

      “I’m certain I’m having a girl.” She looks to Gage and bats her demonic eyes his way. “It’s my privilege to gift my husband his very first daughter.”

      “He has two,” I’m quick to point out. “Sage and Tobie. Aren’t they his children, Chloe?” I don’t dare look at Gage. Damn coward should have piped up himself.

      Gage growls as if he heard my thoughts. “I was about to say the same. But yes, I am thrilled to have another daughter, if that’s what fate brings us.” Something catches his eye in the bushes and he cranes his neck a moment. “Excuse me.”

      My blood is still boiling as I watch him take off. Chloe brings the conversation right back on herself, and I don’t bother paying attention anymore. There goes my fantasy of Chloe delivering in the woods again, howling out in pain.

      Yes, I helped deliver Tobie. Only this time I wouldn’t help Chloe do a thing. I envision myself watching from a distance with a bucket of popcorn as she claws her eyes out, insane with pain.

      I glance back in the direction Gage scampered off to and note an iridescent wave cresting through the air.

      Hey—I give Logan’s hand a quick squeeze. I see something fishy in the direction Gage went.

      I’ll check it out.

      Fine, but I’m going with you.

      “I think I need to go to the bathroom,” I announce in the event Chloe gets a hair up her butt and decides to seek out her husband first.

      “I’ll help you find a bush,” Logan teases as he pulls me to my feet.

      Chloe scoffs. “Oh, hon, I’ve seen that mess between her legs. Believe me when I say, Skyla is bringing the bush.”

      I do my best to ignore the witch and waddle in the direction Gage took off in. And, sure enough, I hear his voice rumbling soft and low. He sounds angry, hostile even.

      The air shimmers in sparks of unnatural light and I spot a mane of golden blonde curls. I suck in a quick breath and stomp on over.

      “Mother?”

      The blonde look-alike’s mouth falls open and those pale blue eyes give her away.

      “Rory!” I head over and offer her a firm embrace. “Gage, why didn’t you get me?” I pin him with a dirty look. “Never mind. You’ll do anything to make my life difficult.”

      His cheek rises on one side, but he doesn’t look happy about it. He glares at my sister a moment.

      “Rory. It was nice seeing you.” He glances my way. “And for the record, I would have happily alerted you to her presence upon her request.” He takes off and Logan pulls him to the side, and while the two of them murmur away, I beam a huge smile at my sister.

      “Where have you been? I miss you. I want you in my life far more than you know.”

      “Skyla.” Her voice purrs soft like a kitten, her eyes enlarge as they bear into mine. “You do realize time doesn’t work the same way on the other side. I will try to be far more mindful of that.” A tiny dimple goes off in her cheek as she gives an impish grin.

      “What did Gage want?”

      She’s quick to shrug. “He said he was checking out suspicious activity. I guess he’s looking out for all of you now, isn’t he?”

      “Don’t let him fool you. He’s only looking after himself. And stay away from him, too. He’s dangerous and manipulative.”

      A laugh bubbles in her throat. “Believe me, Skyla, I’ve been known to handle a dangerous man or two. Gage won’t hurt me.”

      “Maybe not, but he’s hurting everyone else.”

      She ticks her head to the side. “So, what do you have planned? You do realize you belong in the position of power, not him—Celestra, not the Fems. You’ve disrupted the entire universe with your inability to act. For goodness’ sake, tell me you’re doing something.”

      “I’m doing something.” I glance back at Gage and Logan. “In fact, I’ve got a deadly plan of my own in the works. And I hate that lives will be lost because of it, but in the grand scheme of things it’s for the good of the Factions.”

      “What? When? How?” She yanks my hands forward in an effort to pull the answers from me.

      “I’m on the brink of hiding the markers, but even so I’m thinking of handing over as many of his people as I can to the government. The feds are thirsty. And this time, I don’t mind feeding them. And then I might just incapacitate as many Fems as possible. Marshall and Mother are willing to provide for me.”

      “That’s a major move. Do you think it will work?”

      “Yes. I just need my people to side with me again. And I will do whatever it takes to remove Gage from his reign of power. I need people back. I need to weaken his army. I need to slaughter and remove the Fems.”

      “And that’s all it will take to put you back in a position of power?”

      “Only the Justice Alliance, or the Decision Council can decipher that. But a few successful blows will certainly set me off in the right direction.”

      “If I were you, I’d get clear instructions from Mother.” She takes a breath as she looks to Gage. “Good work, Skyla. Just know that I’m busy working for our people, too.” She up and disintegrates before I can ask her another question.

      I head over to Logan and Gage and interrupt their heated debate as I wrap my arms around Logan.

      “I think it’s time for cake.”

      We head back and hoist out a chocolate marvel and a bucket of ice cream. Ellis and Giselle helped me lug it all out here. We sing “Happy Birthday” to the sexiest man I know, the one who never wavers, who is for my people and me, who has my heart forever.

      Once everyone’s had their fill of cake, Logan lets the boys go wild with it, and soon all the kids are covered in frosting from head to toe. We wash them in the warm water at the shoreline and bask in the glory of a brilliant tangerine sunset.

      “Happy Birthday, Logan Oliver.” I kiss him as a warm breeze licks between us. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Skyla.” He lands a spontaneous kiss to my stomach, and I catch Gage staring in our direction.

      Take that.
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      August arrives, hot and bloated, like a beached whale struggling to get back into the cool of the water.

      The morning of the dual—triple baby shower is a busy one, with my mother running around frantic as she tries to get the last of her gift bags assembled. The third person in today’s uteral extravaganza is Laken. I asked Bree to include her as a guest of honor and she reluctantly did. Most everyone Chloe and I know, knows Laken as well, and not one person has complained about it other than Brielle herself.

      In fact, she’s still bitching about it as we speak.

      Bree’s freshly dyed blonde locks are piled on top of her head in a messy bun. “I don’t know why I had to buy her anything. I don’t even like the girl.”

      “Then I wish you didn’t buy her anything,” I quip as Mia passes me the small lavender lace bag we’re loading up with all of the handmade goodies my mother has been whipping up since Christmas. Mia and Melissa, Em, Chloe the she-devil, Bree, my mother, and I have all been working in assembly-line fashion for the better part of an hour to knock out these goodie bags.

      Each guest in attendance this afternoon will receive a little white baby shoe filled with a bag of pink and blue jelly beans (my mother bought out all the baby shoes at the local .97 cent store, and some guests will receive a right shoe and others a left), a plastic wrapped chocolate dipped pretzel rod drizzled pink and blue (handmade by Melissa and Mia—I helped lick the bowl), a small candle encased in glass (the bottom dipped in glue and rolled in lavender glitter—and it is making a damn mess), one of my mother’s masterfully crafted vagina-inspired necklaces with the delicate pearl inlaid on that infamous sweet spot (don’t tell Gage, but she still uses the mold she made from the boys’ feet from when they were newborns), a small bag of cotton candy (she had Mia and Melissa print out labels that read thank you for coming!), and Mia and Melissa, being the deviants they are, added Gage, Logan, and Wesley’s pictures beneath it to create one hell of a double entendre. Evidence that both my sisters will do great at Host University in a just a few weeks. They’ll be commuting, and I’m selfishly glad to still have them at the house with me.

      Chloe thought we should include a gift card to The Gas Lab—the restaurant Ezrina and Nev run, that was once my own. Of course, I agreed. But we all know Chloe is shitting her pants because she knows she has to go through an insurmountable amount of pain to deliver that baby, and she’s trying to butter Ezrina up. I’m thinking of holding Ezrina hostage for a few blissful hours on that fateful day. Lord knows I’ve got access to the sexiest binding spirit of them all—that is, if Marshall is up for playing my reindeer games. And if he knows what’s good for him, he will. We are in a war, and all is fair in this hellhole my ex has dragged us off to.

      Laken—being a person of class and dignity, has donated a simple sterling silver bracelet stretched over cardboard, each with a little sterling silver star pendant. And above that, her sisters wrote out the words make a wish over each one. Laken’s little sister, Lacey, and Coop’s little sister, Marney, are best of friends. I set my finger over the tiny star and feel the cool burn. In a lot of ways, Laken and Coop are inextricable.

      “Make a wish,” Chloe mocks. “I bet that’s what she does each time Wes mounts her. She closes her eyes and wishes he would morph into Coop.”

      I roll my eyes at the thought, but sadly I’m hoping she’s right.

      Em bumps out a grunt of a laugh. “I bet that’s what Gage does. Closes his eyes and wishes you’d morph into Skyla.”

      A stunned silence crops up at the table and I cautiously look up.

      What’s this? Dissention in the ranks? I’m loving every spoonful.

      Bree smirks to Chloe. “Maybe that’s why you’re not getting any.”

      My heart thumps like a steel drum. That’s not the first time I’ve heard of this sexual drought. I look to Chloe and our eyes lock for a minute.

      Is it true, Chloe? Is Gage finally repulsed by your presence? Did your vagina fail to spin its magic? And instead spewed him with enough venom so he would never want to go back? Ha! I hope so.

      We wrap it up and Mia and Melissa load everything they can into the minivan. Logan picks the boys and me up. I don’t know how Chloe is getting there. Hitching a ride with Em or Bree, or maybe flying over on her broomstick.

      Logan leans over and gives me a kiss after we’re all settled in the Mustang. “You ready to do this?”

      “Only because you and the boys will be there.”

      And that is the God’s honest truth.
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      My old home, the home that is still legally mine, is festooned in pink and blue crepe paper inside and out. Large pastel paper beach balls are strewn everywhere, along with balloons and banners, giving the place a festive appeal. It seems this entire summer has been one long celebration and it will continue to be so. Eli and Charlie will both be turning one in a few weeks, and I know Laken is already planning on hosting the doubleheader at her place. Chloe will have her baby, and then I’ll have mine. Of course, I’m not celebrating Chloe’s blessed, or cursed event.

      My sweet little angel moves and kicks in my tummy and I land a protective hand over her.

      “What do you think?” Mia hops in front of me. Her features have refined and we’re more or less twins at this point. Candace Messenger is a celestial being who can really appreciate a body double or two.

      “I think you and Melissa outdid yourselves.” I wrinkle my nose. “Did you make sure the balloons were loaded with glitter and confetti like I asked?”

      “You bet. Chloe won’t ever be able to clean up this crap.”

      “Good. That’s what I like to hear.”

      Mia makes a face at Melissa as she darts to the backyard with the boys. It’s partially cloudy out, but for the most part the weather is complying. Logan and Gage rented a huge white tent that’s more than large enough to provide cover for the party. And Ezrina and Nev were kind enough to cater the event. Em baked the cake but has kept it a secret that she plans to unveil. I’m betting it’s a three-tiered mint green wonder made of vanilla and sawdust. But I’m sure whatever it is, it’ll taste delicious. Em never strikes out in the kitchen.

      Mia nods Melissa’s way. “She’s finally dating Gabe.”

      “What?” Mia and Gabe’s divorce finally went through. They’re both freshly single, and already they’re wading right back in sloppy seconds waters. “Not this crap again.”

      “I’m fine with it.” She shrugs. “I mean, I’ll always love Gabe, but not in the same way I love Rev. I thought Gabe was the one, but if I had only followed my heart and not my vindictive need to piss off Melissa, I would have gotten it right the first time.”

      “So, you and Rev are a thing now? I hate to say it, but I’m glad.”

      “Yes, and thank you. Since this is a guys’ and girls’ event, both Gabe and Rev are stopping by. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Nope. They feel like family. I have a feeling they are.” I pull my sister into a nice long hug. “You went and grew up on me, didn’t you?” My hormones get the better of me, and soon I’m dabbing away tears with the back of my hand.

      “It was destined to happen.” She pulls back with tears of her own sparkling in her eyes. “Just like Logan and you.” Her hand caresses my bulging stomach before she heads outside.

      Soon enough, the backyard is teaming with every person I’ve ever met on this island—female wise. It’s a bizarre reunion of the girls from West and East High. Carly and Carson are here. And, of course, Carly is chatting up Logan, wiggling her tiny ass—which is the size of a thimble in his face. Even Melody Winters has shown her face, cavorting with Chloe as if they were besties, and I have no doubt they are.

      The boys—men as it were—have all taken to playing basketball at the far end of the yard where Gage recently had a couple of hoops installed and a concrete slab poured. Everyone is there, Brody, Ellis, Coop, Wes, Marshall, Nev, Drake, Ethan, Rev, Gabe, even Barron is playing with the young studs.

      Tad couldn’t be bothered to come. He’s probably at home counting all his shekels. He won a smaller payout from a scratch-off ticket just after my sisters graduated from high school. And don’t think for a minute I’m not apprised to the wicked winds that are blowing that misfortune his way.

      The devil is in the details, and, of course, the devil is here, too. Demetri, my mother, and Emma have stationed themselves outside of a castle bounce house I rented. They’re the self-appointed watchmen for all the innocents under five. Not that anyone can possibly remain innocent if left in Demetri’s presence for too long. Case in point, Gage Oliver.

      Laken and I eat pasta salad and cheeseburger sliders to our content as we sit next to one another under the big white tent. Plastic garden chairs abound, and the buzz of voices and laughter fill the warm summer air.

      “So, are you and Coop excited about the baby?” I say as Melissa generously takes my empty plate from me—and then it hits me. “Oh, my goodness, pregnant brain. I meant Wes. Please don’t be offended. I’ve spent the last few weeks calling Logan Gage. Thankfully, not at the wrong time. I swear, I’m going to sew my lips shut until I have this baby.”

      Laken bubbles with a laugh. “That’s perfectly okay.” Her features darken as she looks toward the basketball court filled with shouts and jeers from male voices. “Yes, Coop and I are happy about the baby. And Wes and I are, too.” Her lips purse. “It’s funny. It’s almost as if I’m with both of them. I mean, not sexually.” She huffs at the thought. “Sexually, I’m abhorrent. I don’t know why Wes wants anything to do with me in that department, but boy am I glad. I’ve never been so needy.”

      “Ha!” I pat my belly and the baby gives a hearty kick. My God, how I love to feel her. “Logan would probably say I’m greedy. I’ve made that boy service me at all hours just to try to get this itch scratched. And it does seem impossible. I wasn’t nearly this insatiable with the boys. But then, Logan has always had an addictive quality about him.” A moment of silence bounces between us. “When are you going to realize that Wes is Dr. Evil?”

      Laken gives a long blink. “Skyla, a good friend doesn’t say that. We have a child together.”

      “That’s debatable,” I say it under my breath. “Anyway, I wish a good friend would have warned me about my own Dr. Evil before he crapped all over my heart. Rest assured, Wes is doing the same to you as we speak. This is me being a good friend. You’re too smart not to have the scales fall off.”

      Laken sighs. “The only lens I see Wes through is the lens of love.”

      “Have it your way, but don’t forget—every Edinger on the planet has a way of turning love into a four-letter word. And by the way, when he starts bottling that love potion he slips you, tell him I want in.”

      Chloe waddles by, and judging by that look on her face, she’s contemplating sitting with us, but wisely decides against it.

      “I don’t think Chloe’s getting any.” I don’t bother to whisper it, and sure enough the Wicked Witch of West shoots me an eviscerating look.

      Laken strums out a dark laugh. “Yes, well, you have met her.”

      Ezrina comes over and settles herself between us. “Time has come, hasn’t it?” She eyes both my burgeoning belly and Laken’s. “I want to thank you both for donating to the cause.”

      My eyes widen at Laken. “You’re giving Ezrina your afterbirth? You do realize she’ll be using it for me.”

      She lifts her chin. “I’d hate for it to go to waste. Besides, if you and Gage keep playing chicken with the government, I figure soon enough we’ll have to work together to hide the markers anyway. The two of you are endangering us all.”

      Laken has no idea exactly how right she is. In fact, the time is quickly coming for me to pare down my list of whom I wish to implicate to the government once we’re able to hide the markers. And for a time, I had even entertained her. Wes would do anything for his Laken. Cooper would do anything for his Laken. My dear friend is far too valuable, far too dangerous for her own good. But ultimately, I decided against it. Laken is valuable to me. She is my sister, even if we do disagree on some major talking points.

      “Wow. Thank you. Or more to the point, I probably have Coop to thank.”

      Laken laughs at the thought. “And you would be right. Don’t tell Wes. He thinks I came up with the idea to donate on my own.” She sags a minute as she looks my way. “And Skyla, just to be clear, yes, Wesley is the love of my life.” Her lips press white.

      “You don’t have to say it, Laken. I’ll say it for you. Cooper Flanders is, too.”

      A seam of tears lines her eyes, and she does her best to blink them away.

      The baby shower gets underway. And my mother has the guests play a nominal amount of ridiculous games. The very first game began once the guests arrived. Each guest was handed a plastic cup filled with frozen water and a tiny plastic baby encased inside. The first to have their “water break” wins a prize.

      However, the first group game we play is smell the dirty baby diaper. Mia and Melissa melted three different chocolate bars and smeared them over a diaper. Each guest has to sniff each diaper and try to decipher which candy bars they are.

      Mia holds out a card as she stands in front of our respective guests. “And the winner is…Carly Foster!”

      Chloe grunts, “That was predictable.” She smears a greasy smile to her friend. “You are a world-class ass sniffer.”

      “It takes one to know one,” I quip.

      Next up, my mother tries to convince Gage, Logan, and Wes to kneel before us while we feed them a bottle full of milk. The first lucky daddy to suck it all down wins the prize. But Laken, Chloe, and I vetoed that idea much to our counterpart’s relief. The men are back to playing basketball, as they should be. An estrogen-dominant event such as this should have as few male witnesses as possible.

      The next round of humiliation Lizbeth Landon suggests is called guess the mother’s weight. It’s another no-go from the three of us. The last game of the day is called cry like a baby. And after listening to each guest do her best impression of an infant in duress, neither Laken nor I are sure we want an infant of our own anymore. Chloe never did, so I don’t count her in on that equation. And coincidentally enough, my mother declares everyone a winner of that game as Mia and Melissa pass out the goodie bags we put together this morning.

      The three of us get to the task of opening gifts. Each pile is about the same size, and we each open a gift at the very same time in an effort to spare our poor guests the thought of growing old with us. And once we’re loaded to the hilt in designer diaper bags—thank you, Brielle, and baby caskets, complete with a stand and sans a lid—also Brielle, the crowd takes a breather.

      But it’s not any of those big boxes filled with strollers and car seats, or even the new technology-based toys that have my heart aching to hold my baby—technically, Laken, Chloe, and I have all of these things already, but I suppose our friends wanted to shower us with love, hence the name of this special day. But it’s the tiny pink outfits I’ve amassed this afternoon that make me hungry to hold my sweet little girl. Both Laken and Chloe were gifted a handful of outfits in mint green, gray, white, and yellow, but Brielle got the word out to every human on the planet that Logan and I are about to welcome a baby girl and I couldn’t be happier.

      How I miss my sweet angel. My mother—Candace—gave Logan and me a preview of our baby girl not long ago. We got to hold her and bond with her, and then being the monster my mother can be, she yanked her right out from under us.

      But it was all for the good of the future. If my mother is anything, she’s a big picture kind of a girl. And now our baby princess is on her way.

      I’ll never forget her eyes, how they held every color, the brightest blue, the lightest blue, the deepest amber. Her infectious laugh and smile. I cannot wait for Barron and Nathan to bond with her and shower her with as much love as Logan and I already are.

      Logan is no doubt her most ardent fan. He reads to her, whispers secrets to her, and lets her know how beautiful and special she is. He’s even mentioned the fact he’s envious of all the time I get to spend with her before the birth.

      There’s no question we are both counting down the days to hold our sweet angel. Fall couldn’t arrive soon enough. Bring on the pumpkin spiced everything.

      The best part is, she’ll be here for our wedding. Logan and I will become husband and wife with our children looking on—or sleeping on, but nevertheless, she will be included in every single wedding photo. Perhaps not the ideal scenario, but Logan and I gave up on ideal less than a month after we met.

      Emily ushers us over to the cake unveiling. She’s a baker at heart and baking the cake for the event was something she insisted upon. There’s been a big tent around the cake table ever since we’ve arrived and yes, the men folk have willingly migrated over at the promise of empty calories.

      Em takes the tent from one end and my mother does the same from the other end.

      “There’s a cake for each of you,” Em grunts. “The one on the far left is Laken’s, the one in the middle is Skyla’s, and the one on the right is Chloe’s.” She looks right at me. “You might say I had a little supernatural inspiration when it came to deciding who got what.”

      My muscles tense at the thought of Emily hinting at our future—our vaginal future through flour and sugar.

      The veil is lifted and the crowd breaks out into laughs and cheers.

      Laken’s cake is a sculpture of a woman lying on her back, hiked on her elbows as she looks to a clear bulbous belly with a baby waving up at her. Adorable and yet quirky. And, oddly, Emily nailed Laken right down to her wild caramel hair.

      My cake. I’m not even sure how to process this. It’s basically a peach bottom with dark sprinkles around a faux vaginal opening and a doll face smiling at us from inside. The word surprise! is written over my thigh. So adorably gross.

      Chloe’s cake looks more like an Easter egg with a baby doll sticking out from the middle of it. There’s a creepy air about it, and a part of me wants to free the poor thing.

      “Okay”—Bree rubs her hands together—“I think I got this. Laken, your baby is really in tune to you. So, I’m betting it’s going to be super smart.”

      That’s not shocking. Wes is an evil genius. I take a closer look at the baby floating in Laken’s faux clear tummy in search of a tail, but there is none. Lucky for Laken.

      Brielle holds up a finger. “Skyla, don’t count on your due date. If I were you, I’d be prepared to have the sweet pea any day now.”

      Mom screams with delight. “Today, today!” she cheers the premature birth on.

      Logan wraps his arms around me from behind. “Let’s not do that today,” he whispers. “And is it wrong of me not wanting to share your sweet ass with everyone at the party?”

      I can’t help but laugh at that one and Gage shoots us a look.

      Bree leans in closer to Chloe’s cake. “Huh. You know. If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was a fake baby.” She pats Chloe’s stomach. “You sure you have a baby in there?”

      Chloe swats Bree away as if she were an annoying bee, and the crowd laughs as Mia and Melissa dole out the sweet treats.

      “Thank you, Em,” I say, indulging in a bite of my delicious Bavarian crème filled cake. “This is my favorite. And that was very nice of you not to reveal the genders of the other two babies.”

      “I’m a firm believer in waiting until you take a look at the junk in the trunk before blabbing it off to the world. And no worries. You and Logan will have more kids.”

      She takes off and Logan lets out a howl. “Bring on the babies.” He lands an enthusiastic kiss to my lips just as Chloe and Gage come upon us.

      “Sorry to break up the party,” Chloe coos, because she is obviously so not sorry. The only thing she’s sorry about is the fact Gage doesn’t seem to offer her a spontaneous show of affection.

      His arm snakes around her waist as if he heard me.

      Chloe holds a pale box out my way. It’s slender, about six inches long, and I know the jeweler it’s from just by the shade of Tiffany blue on the front.

      “Gage and I thought it would be nice to give you a gift as well, Skyla. And don’t worry. We don’t expect a gift in return. The gift of your friendship is more than enough.”

      She hands me the box, and it feels slippery in my hands like a snake doused in oil.

      Both Logan and Gage tense up. Ten bucks says Gage had very little to do with this, but then again, this is the new Gage we’re talking about. It was most likely all his idea.

      I pluck the top open and expose a long gold chain with a matching locket in the shape of a heart. The heart itself has impressions of flowers etched into its surface.

      “Wow,” I say as I shoot a quick glance to Logan. “This is very beautiful.”

      “Go ahead and open the heart, Skyla,” Chloe says softly.

      My own heart thumps as I work to split the pendant open. I’m betting it’s the boys on either side, or the boys on one side and Tobie on the other. That might make sense in Chloe’s eyes. And mine. I do love Tobie as if she were my own.

      The heart gives and I peel it back to reveal a startling sight.

      “Figures,” I say as I blink a manufactured smile at the two of them. “Logan and I on one side, and you and Gage on the other. And look, Gage, you’re kissing her belly. Isn’t that just wonderful.” I pin Gage with a look that says this is all your damn fault. Because it is.

      Logan takes it from me and inspects it. “Okay, so we get it. Chloe, you and Gage are the real deal.” He hands it back to her. “Skyla has the Eye of Refuge around her neck. That real estate is taken.” His chest pumps as he looks to his nephew. “I’ll pretend you didn’t know about the little treats Chloe seeded in it.”

      “Oh, he did.” Chloe nods frenetically. “He helped me cut the pictures to size and put them in.”

      Gage takes the necklace from Chloe and gives it back to me.

      “There’s a picture of the boys under ours.” His dimples dig in. “You won’t offend us if you take out our picture.”

      “Well, thank you,” I say, still unsure of how to take this prank gone wrong. But knowing Chloe, this was no prank. This was meant to eviscerate and hurt, and perhaps make me deliver my baby early in a fit of anger. “And I have no gift for the two of you. Unfortunately, I don’t even have my friendship to give.” I look to Chloe. “Have you decided who’s going to raise your baby? Emma perhaps? You don’t do miniature humans, remember?”

      “Oh, I don’t.” She’s quick to cradle that bulging beast of a stomach of hers. “But I’m dipping a toe into the murky waters of motherhood with this one. I’m going to breastfeed, stay up all night, and change every candy bar-riddled diaper this precious angel throws my way. I cannot wait to hold a tangible piece of our love.” She glances to Gage with swoony eyes, and I want to gag at how far gone she is—I would say in her own delusions, but this is proving to be serious. “I always knew we were destined for this moment. And now we have it, the house, the baby, best of all, each other.” Her neck snaps my way. “And before you interject with the house is mine and so is the husband bullshit, just appreciate for a moment what this has given you. You have Logan back. You have a home of your own. You have a baby brewing in your belly that is a token of how much Logan and you love one another. Everything worked out the way it was meant to. Just the way your mother assured us it would that day in Tenebrous. We’re Celestra sisters, Skyla. It doesn’t matter if we agree on everything. It doesn’t matter how you feel about me. I’m hoping one day in the future you’ll grow up enough to realize that we can indeed have a friendship. That the cards have finally fallen where they were destined to be all along. You can clench your fist at fate, but shaking with rage only hurts you in the end. Sometimes it’s best to go along with what life has given you, to appreciate the good things it’s still giving you.”

      “Chloe!” Lexy barks from near the bounce house the kids have been enjoying this entire time. “Tobie shit her pants. Get over here.”

      “And there you go,” I say. “You’re still getting some things, too.”

      Chloe takes off and I don’t stick around to hear what Gage has to opine about, so I make myself scarce by heading over to the sexiest Sector in all the land—Marshall.

      “What did you think of the party?”

      His chest thumps with the idea of a laugh. “There wasn’t a tantrum, prediction, or a single fatality. I’m sure your guests feel cheated. Don’t worry, Ms. Messenger. Together, you and I will throw far more menacing soirees that will undoubtedly be recorded in the annals of history.”

      “It sounds like you feel cheated. There are a few stragglers left. What can I do to rectify this?”

      “I’ve got a cache of spirit swords. We can always pass them around and test out Darwin’s theory.”

      A smile crimps on my lips. “Survival of the fittest? I was thinking more pin the tail on the donkey. Chloe can be the ass.”

      “She’s easier to destroy than that.”

      “You’re right. I should start with a bucket of water and work my way up. Now there’s a party game I can really get into. You always make me better. You’re the best.”

      “That’s why they sent me.”

      I watch as Logan and Gage start helping my mother and sisters clear the debris, piling presents together to help schlep them to where they belong.

      “Everything is changing, Marshall. It seems as if that’s all that is ever consistent. Change.”

      “Things are about to change for the better, Ms. Messenger. The fall is almost upon us, and that’s when we strike. Ezrina has made great strides and, with the aid of your body, she should be able to complete the process.”

      “Yes.” I cradle my stomach. “My body. I’m hoping every last genetic ounce of what Logan and I have created will put us over the hump.” I squint up at Marshall as a sly smile comes from my lips. “When I was carrying the boys, every last ounce of me was powerful. And with this baby my powers seem the same. Why is that?”

      Marshall lands a tender hand over my stomach and a soft smile comes to his face as if he were able to see right inside of me.

      “You have never experienced power like this before, Skyla. But this time it is contained. Completely immersed in your child. You and Logan are simpatico. Your blood and powers yield to one another. With Jock Strap, I’m afraid the power wasn’t able to harness itself properly, misfiring right through your body, offering you strange powers of your own for a time.”

      “And what will our child do to me?” I bite down over my lip to keep from winking. A part of me feels as if I’m egging Marshall on.

      A dark laugh strums in his chest. “Ours will be a shining light, so bright, so unstoppable the world will warm under its brilliant sun.”

      “Logan mentioned he wanted to farm me out—you know, just long enough for us to procreate.” It’s true. Our pillow talk took a turn for the carnal a few weeks back and Marshall was brought into the mix.

      “He may farm you out my way as much as he desires, so much as you desire it as well, but that doesn’t mean I’m offering him my allotment of time with you.”

      “You realize you have me now in every way but that.” I tip my head as if waiting for him to make a concession.

      He leans in and presses a tender kiss to my lips that sends an electrical jolt sizzling from my head to my toes.

      “I’d best assist the gentlemen with the cleanup. Something tells me they can use a good delegator to move along the process.”

      “Delegator.” I giggle to myself as I head inside and spot Laken chugging down a bottle of water in the kitchen.

      Chloe passes me as I head over and pulls me back by the wrist.

      “Skyla”—her voice is demonically low, probably just showing her true colors now that there’s not anyone else around—“I’m going to hang Em by her vegan tits for feeding me that rubbish. My heartburn is about to kill me.”

      “Em didn’t make anything for the shower but the cakes. Ezrina catered all the food. And I ate the same things as you did and I feel fine. How do you feel, Laken?”

      “Exhausted. I was hoping Coop or Wes would offer to hobble Charlie and me across the street.”

      Emma and Kresley come in from outside. So far, I’ve done a stellar job of avoiding them both, but apparently that good time has ended. Emma is holding baby Eli in her arms and he is every bit a twin to the boys.

      Kresley has dyed her hair raven’s wing black. Her new face—post her Laken phase—is still supermodel beautiful. She’s lost all her baby weight and is back to wearing her preppy gear as if it were her religion, and I have no doubt it is.

      “Good party.” She nods to Laken. “I had a good time with your sisters—both Jens.”

      A long time ago, when the Counts kidnapped Laken, they Frankensteined her family and sewed in members who weren’t even blood-related. Their twisted ways know no bounds.

      “I’m glad.” Laken watches Kresley with great apprehension. “Thank you for coming. I’m very happy that our relationship has finally turned a corner.” She brushes a finger over baby Eli’s face. “I know Charlie loves her brother.”

      Giselle and Ellis come inside. Ellis is holding Charlie and they offer to help Laken across the street.

      Giselle looks to her mother. “Did you see all the pretty presents? And the toys? Ellis is going to give me a baby so I can have all the presents and toys.”

      Emma twitches. She still can’t seem to accept Ellis in Giselle’s life. “No toys. It’s schoolbooks for you, young lady. You’re making quite the strides at Host.”

      “Yes,” I say. “And now that Mia and Melissa will be there this fall, you can show them around and teach them the ropes.”

      “Oh, they’re going to have so much fun. There are so many boys and they’re all exceptionally nice. Ellis told me that Mia and Melissa are boy crazy.”

      Chloe scoffs. “Just like their big sister. Skyla’s been showing them the ropes, too. I’m sure soon they’ll be knocked up in keeping with tradition and Lizbeth will figure out a way to shove her boobs in everybody’s mouth.” She whines as she grabs her back.

      That’s what she gets.

      Laken takes off with Giselle and Ellis as Emma tips her chin my way.

      “We don’t see much of you anymore, Skyla.”

      “And you’re welcome.” Because really? What else did she want me to say?

      “Don’t be silly. You’ll always be a part of the family. Gage may have traded one wife for the other, but Logan is like my son, too.”

      “Traded?” Chloe scoffs at her new mother-in-law. “We’re not playing cards, Emma. And who the hell cares if Skyla spends the rest of her days avoiding you? If you would have treated her like a person, and not a commodity, she might even like you.”

      Kresley and I exchange a quick look. And here I thought Emma and Chloe were BFFs.

      Emma sniffs at her daughter-in-law. “I love you both equally.” She sharpens her eyes over Chloe. “You just take it easy, little miss. You’ve had a very big day and that baby needs you to get your rest. Off to bed with you.” She winks my way as she and Kresley head for the door.

      Kresley leans back to look at me. “The boys loved Eli. They’re going to make great big brothers.”

      “That warms my heart to hear,” I say. “Thank you, Kresley.”

      They leave and I turn to Chloe with a wicked grin blooming on my lips.

      “You heard the witch. Off to bed with you.”

      Chloe groans. “Emma can suck it.”

      “I guess I missed the memo,” I say. “I didn’t realize Emma treated you like a three-year-old. Is that where I went wrong all these years? Treating you like an equal?”

      “We’ll never be equals, Skyla.” She moans even harder. “I’ll always be better than you.” She manufactures a short-lived smile. “Now help me get upstairs. She leans her elbow on the counter and reaches for me with her other hand.

      “Why in the hell would I help you?”

      “Because you think you’re a good person, Skyla. It strokes your ego knowing you went out of your way for someone, and now you’re going to go out of your way for me.”

      “I’m not going out of my way for you, Chloe. You can haul your own fat ass up those stairs. I’m feeding my fat ass more of that cake.”

      “Please, you can eat all the placentas you want later. Just help me into my room.”

      “It’s my room, Chloe,” I say, snatching a sugar cookie in the shape of a diaper off a half-eaten platter.

      Logan pokes his head in through the backslider. “Your mom and Demetri are watching the kids. Gage, Coop, Wes, and I are going to get these gifts to where they need to be. We’re going to head to Whitehorse first. Everything okay in here?”

      “Yup. Have fun.” I blow him a kiss as he ducks out.

      “Whitehorse, huh?” Chloe lands her other elbow over the granite while panting up a storm, her enormous bulge forces her to straddle her legs just to keep upright.

      “That’s where the surplus goes. But I’m having the baby at home.”

      “Home? You mean Mommy’s house? Oh, that’s right. She still has her tit in your mouth, too.”

      “Isn’t it something that our mothers get along great, and yet you and I have an eternal hatred brewing between us?” I head over to the fridge and pull out one of those pink coconut waters I love. Logan stocked the fridge with them for me because he knew I’d be stuck with the wicked witch all day. I suck half of it down while Chloe moans as if someone’s trying to pluck her eyeteeth out.

      “Help me up, Skyla.” Her hand fishes for me and I head over because she’s right. I am nice.

      Chloe latches onto me and I help navigate her upstairs, straight to the old bedroom I once shared with Gage. To the bed that we made love on, the furniture I handpicked for the two of us. If only I knew then that it would be Chloe I had chosen it for—that it would be this monster Gage would whisper his sweet nothings to before he fell asleep, I would have chosen a bed of nails.

      “Bed of nails?” Chloe scoffs as I usher her into the bedroom. “You do realize I can still hear you when we touch.” She nods to the mattress. “Give me a push.”

      She does her best to crawl up and I gladly give her a shove.

      A horrid groan comes from her as she clutches her belly.

      “Chloe? I think you might be in labor.”

      “I think you’re right, Skyla.” She crawls over to the front of the bed on all fours, a vision I won’t be able to unsee. A position I’m sure she’s familiar with. Gage does like his girls on all fours. I’m quick to wipe the memory from me before it has a chance to form.

      “This is happening fast,” she pants as she lands with a thud in the center of the bed. “I’ll need Ezrina. She promised me drugs. I left my phone downstairs on the counter.” She gets the words out between grunts. “Oh God, Skyla, this hurts like hell! How in the world did I get myself into this again?” She lets out a blood-curdling scream. “Help me!” She stretches out each word for ten seconds each.

      “I left my phone downstairs, too,” I say, backing out of the room, my adrenaline spiking to unsafe levels.

      “Come back.” Chloe holds her hand out my way, her eyes glowing with agony. “Please, Skyla. I need you. I need you to get Gage and stay with me until he gets here. I can’t take the pain. Get Marshall. He can take the edge off until Ezrina arrives. But call Ezrina first!” she shouts as I get to the door.

      “I will.” Not.

      I slam the door and lay my body over the other side of it for a moment, my heart pulsating in my ears. This is it. Chloe and Gage are about to build their family, and it crushes my heart to think about it.

      “Skyla! Hurry!” Chloe thunders and rattles the walls with her misery.

      A part of me knows that I should have mercy and get Ezrina here asap. And yet a very petty part of me realizes this baby will take hours if not days to arrive. Why not give Chloe what she deserves? An unmedicated, solitary birthing experience.

      They say you can tell a lot about a person when they are faced with extraordinary circumstances. The last time Chloe and I crossed this bridge, I bit the bullet and helped bring October Edinger into this world.

      Chloe roars from the other side of the door as if the hounds of hell were trying to usher her home.

      I could call Ezrina right now.

      Or I can be petty.

      I choose petty.
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      Evening falls hard. The evergreens crouch in as the fog begins to walk along the ground. All of the pink papery flowers have blown off the bougainvillea climbing along the outside of the slider leading into my old home. It looks like an overgrown briar patch, dangerous with its two-inch thorns, its menacing sprawl. Its branches wave in the wind like skeletal arms trying their best to snatch you.

      Logan texted and let me know that Wes challenged them to a game of pool. Wesley put in a game room to end all game rooms a few weeks back. Laken told me all about how much Wesley loves his toys. I wanted to point out that she was one of his favorite toys, but thought better of it. We’re both hormonal and I’d hate for a sarcastic quip to lead to World War III.

      But alas, Laken is a toy to Wes. He has proven that time and time again.

      Anyway, I told Logan to have at it. To take his time. That I was actually having a good time with the boys in the Tad-free environment.

      I spend the next few hours out back just shooting the breeze with my mother and Demetri while enough kids to comprise a preschool jump their hearts out in the bounce house. Funny how neither my mother nor Demetri found my behavior odd. Under any other circumstances I would never carry on an endless conversation with Demetri about the finer points of growing up Nephilim. But as luck, or my celestial mother’s twisted brand of fate would have it, all of the children in the bounce house are not only Nephilim, but a majority of them live under the Landon roof.

      Mom shivers as she rubs her bare arms. “It’s getting late. There’s a chill in the air. It looks as if we’ll have an early autumn. But what a spectacular sunny day we had!”

      I can’t help but make a face at the monster before me. “We had a spectacular day because someone put in an order for sunshine.”

      Mom coos at him and gives his cheek a pinch. “You really are a prince, Demetri. Is there anything you won’t do for us?”

      “I’d give you the moon—all you need to do is ask.”

      He pulls off the jacket to his suit and wraps my mother in its hellish warmth.

      My mother executes a series of lusty moans as she tap-dances in her heated bliss.

      Figures. Demetri would disband the solar system for this woman—or so he says—and yet he willingly sends her daughter’s people to hell in a handbasket. But then, I’m technically not blood-related to her and my mother is a Count. I’m sure that pleases Demetri to no end.

      And, of course, the piece de résistance is that my mother has decided not to pick a side because she loves both Gage and me so much.

      I call bullshit.

      I wonder what she’ll do once I have the ability to hide the markers? A part of me wonders what would happen to Demetri if the feds caught up with him. But knowing that celestial weasel, he would dematerialize in a puff of smoke, thus threatening all of Nephilim-kind even further. He’s that much of a coward.

      The backslider door growls open to the rear of the house and my heart lurches. I glance back, half-expecting to see Chloe waddling out wielding a machete my way. But it’s not Chloe, or Gage for that matter, with a fresh placenta in his hand ready to bury along with some green sapling. It’s Ezrina.

      She lifts her chin my way. “It is done.”

      “What’s done?” My adrenaline kicks in with all the possibilities. My God, Chloe could have died, and a very nasty part of me thinks that would be fantastic.

      Mom scoffs. “She probably means dinner. Speaking of which, I promised Tad I’d bring home leftovers. Demetri, would you be my love and help me herd the kids into my minivan? I’ll grab the trays I’ve already loaded up in the kitchen.”

      A normal person would have said “would you be a love,” but my mother got right to the point, didn’t she?

      The kids march out in a single file line and I kiss each of the boys and tell them to be good for Mee-maw.

      “Mom, I’m going to help Chloe clean up around here. I’ll be right on your tail and in time to give the boys a bath,” I say as I head over to Ezrina. She’s just standing there in the murky light, her hands spread out past her thighs as if she were soaking wet. “Ezrina, what are you doing here?” I feign surprise but hell, I am surprised to see her. Chloe must have slithered down the stairs like an octopus and gotten ahold of her phone.

      My eyes snag on the red stains running up both of Ezrina’s arms.

      “She had the baby?” It comes out breathless.

      “That she did.” She narrows those beady eyes my way. “You were there, remember?”

      “What?”

      She treks off to the garden hose and rinses herself off into Chloe’s planter box.

      “What did she have?” My heart palpitates wildly. A bite of emotion hits me hard like a boulder crushing my chest. Gage and Chloe have a child. It’s real. The nightmare has fully formed and come to life.

      Could I love this baby the way I love Tobie? I don’t even view Tobie as Chloe’s. I view her as mine.

      “Skyla?” Ezrina takes a step back and I hadn’t even noticed she moved. “I said come in. She’s calling for you.”

      “Who’s calling for me?” A chill rides up my spine.

      “Chloe. She’s rather thankful.”

      I follow Ezrina into the house just as my mother and her tribe walk out the front door.

      Ezrina could be carrying on a full-blown conversation with me, but I wouldn’t hear it due to the roar of adrenaline shooting through me. She picks up Chloe’s phone on the way upstairs and I follow behind, numb with shock.

      The light from the master bedroom glows like a beacon and we walk in, greeted by the metallic scent of blood. Chloe sits wrapped in a blanket, cradling a tiny white cloud to her chest. A bowl filled with crimson liquid has the placenta floating in it like a sanguine aquarium.

      Ezrina sighs. “Heathcliff is retrieving a cooler.” She hands Chloe her phone, but Chloe’s eyes are pinned to mine.

      “Skyla,” Chloe mewls my name. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you. I never thought I’d say this, but I don’t see how I can think another bad thought about you after what you did for me.”

      My eyes widen a bit, and this whole scenario feels as if I’ve fallen down the rabbit hole. Chloe gets right to texting with her free hand.

      “Gage is on his way.” She tips her head back with relief. “Do you want to see her?”

      Her.

      It’s as if Chloe struck me over the head with a flat-nosed shovel.

      Chloe gave Gage a daughter. The one thing my body tried to give him and failed. In truth, I failed in every way with Gage. Tears come to my eyes and mercifully blur the world. My feet stumble blindly toward the bed as Chloe holds the tiny bundle my way.

      “Take her, Skyla. Yours was the first face she saw.”

      “It was?”

      “How could it not be?” Chloe strums out a dull laugh. “You pulled her right out of my body. Take her, Skyla. She’s as much yours as she is mine.” There’s a softness to Chloe’s voice as if she actually believes the lies she’s spewing. But Ezrina’s odd behavior comes to mind, and it suddenly feels as if I don’t know which way is up.

      I take up the tiny bundle and my heart skips a beat.

      “She’s lighter than air,” I marvel as I pull her close and uncover the blanket from her face and my stomach drops at the sight of her.

      The door swings open and in speed Wes and Gage with Logan coming in after that and Coop and Laken holding up the rear.

      Wes stumbles forward and takes a peek at the bundle, his mouth hardening to stone.

      “It’s a girl,” Chloe announces. “Skyla delivered her. Isn’t that wonderful?” She says it slowly and measured as if she were casting a spell. “Gage, we have a daughter.”

      Her tiny pink face looks back at me. Light eyes, a thicket of black hair, tiny dimples set in either cheek. I’m sure this is what my precious Sage would have looked like had she been brought to full-term and delivered whole and healthy. And for that matter, I wouldn’t have cared if Chloe Bishop—Oliver, herself had delivered her. I would be elated. No wonder Chloe is living out her delirium, accusing me of things I didn’t do. Whatever drug Ezrina gave her must be powerful.

      “Here, Gage.” I bypass Wes and hold out the precious bundle. “Here’s your daughter.” My voice is weak and my eyes remain trained on the tiny angel’s precious face as if it were the last time I would see her.

      Gage is slow to take her. His hands look mammoth as they do their best to cradle the newborn babe.

      She squirms at his touch and he nearly drops her, and I do my best to act as backup.

      “See that?” Chloe beams from her perch on the bed, the comforter pulled up mid-chest. “Skyla won’t let a thing happen to our precious angel.”

      His chest expands, no words. I can feel him looking at me, scouring me for something, tears most likely. It seems all Gage likes to see from me these days is pain.

      “Skyla”—Logan swoops over and physically removes me from his presence—“you must be exhausted. Let’s get you home.”

      Logan is doing his best to end this trauma for me, and I sure as hell appreciate it.

      “You can’t go,” Chloe barks it out like a command. “I need a name. Skyla, you’ll have to name her. You named the boys. You’ve named all of Wesley’s children, too. I don’t see why you can’t name this one.”

      “No.” I shake my head as if coming to life. “Chloe, that’s for you and Gage to do.”

      I give Logan’s hand a squeeze. Take me home.

      “Well then”—Chloe grouses—“we’ll name her after her daddy, Gage Chloe Oliver.”

      My stomach turns and I think I might be sick. Gage is just one consonant away from Sage. I don’t know how I’ll get through life without weeping each time I see her.

      Laken’s eyes meet with mine and she shakes her head frenetically. “No. It’s too close to Sage. Sorry, Skyla, we’re all thinking it.” She cocks her head to the side as she looks to Gage. “Have mercy, please. Name her something else.”

      Wesley’s chest bucks. “I agree. Not Gage.”

      Gage grunts as he tosses a glance Chloe’s way. First one. No kiss on the lips, no I love you. I guess he is having mercy on me, after all, or at least I’d like to think so.

      Gage takes a quick breath as he looks at the baby. “Chloe, name her something else.”

      “Skyla, please,” Chloe groans. “You know I’m not good at this. I don’t even care.” Chloe catches herself and straightens as she looks to Gage. “All I care about is that she’s here and healthy. Skyla counted out her fingers and her toes the moment she delivered her. She even said a blessing over her before she patted her on the bottom. Wait until you hear her little cry, Gage. She sounds like a lamb bleating.” That’s exactly what the boys sounded like. “Our destiny has finally been achieved. We are a true family, Gage, just the way it was set out to be in the beginning. Name her, Skyla. My ass is on fire. Ezrina, hand me an ice pack, please.”

      Wes takes the baby from Gage and rocks her close to his chest. He is such a natural father. Gage looked as if he got stuck holding the hot potato.

      “What is it, Skyla?” Wes never takes his eyes off the tiny tot, bringing her close and whispering right over her lips. “What’s this beautiful princess’ name?”

      I sigh at Logan and shake my head. “I don’t know. You can name her after the month she was born in like you did Tobie. How about Augusta?” It sounds foreign on my lips.

      Chloe scoffs. “I don’t want to call her Gusty. Try again.”

      Ezrina scuttles in with an ice pack and Chloe is quick to dip it under the comforter as she sighs with relief.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Chloe moans as if she were about to vomit. “Name the baby, Skyla, so Gage and I can get naked and hold her.”

      My own baby leaps in my stomach as if she were laughing, and an idea comes to me.

      “Celestra,” I say, my eyes widening as I take in their faces.

      “Skyla”—Logan gives my fingers a tug—“that’s a name we were tossing around,” he says it low, but just loud enough to make his point known to everyone in the room.

      “You can call her Celeste,” I say to Chloe, still working on the sale. Gage will be destroying the very same people who gave his precious daughter her moniker. It’s poetic gold.

      “No.” Chloe shoots it down. “It offends my husband. I can tell by the way his brows pinch together.”

      Something I suppose she’s used to doing herself. But I don’t think Gage was offended.

      “No.” Gage’s voice is hoarse. “It’s a beautiful name.” He locks eyes with Logan for a moment. “Save it for yourselves.”

      Logan and I weren’t sure if we were going to use it, and after this fiasco, I’m definitely shelving it. Maybe.

      I hug my belly. She’ll always be Angel to me. Thankfully, she’s gone back to sleep and isn’t kicking and screaming from inside of my womb to get her out of this debacle. Little does she know I can’t figure out how to get myself out of it.

      “Angel?” Chloe lifts her chin my way as if reading my mind. And she might be. She was carrying Gage’s baby, although she didn’t seem to exhibit any runaway powers like I did with the boys.

      “No,” Logan, Gage, and I say it in unison. It’s the only thing we’ve agreed upon in a year. Nice to know miracles still happen. I shoot Laken a wry smile.

      “Come on, Skyla.” Chloe flicks her wrist my way as if to say get on with it. “We don’t have all night. I need some sleep.”

      Laken chuckles. “Chloe, you have a newborn. If she’s anything like Charlie or Eli, you won’t be getting sleep anytime soon.”

      Ezrina gives a husky chuckle herself. “You’ll be lucky to get a nap around Christmas.” She flicks her fingers at Wes and pulls the baby to her chest. Ezrina is smitten, and she should be—that baby holds her DNA.

      I clear my throat. Why does it feel as if I need to think my way out of this paper bag? A paper bag filled with Chloe’s afterbirth that’s been set on fire.

      “Seeing that she’s a little princess, let’s go with fairytales. Who’s your favorite princess, Chloe? Think Brothers Grimm.”

      “Ooh.” Chloe tips her head from side to side. Clearly, her vagina is cooled down because she’s getting cheeky. “Since I’ve been cursed with no sleep, let’s go with that princess who can’t seem to wake up. Maybe that will counterbalance the curse Witch Laken put on her.” She makes a face her way.

      “Aurora,” I say as I pull Logan close. “That’s a great name. So glad the baby is healthy. Goodnight,” I say as I turn to the door. It happens to be my sister Rory’s full name, but at the moment I don’t really care.

      “No,” Chloe flatlines. “It’s too—I don’t know. Pure?”

      She’s got that right. But could that sweet peanut squirming quietly in Ezrina’s arms be anything but pure? My heart breaks just thinking about her in any capacity. I really do need to get the hell out of here.

      “What’s the villain’s name in that story?” Chloe is suddenly interested in dissecting ancient literature just as Heathcliff heads in with a cooler.

      “Pardon me,” he says, grunting his way over with the heavy box. “I’ve packed it with ice just the way you instructed, Rina.”

      “Maleficent,” Laken answers Chloe’s question and Heathcliff nods as if she said magnificent.

      “Maleficent?” Chloe’s ears pique as she says it. “I love it.” An eerie grin pulls at her lips as she nods to Gage. “We can call her Mally or Mal. Maleficent sounds like the name of a powerful angel.”

      “Or a powerful witch,” Laken says under her breath.

      Wes wraps his arms around his pregnant wife. “Chloe likes it. Mally is cute.” He shrugs.

      “Hello, Mally,” Ezrina is the first to greet the babe by name.

      The room floods suddenly. First with Liam and Michelle, who are hardly speaking, followed by Lex and Emily, and finally a screaming Emma, Barron, and Demetri.

      Emma practically falls over herself as she lunges for the child.

      “A girl! Oh Chloe, you’ve given Gage the most precious jewel in his crown.”

      I lean against Logan. “It’s nice to know the boys have been booted from their pedestal so soon.” And I’m not sad about it either. I dream of Emma forgetting about the boys and me. How I would thrive in an Emma-free world.

      I watch with a numb heart as Dr. Oliver and Emma fawn over their new grandchild, one that did not come from my body. Silent, hot tears run down my face as I watch Chloe and Gage surrounded by family and friends. Ellis and Giselle amble in. Giselle flies straight to her new little niece, but Ellis offers me a firm embrace, the slight stench of weed clinging to his hair.

      “Hey, get out of here. Okay?” Ellis insists. “You’re a good person, Skyla. And you have Logan and the boys. And you have me, too. I love you. Ezrina’s about to crest that final peak with her formula and we’re going to get you back on top. This is the bottom. There is only one way to go, and I promise you will be rocketed to the top. I’ll make sure of it myself.”

      I pull him in and nod. My lips are swollen with grief, and my eyes won’t stop their incessant, embarrassing river.

      Logan thanks him as we head for the door. I glance back, just once, not sure why or what I was hoping to see, but I spot Gage watching me. His luminescent eyes are focused on mine and he’s trying to speak to me, but I quickly glance away, denying his right to apologize, or more to the point, gloat.

      “Thank you, Skyla!” Chloe calls from the bed, my bed that I picked out, lying under the comforter I bought because I loved how luxurious it felt. I remember thinking I’ll feel like a queen on this mattress, and here the abomination of desolation has settled in the holy of holies and now she mocks me from my own throne.

      The din of voices in the room hushes to nothing as if waiting for my response, but I don’t give it. I just duck out the door.

      Laken dives over me and pulls me into a hard embrace. Logan and Cooper start up a conversation down the hall, and Ezrina and Nev come out and join them.

      “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.” Laken pulls me in. “But you delivered the baby? It just goes to show what a good person you are, Skyla. I would have shut the door on her and let her rot in agony.” She shrugs at the thought. “What can I say? I’m a monster.”

      “Yes, well. Believe me, I’m a monster, too.” A glimmer of light catches my eye from the attic space just above the stairs that lead that way. “Would you excuse me?”

      “Sure.” She heads for Coop while I follow that spray of iridescent light up the small stairwell that leads to the butterfly room.

      A swirl of electric blue light, a pulse of energy comes from it, and I slowly open the door to see the butterflies fluttering around the cavernous space, and it looks so very peaceful, so very magical. My heart aches at the sight and my tears only fall faster.

      “Oh, come now,” a female voice calls from the navy sofa to the left and I find Rory springing to her feet. “What has you so blue?” She offers a brief hug, and I take in her floral scent. Rory looks like a far more resplendent version of me, and it’s both eerie and alarming. “Chloe had her baby.” She gives a cheeky wink and I nod, acknowledging the source of my pain. “And you, my love, delivered it.”

      “What?” I gasp as I put two and supernatural two together. “Oh my God!” I smack her on the arm. “You did not!”

      “I did, too,” she hisses back. “I had to. You let your emotions get the better of you. Chloe was begging for your help.”

      “Newsflash, I knew that and decided to withhold my assistance. And another thing? You are not me. Don’t you dare go around pretending to be so.”

      “I’ve only done it this once.” She holds up her right hand as if she were making an oath. “I promise you that. And you needed to help Chloe whether you realize it or not.”

      “Why on earth would I need to help Chloe of all people?”

      Her lips twitch. I recognize that look in my eye. She’s up to no good. “You will want her on your side.”

      “I don’t want her on my side anymore. I took a blood oath with her and she couldn’t even get that right. I abhor the whore. I think she’s a pig. I will never need Chloe Bishop for anything. And yes, she will forever be Chloe Bishop to me.”

      She takes a deep breath. “Yes, well, you’ll see I’m right.” She dusts my shoulders off with her hands. “Just know I love you, little sis.” She gives a cheeky wink. “And that everything I do is to progress the cause. Celestra will prosper, and I will help it get in its rightful place. Just you wait and see, Skyla. I will be instrumental to this victory. I’m determined to prove Mother wrong.” She pulls me in by the front of my dress, my enormous belly wedged between us, and I can feel the baby shift inside of me. “I am worthy to be in this fight.” Her eyes are wild, her jaw tense as she comes undone. “You can’t win this without me because it was my fight to begin with.”

      I step back, cradling Angel in my belly with my right arm as I inspect this psychotic version of myself.

      “Don’t do me any more favors with Chloe. I’m not interested in her help—or yours. This is my battle, Rory. Go back to paradise where you belong.” Tears come to me again. Damn hormones. Damn rotten day. “If you want to do me a favor, go find Sage. Hold her for me. Tell her I love her so much. That she is so deeply missed.” My fingers claw into my stomach as if I could reach in and hold this baby, too. “Maybe you can convince her that I’m not the enemy. That she’ll always be my sweet baby girl.”

      I take off and Logan drives us home in silence.

      Mom has already fed the boys, bathed them, and they lie sound asleep by the time Logan and I get into the room.

      Logan holds me in bed, whispers sweet nothings to me straight to my mind, to my heart. He strokes my arms tenderly and tells me how our lives are the ones we need to focus on. How our new family is where all of our energy should lie and I agree. He warms my belly with his hand, with his love. Logan has always felt like my other half. No pressure, we just fit.

      Ezrina is going to solve this marker situation soon, I say. If not with what Chloe gave her to work with today, then with what Laken gives her, or what I give her.

      Logan takes a breath. It will be you, Skyla. Vegas would side with you and so do I.

      That means it will be us, I say, placing my palm over his hand as we hold my enormous belly together.

      It was always us, Skyla. We have always been the answer.

      A dull laugh rumbles from me as I pull back to see his gorgeous face streaked with moonlight. I guess I’m lucky I love you.

      I’m the lucky one, Skyla. He lands a kiss to my lips.

      Logan? Where do you think we’ll be in a year?

      His head dips to his pillow as he looks to the ceiling for answers.

      In a year, we’ll be doing exactly this at Whitehorse. The boys will be in their room, the baby next to us in her crib. Hopefully, Celestra will be vindicated and rightfully on top.

      I nod. Or we will be locked in the battle of a lifetime. As soon as the government starts looking for our markers, there will never be a generation of Nephilim that will live as we did.

      They will fly under the radar, Skyla, just the way we do. But it will be different, he says.

      I nod. Forever after that we’ll have to rely on serums, vaccinations, potions, and lotions, whatever the hell Ezrina dreams up.

      Yes, well, welcome to the new us. It’s doable, Skyla. And we will do it. He pulls back and examines me, his eyes glowing like fire. I’m going to go out on a limb and make another prediction. A year from today, Gage Oliver will see the light. The scales will drop from his eyes and he will return to us just the way he was before. He will kiss your feet with tears in his eyes, begging your forgiveness, and he will work side by side with us to restore all that was lost.

      Now you’re just spinning tales. A dull laugh pumps through me, and the baby wakes up and gives Logan’s hand a kick. See? You’ve upset her.

      His lips purse. I’m sorry. He pats my belly. I was hoping it was true.

      Logan and I close our eyes and hold my belly, feeling our love moving inside of me, alive and full of vigor.

      I wish it were true, too.

      Oh, how I wish it were true.

      But Logan and I don’t have a crystal ball.

      Right now, and forever, all we have is each other.
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      The skies above Paragon heave over the island. It’s been nonstop weeping fits, one torrential downpour after the other. It’s been a week and Chloe and the baby still haven’t left the room. She’s forbidden the boys from coming over in the event they get the baby sick—her wording was laced with a bit more toxicity.

      Logan called and said they’d be at Wesley’s today. I make my way to my brother’s house to find the boys playing with Tobie while Skyla and Laken chitchat on the sofa.

      Skyla casually glances my way before getting right back to her conversation with Laken. I’ve become the invisible man to her. I thought I could take it. I thought I wanted it. A little hell on earth is nothing compared to eternity. But it turns out, it feels just as damning.

      The boys crash into my legs and I pick them up one at a time, turn them upside down, and blow elephant kisses over their bellies.

      Laken laughs. “The big boys are in the game room. You’re welcome to grab a drink in the kitchen on your way there. I’d get up, but I’m officially two tons as of this morning.”

      “Two tons?” I raise a playful eyebrow Skyla’s way and she’s quick to turn her head. Skyla’s skin glows luminescent, and her lips are full and cherry red. My God, she is beautiful. How I miss those lips, every last luscious bit of her, and it drives a very strong urge in me to go back in time and make love to her in the butterfly room, in every room. The only thing stopping me is, well, me. I eviscerated my brother when I found out he was doing that with Laken. I thought he was a monster for doing it. A predator. If I did it, I would be no better. Hell, I’m already a monster, a predator. And if I had to guess—Wes is a hell of a lot better than me.

      I thank Laken for the offer and head to the game room with the boys and Tobie hot on my heels, screaming and laughing up a storm.

      “Daddy!” Nathan clamps onto my leg and takes a bite out of my kneecap. “Where’s Chloe’s baby dinosaur?”

      Tobie extends her hands like claws and stomps around doing her best imitation of a T-Rex.

      “Little dude.” I pick him up and kiss his cheek before swinging him and setting him back down, both boys are getting so heavy. “The dinosaur is sleeping. And the dinosaur’s name is Mally. If you call her a dinosaur, Chloe might eat you.” And that’s the honest to God truth.

      Tobie growls at Barron, “Mommy’s mean!”

      Good Lord. At least she’s perceptive.

      “No, she’s not.” I give a sly glance behind me as we head into the game room. Because we all know she is.

      Wesley’s game room, aka the man cave, is fully equipped. Two pool tables, one for each of his balls. A ping pong table, air hockey, foosball, a jukebox in the corner that glows blue and green, and skee-ball for the kids and they head right over. The skee-ball setup is new, and I’m thinking this is going to be the kids’ hangout in the future. The future. Just the thought sends a chill up my spine.

      I find Wes, Logan, Coop, and Ellis are busy shooting it up at one of the pool tables.

      “Wes, my man.” I slap him on the shoulder. “You’ve got this place on lockdown. When’s the bowling alley coming in?” I flash a quick grin at Logan as I nod to the rest of them.

      “We’ll put that in your house.” Wes has a sourpuss on his face as he gets back to the game.

      Ellis slaps me five. “He’s just mad because Coop and I are whipping his ass.”

      “And mine.” Logan blinks a smile my way.

      I nod him over and we start up a game of our own at the next table.

      “Why don’t you put one of these in at Whitehorse? We’ll have something to do when you invite me and the missus over.” I couldn’t help it. A little dry humor never hurt anyone. More like humor from the gallows. My entire life has evolved into a visit to the gallows.

      Logan doesn’t look amused as he crouches over and breaks the balls. “You’re not getting an invite. Skyla and I are adhering to a no assholes policy. And since the two of you qualify, it’s a no-go. Solids,” he calls out as he hits one into the pocket.

      “My kids will be there.” I’m up and my ball flops hard.

      “And we will take excellent care of them. Isn’t it ironic that Skyla likes Wes far better than you now?”

      “That says something.” I scowl at the ball and beam it right into the hole. Chloe and the baby come to mind. “Thanks for coming by the other night. Thank Skyla for me, too. She didn’t have to do that. And why did she do that?”

      “She’s a good person. Unlike the witch you married, Skyla has a heart. Why did you marry the witch, anyway? What the hell happened to your heart?” He tosses it back to me with a short-lived smile.

      “Why are you calling my wife a witch? I’ve forgiven Chloe for her sins, and I’m in love with her. She’s my family now, and make no mistake about it, she is fiercely loyal.” Lies, all of them, but for the sake of my eternal standing I go with it.

      “Skyla was loyal, and look where that landed her. I’d hate to think where it will get Chloe. God forbid she ever turn on you.”

      “Chloe is incapable of turning on me.”

      “Why? Because the spell Candace cast is still going strong?”

      “Because the spell I cast nightly is even stronger than that.” Another lie I’ve shed, and a smile curves on my lips because I don’t mind yanking Logan’s balls.

      Logan thumps me on the side of the head with the pool stick in his hand, good and strong. “That’s from me.” He spears me in the chest with the tip and it feels as if he’s about to pluck my heart on it like a skewer. “That’s from Skyla.”

      “Geez.” I grasp it with my hand and thrash it his way. “I might be in my new body, but I can still feel pain.”

      “How about emotional pain? Because you sure as hell can dole it out.”

      “Yes, well. Life is a bitch, isn’t it, Logan? A long time ago you did what you had to do for what you believed in. I’m just taking a page out of your book.”

      “You took the wrong page.”  He shakes his head as he sinks another ball into the pocket. “And yes, I did it for what I believed in, but I did it for love, Gage. For the love of my people—and for Skyla.” He steps in close, his angry eyes pinned to mine. “I love Skyla. I didn’t want to see the Fems putting her in an early grave. I thought with you she’d be safe.” His chest bounces with a dull laugh. “Boy, was I ever wrong. I fed her to the wolves. To the very Fem that was destined to destroy her and her people forever.”

      “I didn’t hurt Skyla—physically.” My stomach knots up because I know damn well all that emotional damage has taken its toll.

      “Nor will you.” He butts his shoulder into mine like a threat as he makes his way to Coop near the bar and they both dig a soda out of the mini fridge.

      Wes heads my way, those forest green eyes pouring out their disdain for me. No matter which way I look these days, I’m getting hell from every side.

      “What?” I bark out as I stab my pool stick in between my legs and lean on it.

      “How’s the baby?” He glances to the floor a moment.

      Wes is a good guy when he’s not downright wicked. He’s a damn good father, that’s for sure.

      “Mal is doing great. Swing by tonight, spend some time with your daughter.”

      Wes glances back to Logan and Coop before yanking me in by the shirt, the veins in his neck distended.

      “I will swing by and spend time with my niece.” He gives me a firm shove. “Don’t ever say that again.” He swallows hard. “It’s too quiet.” He ticks his head toward the wall that divides us from Laken and Skyla. “On the warfront.”

      I grab some cue chalk and screw it over the tip of my stick. “There is no war. We won last fall. Remember?” I hike a brow his way.

      “You’re only fooling yourself if you think the enemy is going to let you stand proud, that shiny crown on your head, a throne for your treasonous ass.” A dull chuckle bounces from him. “You do realize complacency is a powerful aphrodisiac that’s taken down many a king. Don’t become one of them. Both of our eternal standings ride on it.”

      Dudley comes to mind and my body breaks out into an instant sweat. I hate that in order to live I have to condemn him and his kind. It’s not right. Nobody deserves to be locked in damnation. Let the damned burn as they should, but leave the innocent beings out of it.

      I glance to Wes. “This isn’t complacency.” I don’t bring up the Celestra I helped turn over to Raven’s Eye. I don’t like to think about them. “What you’ve failed to realize is the fact we’re right here, on Paragon, keeping an eye, an ear, and our souls on red alert. As much as it pains me, it’s damn brilliant we’re so intermeshed. I only wish…” I glance back to Logan and Coop who seem to be embroiled in a tactical conversation of their own.

      “That Skyla didn’t think you were a pile of flaming crap?”

      “Yes.” My eyes close for a moment. “Exactly that.”

      Logan and Coop come back.

      “New game,” Coop announces as he deconstructs the round Logan and I were deadlocked in. “Celestra versus the Fems?” He sheds an obnoxious grin my way. Coop’s got me by the balls and he knows it. But there’s no way I can risk him telling Skyla about my true motives. And Coop is expertly using this to his advantage. I’ve seen Laken pawing him lately as much as I’ve seen her touch Wesley.

      “As you wish.” I shed a brief smile his way. It could be worse. All Coop asks for is an all-access pass to the woman he loves. I don’t see anything wrong with that. Laken is still firmly tethered to Wes. And lucky for my brother, she’s actually having his kid on this go-round. With each passing day, it’s becoming apparent that Charlie belongs to Coop. And that is one biological time bomb I want nothing to do with.

      Coop and Logan hustle as if they had money on the line. They kick Wes and me to the celestial curb, three different games, three different wins.

      They take off to loot the mini fridge again and Wes slaps me on the back.

      “They’re hungry. And you, my friend, are complacent.”

      “And what about you? No responsibility from my teammate?”

      “I might be on your team, but you, my brother, are the captain.”

      He takes off and joins Logan and Coop.

      Complacent. That word reverberates in my mind like a gong.

      You know what they say. The head that wears the crown is heavy. And right about now, it feels as if it weighs a million damn pounds.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the house, Chloe is downstairs looking like a zombie with her hair sitting on her head like a bird’s nest and large dark rings under her eyes. She’s wearing my sweatpants and an old dress shirt of mine with the front unbuttoned.

      “You’re back,” she says, giving the bassinette near her a slight kick with her foot. The baby is screaming, so I head over and pick her up out of it. “I thought I could do it.” She sighs. “I tried feeding her, but my tits are begging me to saw them off instead. I don’t know how Skyla did it with two. But then, she had her boob-obsessed mother to guide her along. My mother suggested I hire a wet nurse.”

      Crap. As much as I don’t care for Chloe, her mother seems to feel the same. It’s not a wonder how the apple that fell from her tree rotted so quickly.

      She grunts, “I called Em. She’s on her way over.”

      “Good. Is she bringing formula?” I try to rock the wailing infant in my arms. It’s amazing how much I can see traces of the boys, of Sage, in her delicate features. And the kicker is, I love her. I truly love this tiny being as if she were my own. I wasn’t expecting it, but it makes sense. I love Tobie, my sweet niece. Of course, I would love her sister. And I’m hoping that one day, Skyla will, too.

      “Who the hell knows?” Chloe continues to moan. “I told her I’d pay her to take the kid for the next five years. And if she says no, I’ll give her to Lizbeth. That woman would pay me to take her for the next eighteen years.”

      “No, Chloe. That’s not how this works.”

      “It’s how it’s gonna work.” It comes out rife with attitude. “And no offense, but Wes totally took the reins with Tobie. You haven’t stepped up one bit.”

      “That’s because you’ve been nursing her. I lack the proper equipment to take care of her in that department in the event you haven’t noticed.”

      The tiny being hikes up the volume another notch and poor Mal’s voice sounds as if it’s rubbed raw. I try my best to bring her close to the warmth of my chest, hoping it’ll settle her.

      “Do you lack the proper equipment in the bedroom?” Chloe doesn’t miss a beat. “Because I’m honestly starting to think so. We haven’t fucked since our wedding night. What the hell is wrong with you? Maybe it’s time I start probing Skyla about the arrangement the two of you had. Oh, wait, that must be why she had Logan and Dudley on standby. God knows you’re useless when it comes to satisfying your wife,” she seethes. “In fact, I might just ask if I can borrow Logan or Dudley. And the irony is, I’ve slept with both of them far more than I’ve slept with you. FYI: I’m a Celestra. My wounds from giving birth have already cleared up. I’m ready and raring to go in the event you ever figure out what that joystick in your jeans is for.” She picks up her phone. “On second thought, I’m going to ask Messenger right now about her celibate marriage.”

      I head over and swipe the device from her hands.

      A ripe anger begins to percolate in me, but I opt to bite my tongue rather than lash out. Chloe is exhausted. Her ability to control her temper has been ground down to nothing.

      Her eyes flit like fire. “You’re afraid I’ll let Skyla in on our little limp secret, aren’t you? Newsflash, King, I’ve already hinted at it. If I’m not getting any satisfaction, then she might as well have it in knowing you don’t have the balls to bed your new wife.”

      A knock erupts at the door before Em walks right in. A welcome relief, and yet I can’t get Chloe’s last few words out of my mind.

      “Come here, you little cute shit.” Em takes the baby from me and hikes up her T-shirt, exposing me to her blinding white boob as she shoves it into the squirming baby’s mouth. And sure enough, Mal suckles away as if she hasn’t eaten in days and I’m suddenly alarmed that this might, in fact, be the case.

      “Thank you, Emily,” I say, forcing myself to look away. In truth, I wanted to make sure Mal was okay before I did. “You do not have my permission to take the baby when you leave.” I glower over at Chloe. “Her mother is another matter.”

      Chloe grunts as if I just kicked her in the gut.

      “You wish,” she hisses as I head for the stairs. “We will deal with this shit tonight, Oliver!” she shouts and her voice rattles the pictures on the wall on the second story—pictures of the two of us and the kids as we play the part of the perfect family.

      Perfect storm is more like it.

      What in the hell was I thinking dragging her into this mess? Yes, it pissed off Skyla and took her off my trail, but this is Chloe Bishop I’ve chosen to use as a pawn. It will not end well. I need a plan. I need something that will work. I need a freaking third body double that will take over my bedroom duties. Wesley has made it crystal clear that it won’t be him.

      I hustle up to the butterfly room and slam the door shut behind me. “Rory,” I bark it out in a fury. “Get down here right now.” All of the anger pent up inside of me is enough to blow a hole through every wall on Paragon.

      Rory materializes slowly into Skyla’s beautiful form as the butterflies dance and flutter around her, and for a brief moment in time, a perfect peace descends upon me. But that peace, just like every other thing in my life, is fleeting.

      “Yes, my king?” She gives a hearty wink. “Of what service might I be to you this fine evening?” She steps forward and her cool fingers graze my cheek.

      “I need help with Chloe.”

      “What’s this? A lover’s quarrel?”

      “That’s exactly what we’re quarrelling about.”

      “I don’t care for Chloe. You put her in your bed. You deal with her.” She lifts her arms as if she were ready to leave in style, and I secure my hands over her wrists and reel her in against my chest.

      “I put you in my bed, and that’s exactly why I have a problem brewing.”

      “Chloe is a mare. I’m not interested in arousing her nasty side.”

      “Every side is her nasty side.”

      A dirty grin flirts on her lips and, my God, how I miss that dirty grin on Skyla and what inevitably came next was very, very dirty.

      “Chloe is a means to an end for you, Gage. I understand this. Why don’t you understand this? Why in heaven’s name have you let her crawl under your skin this way?”

      “I need to sleep with her.”

      “So, do it. Close your eyes and think of handbags and all those other good things.”

      “Great.” I avert my eyes. “I’ve got a comedian on my hands.” I rake my fingers through my hair. “Find me someone, a being, an entity, an animal for hell’s sake. I need them to morph into my likeness and do the deed for me.”

      A curt laugh bubbles from her. “You are a king now, dare I remind you. And a benefit of being such is that you have legions of willing beings, entities, and animals at your disposal. Surely you can rustle up a little black magic and find someone suitable to tame your bride in the bedroom.”

      “I can’t do it.” The words growl out of me as I head to the small round window that looks down over the front of the street—a view I used to dream of sharing with Skyla one day, and here I am with her enemy. And here I am her enemy. Shit. “I can’t trust them. Nobody can know about this.” Chloe and her threats come back to me. “It’s inevitable that Chloe will vomit up all the details if this goes on much longer. The baby was my best excuse, but she’s ready and willing now and my hands are tied.”

      A dull laugh pumps from her as she glides her fingers down the front of my jeans. “That’s not all that’s tied. She’s seen what you’re packing and she wants a go-round on that nightstick of yours.”

      “Chloe wouldn’t care if I had a one-inch stub. She’s so far gone with her affection for me.”

      “And that’s where you’re wrong.”

      I turn to face her and it hits me. “You’re right. Chloe’s loyalty ends at her bruised ego. And that’s exactly why I need this mess mopped up as soon as possible.” My hand rides along her svelte arm, such a stunning representation of my wife’s, my true wife.

      Rory tips her head back. “She’ll be Logan’s wife soon,” she muses, curling her lips at the thought of reading my mind. “And she will be unstoppable.” She shrugs. “It’s a shame. I rather liked you.” Her finger traces my lips, and the urge to take her grows wild. “You do realize the only true way to stop my sister is to stop her beating heart. Without her—Celestra, the enemy doesn’t have the standing to combat you.”

      “They have Ezrina. They have Logan.” I inch back, appraising her to try to figure out exactly what she’s thinking.

      “They don’t qualify to take the reins. They couldn’t shut you down if they tried. Only Skyla, and/or only a child she and Logan create that garners a blessing from my mother and the Justice Alliance would be the next in line to claim her scepter.” She shakes her head woefully as her palm settles over my cheek softly. “Don’t you see? The only way to ensure you reign supreme until kingdom come is to make sure Skyla isn’t around to take it from you. Dear Gage—Chloe and her boiling libido isn’t the problem. It’s my sister.” She leans in, those luscious lips just inches from my own. “You must kill Skyla.” It comes out threadbare, a faint whisper from the dead, the stuff that nightmares are made of. Rory spews out a dozen different ways to dispose of her sister, and I shake my head at each and every one of them. The final plan being the most outlandish. “You must do this. The sooner, the better.”

      “I’m not killing Skyla. And I’m not sleeping with Chloe.” I close my eyes and tip my head back because I am so thoroughly screwed.

      “Then sleep with me.” Rory pulls me from my stupor as she lands her lips to mine.

      But I’m not sleeping with Rory anymore either. Instead, I release myself from her presence, one molecule at a time until I’m in the butterfly room, the original one with Skyla lying naked on a bed of blankets, her eyes slit, already waiting for me.

      My old self lowers over her and I fall into him, into me, and finally into Skyla.

      And I enjoy one hell of a ride.

      Those were the days.

      And thanks to a little light driving, they will be again.
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      Paragon knows no seasons, but, alas, the marketing companies that rule the retail end of the island certainly do and we’ve been inundated with signs of fall everywhere. Pumpkin spice everything has dominated every store window, every coffee house, and the Gas Lab is certainly no exception.

      Skyla has had a mad craving for donuts—which makes perfect sense because our baby girl will be exceptionally sweet. Suffice it to say, I’ve been making more than my fair share of donut runs.

      Heathcliff has even made a few early morning deliveries to the house with a box of hot fresh glazed donuts that have made Skyla moan through every bite. Of course, that always inspires me to take her back to bed, sending the boys downstairs to have their own fill of the delicious treats while I make Skyla moan for me as I enjoy every delicious bite of the girl I love.

      Skyla’s sexual needs have skyrocketed with each passing month of this pregnancy, and I don’t mind one bit meeting her glorious demands.

      It’s the last Friday of August, and another thing that store windows and every media outlet is reminding us is the fact that it’s back-to-school time. Not only do Melissa and Mia start classes over at Host in a week, but Skyla finally caved to Emma’s demands and has enrolled the boys in preschool at the baby conglomerate Emma, herself, owns and runs. She runs the island’s biggest daycare, which also includes preschool all the way up to kindergarten. It’s where I went, where Gage went, where almost everyone I know started off their less-than-stellar scholastic careers.

      This year Nathan and Barron, every Landon tot that qualifies, and let’s not forget Tobie, have been enrolled. Nathan and Barron are specifically in the class for three-year-olds, the Bear Cubs. Next year, they’ll officially be in pre-K Little Fishes. And then finally kindergarten, the Big Birds.

      And that is exactly what brings us all to the Paragon Daycare, pre-K included! About a twenty-minute drive from the Landon house, the entire property sits on at least an acre of forestland. The evergreens flank the building that will be home away from home for the boys for the next few years. There are cutouts of bears all over the windows of their new room, and inside there’s a display of the alphabet running along the walls in a rainbow of colors. There are more toys, learning modalities, and children’s books than I’ve seen in one location, and the whole place holds the strange scent of cupcakes, Crayons, and paper. It’s a familiar scent that takes me right back to elementary school for some reason, and I feel a niggling of nostalgia growing deep in my belly.

      Wes and Skyla are weepy-eyed, taking deep, meditative breaths every few seconds. Gage looks stunned, depressed, his new go-to look in general. Chloe didn’t show. Word on the street is that Emma had to move in with them to take care of Mally because Chloe all but gave the poor kid the finger. Apparently, Mally doesn’t sleep, or eat, or enjoy life in general. She sounds a lot like her mother, but I choose to keep the commentary to myself.

      Ezrina has already determined she’s going to homeschool Alice for as long as she desires. I think she likes the company. Not to mention the fact Alice was hard-won—the product of a love hundreds of years in the making. It explains why Alice is constantly rooted to either Ezrina or Nev.

      I think the same will happen to Angel, the baby Skyla and I are about to usher into this world. She was hard-won. The product of our love many, many years in the making. And in about two months, I’ll get to hold her in my arms.

      But today is about the boys, and both Nathan and Barron look dapper in matching navy sweaters with the collar of their dress shirts peeking from underneath, jeans and tennis shoes that light up in electric blue dots with every step they take. I’m guessing Emma will ban those by the end of the day. Emma doesn’t care too much for distractions, but Skyla thought it would be fun to test her limits. And since Emma is here and Chloe is incompetent, Gage let me know that Kresley is being paid to nanny during the day. I don’t see why this should surprise anyone. It always takes two additional women to mother Chloe’s children.

      Both Skyla and Laken worked hard coming up with the perfect first day of school outfit for Tobie. Wesley’s house—if you can call that monstrosity something so simple, was the first stop of the day. Both Skyla and Laken painstakingly French braided Tobie’s hair and, I must admit, she looks adorable with her plaited tresses, her dark curious eyes, and her crimson dress with a pattern of apples dotting it in neat vertical rows.

      Beau Geste and Ember are here, too, already inside, milling around with the other children. Drake took Bree and Em to breakfast about ten minutes ago.

      But Barron is crying, clinging to Skyla’s legs for dear life, and both Nathan and Tobie are doing their best to comfort and coax him inside.

      “Hey!” Nathan taps his brother on the shoulder incessantly. “They’s gonna be dinosaurs in there. We gots to get them before they’re all gones!”

      Barron pulls his head back, his face and eyes red as an apple. “I hates dinosaurs!” He stretches that last word out for a mile. “I hates Chloe’s dinosaur.”

      Tobie’s eyes widen with fright. “Mally can’t come here.” She says to Skyla in a panic, “Mally’s my babies. She’s not—she’s not, not a dinosaur anymore.”

      Wes picks up Tobie and plants a kiss to her forehead. “You’re doing great, princess. You’re a big girl today.”

      She nods, her own lips suddenly trembling.

      Skyla groans, “It looks as if this good time is contagious. Nathan”—she sweetens her voice as she looks to one of Gage’s mini-mes—“you’re going to be just fine. You are both Mommy’s brave boys.”

      They nod their heads in turn with tears welling up in their eyes.

      My God, the boys are adorable and have the ability to wipe away the patina of evil from their father if even for a moment.

      Emma comes out with her hair slicked back and her lips painted traffic cone orange, as Skyla likes to point out.

      “It’s time, Little Bears! Come, come.” She shuttles Tobie and Nathan inside and the two of them take off laughing without so much as a goodbye.

      Laken hands Charlie, Coop’s mini-me, to Wes before she pats Barron on the back of the head.

      “Poor baby.” Laken sighs at the sight of his bright red eyes. “We’ve got to run. I’ve got an appointment with the OB in ten minutes.”

      Wes and Laken say a brief goodbye before taking off, and it’s just Gage, Skyla, and me. It feels right and entirely wrong at the very same time.

      “Hey, buddy.” Gage tries to pick Barron up, but Barron strikes back with his fist, pummeling his father’s thigh five times in a row.

      “Go away! I want Mommy!” He extends the words as Skyla struggles to pick him up.

      “I got it.” I hoist Barron up and lean him against Skyla as he snuggles his wet face close to her neck. Skyla can’t pick up the boys anymore, not with her belly in the delicate state it’s in.

      “Barron, baby, it’s going to be okay.” Her own voice breaks, signaling that it’s not. “Mommy and Uncle Logan are going to be right back.”

      “Me, too,” Gage offers and Barron gives him a swift kick to the gut.

      Nice shot, kid.

      I can’t help but blink a smile at my nephew, and Gage is quick to return it with a frown.

      Emma comes out and moans, “Oh dear. We’ve got a clinger.” She winks at Gage. “This is why we start the year off on a Friday. It’s the perfect way to wet their whistle. After the weekend, the kids are so much more relaxed and acclimated to the idea. In fact, they’re usually looking forward to coming right back. Come to Grandma.” She wiggles her fingers at him. “I’ll be here all day long, and I will never leave you.” She pries Barron off me, and he slowly conforms to her body. She whisks him inside, and we watch for a few minutes as Emma takes Barron to each of the stations and he slowly seems to warm up to the idea.

      Gage scratches at the back of his head, always a sign of his discomfort.

      “Maybe we should get the boys into counseling.” He takes a breath. “I don’t want them to hate me right now.”

      Skyla huffs at the thought, “Oh, settle down, Gage. The boys will hate you eventually.” She looks my way. “Logan, I’m going to find a toilet that’s not meant for preschoolers. I’ll be right back.” She takes off, and Gage grunts my way.

      “Feeling crappy?” I slap him on the arm as we head in the direction Skyla took off in.

      “To say the least.”

      “I have an idea. Why don’t you surrender your throne, give the people back to Skyla, rescue those Celestra you shoved on Raven’s Eye, and beg the world’s forgiveness? Once Skyla is in her rightful place, nobody will hate you—least of all your children.”

      His brows bounce as if he knows better.

      I shake my head as we walk through the damp fog. The day is cloaked in darkness, a thick layer of navy clouds has settled over the island and it looks more like evening than it ever does morning.

      “Why do you do it, Gage? Why do you work so hard for something I don’t think you really believe in?”

      “I only believe in one thing.” He slaps me on the shoulder, and a dull laugh bounces through him. “I’ll see you later. Tell Skyla I said goodbye.”

      He takes off, and I think about that one thing Gage Oliver might believe in.

      If I knew him at all, I wouldn’t need to ask.

      If he were still the old Gage, I’d say he believed in his love for Skyla, for their family.

      But this new version is riddled with question marks.
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        * * *

      

      Skyla and I head straight for Whitehorse and rain starts to pepper the island just as we duck inside.

      Lexy and Michelle are having lunch in the living room with a box of pizza laid out on the coffee table as they watch their favorite reality show.

      “I haven’t seen this one.” Skyla helps herself to a slice and falls on the loveseat as she puts her feet up.

      “I’ll be downstairs,” I say as I head that way to speak with Ezrina. Coop texted and let me know he’d be here. Coop, Ellis, and Brody were supposed to swing by this afternoon to get their levels checked for signs of the markers. So far so good, but Ezrina is worried about how often she’ll have to do upkeep. As of now, there is no magic bullet to keep the markers hidden for good. She’s hoping the missing link will be those genetics she’ll be able to tap into once Skyla gives birth.

      I’ll admit, the thought of Skyla and me teaming up together, generally speaking, to save our people blows my ego and my heart up to the size of the solar system.

      Downstairs, the lab is brightly lit just the way Ezrina demands it, but my tired eyes are used to the oppression Mother Nature insists on impinging on us.

      “There he is.” Marshall Dudley stands at the round table where Gage Oliver’s primal apex acts as a decoration. Little Alice is coloring at the other end of the table, and Ezrina and Nev look busy in the back, running from boiling beaker to boiling beaker. “Roll out of bed so early? It’s not yet noon. To what do we owe the pleasure of your company at this ungodly hour?”

      I scowl over at him. “The boys started preschool today. It was a tough morning for Skyla. She’s upstairs watching your favorite soap opera. Why don’t you join her and have a little girl time?”

      He shoves his hand in my chest and stops me as I’m about to pass him. I can see Coop, Ellis, and Brody lying in those dental chairs Nev bought off eBay, waiting for the readout on their blood.

      “All right. What gives? What has your celestial panties in a bunch?” I smack his hand away from me. “You do realize you were designed to land me in the position I’m in today.”

      His jaw redefines itself with anger, and yet he looks simultaneously bored. “You do realize you were designed to perish and henceforth make room for my magnificent presence.”

      “You’ll amount to nothing but a sperm donor.” Not that I plan on letting it happen.

      The tips of his lips curl. “Your head has been removed once before. I can arrange for a reprisal of the blessed event. Shall I seek Ms. Bishop and ask if she’d like to do the honors? Rina?” he calls to her while rasping his knuckles against the table, causing Gage’s disembodied head to bobble as if he’s egging Dudley on—and knowing the new and unimproved version of my nephew, he is. “I want another glass box filled with keeping solution on the table tonight. I’m about to add to my collection of dead Olivers.”

      Ezrina hustles over, her crimson locks blowing every which way. It’s amazing how she’s managed to take Chloe’s frame and turn it into her own.

      “What seems to be the problem?” She cuts the air with her caustic curiosity.

      “I’m ignoring him,” I say, moving past Ezrina as I speed over to the guys with their legs thrown over their seats. Both Ellis and Brody look up my way while Coop’s still lying back with his eyes closed.

      And then I see it for what it really is.

      “Crap.” I take a step back. Coop’s eyes are swollen shut, his lips have that bee-stung look to them, and his hands are puffy with fluid trapped underneath his skin.

      Brody gives the back of his neck a quick scratch. “He’ll be fine.”

      Ellis nods. “Ezrina is administering some counteractive shit. He’ll live.”

      “Coop, can you hear me?” I say, leaning in. My stomach gets that weird feeling as if I were on a roller coaster that just bottomed out. I feel light-headed just looking at the poor guy.

      A dull moan comes from him as Ezrina bustles back and shoves what looks to be a syringe minus the needle into his mouth and a thin line of pink fluid drips down his chin. She takes her blouse and mops it up for him.

      “Two minutes.” She glances to the clock on the wall. “All will be well.”

      Heathcliff comes in and makes a face at poor Coop. “This is what we’re up against. How many people will have adverse reactions to the serum?”

      Dudley strolls in. “It’s hard to tell. But alas, this is a necessary evil. Unseating the enemy is of the utmost importance.” He sharpens his eyes over mine. “Send your people into hiding if you have to. We carry out the attack as planned. Eight weeks.”

      “I’m not sending anyone into hiding. It’s not against the law to have an allergic reaction. Ezrina, can this kill?”

      “Maybe.” She combs Coop’s hair back gently with her fingers. Becoming a mother has softened Ezrina and it’s heartwarming to see.

      Cooper groans as his swelling visibly reduces.

      Ellis lets out a hard breath. “I would not want that to happen to anyone. Dude, you’ve got balls of steel asking for it twice.”

      Brody frowns over at me. “Coop may have balls of steel, but you can bet your supernatural dollars that as soon as people hear of deadly consequences, they’re going to shy away from it.”

      Ellis shakes his head. “We may not need a serum. The government can’t test every person. It’s impossible.”

      “They’ll find a way,” I mutter.

      Brody looks to Ezrina. “What about old blood samples?”

      “The markers don’t last. It needs to be fresh.”

      Nev nods. “And it doesn’t need to be blood. A simple swabbing of the inside of the cheek produces the same results.” He looks my way. “And you’re right. The government will find a way. But they won’t want to cause a mass hysteria. They’ll have to be creative.”

      “Or not,” Dudley offers.

      I can’t help but scowl at him. “Aren’t you a ball of sunshine.”

      “It’s true. I am.” He flexes an obnoxious grin that dissipates faster than it came. “But I wouldn’t rule out mass hysteria. It’s the most efficient way to rule a mob. You can use this to your advantage.” He steps in. “It must be of your own volition. I cannot hand-feed you something like this.”

      “So, you want me to think,” I grunt at the thought because I don’t appreciate head games.

      Dudley gives a long blink. “I realize it’s asking a lot of you, but for the sake of your Nephilim brothers and sisters, put on your thinking cap as they say.”

      I glance to Brody and Ellis, both offering me their vacant stares.

      “Okay. So mass hysteria isn’t the worst option for the government then”—I shake my head—“it’s the worst option for us.”

      Dudley rocks back on his heels. “Now you’re catching on.”

      “You want me to start up mass hysteria.” I stare out at the wall a moment, and then it comes to me.  “Ah, you want me to stir up mass hysteria with the government.”

      Coop moans as he sits up. His hands look all but the way they should and his lips have cut down in size.

      Brody bounces to his feet as he heads my way. “Mass hysteria with the government.” He looks to Dudley. “What do you want us to do? Send them a letter explaining the fact there are angelic half-breeds roaming the planet?”

      Dudley’s cheek pulls back, unimpressed. “Try again.”

      Ellis lifts a finger. “We’ll call them and let them know we’re aliens and that they have our alien brothers captive. We’ll tell them there are enough of us to overrun their planet if they don’t hand them over.”

      My chest pumps with a laugh I don’t have the energy to give. “It’ll never work.”

      Dudley’s chest expands. “It’s the only thing that will.” He glowers at me a moment. “And now I see clearly that Candace bestowed her favor on the wrong Celestra. Clearly, Mr. Harrison is the one who should be in charge.”

      “Yes, if you want outlandish ideas,” I shoot back. “Sorry, Ellis, no offense.”

      “None taken.”

      Dudley smirks my way. “Sometimes outlandish ideas are the only ones that can take you anywhere.” He says something to Ezrina that sounds like gibberish and she and Nev share a quiet laugh. Marshall takes a deep breath while looking my way. “Be prepared for all hell to break loose, Young Oliver.”

      “Okay, once we unleash this new plague on our people, then what?”

      “Then we keep our foot to their throats. We don’t relent until the proper order of things has been restored.” His crimson eyes darken a notch. “And it will be.”

      Coop groans hard as he looks up, his face all but restored to the way it should be. “It will be. We win, Logan. I can all but assure it.”

      I’m not feeling so sure. And I don’t stick around to share my uneasiness with what the upcoming months might hold as far as the warfront goes. The only thing I want to focus on is what the upcoming months hold for Skyla and me.

      Selfish.

      I know.
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        * * *

      

      Skyla and I pick up the boys. Gage is front and center, as he should be, and it’s a joyous reunion with the boys. Skyla is enormously relieved as if the boys had come back from war rather than preschool for the last four hours. Gage looks as if he feels just as much stress, so I suggest we take the little tikes to the bowling alley to finish the day off in style.

      The boys shriek with enthusiasm at the idea and both Skyla and Gage agree, and soon enough we’re right back where we started, in the bowling alley, eating pizza as the boys dive in and out of the ball box with enough enthusiasm to convince me there might be gold at the bottom.

      Skyla takes off for the kitchen to talk with a few of the new hires, a couple of girls named Elle and Shay, along with Brielle who still picks up a mercy shift for me now and again. And Gage and I take a seat and watch the boys pulsate in and out of those rainbow-colored spheres.

      Barron runs up and kicks Gage in the shin. “Daddy, look! I can swim in da balls!” He runs over and dives on in, headfirst.

      “He’s fearless,” I say. “Just like his daddy. And believe me, that was no compliment.”

      Gage grunts, but before he can sling a comeback, Nathan pulls himself out of the ball pit, pausing a moment to submerge his brother just as he comes up for air.

      “Daddy, Uncle Loggie!” Nathan darts this way and doesn’t bother kicking his father like his brother did. “I going to marry Tobie.” His tiny lips are pursed as he struggles to pull his pants up to his waist. His entire face is a miniature replica of his father’s.

      “No can do, buddy.” Gage leans forward and pulls Nathan’s sweater down over his jeans. “She’s your sister. Can’t marry your sister.”

      Nathan’s little mouth falls open as he looks my way. “Tobie’s my sister?” He jabs his thumb in his chest as he waits for affirmation.

      “I don’t know, big guy,” I tell him. “Those are higher family mathematics for me.”

      “That’s crazy,” he barks, his face exerting a whole new level of stress. “Chloe’s dinosaur is my baby sister. Not Tobie.” He shakes his head emphatically before hoisting himself back into the ball pit.

      “There you have it,” I say. “Next gen love triangle is all figured out. Nathan and Barron warring it out over Tobie of all people.”

      “He’ll outgrow it.”

      I tick my head to the side. “Chloe never outgrew you, and now look at you lovebirds?” I offer him a congratulatory slap on the shoulder. “And no take backs. You chose to lie down with a viper and made her the mother of your child. Godspeed.”

      I stand up as Skyla heads this way, her face glowing, her hair blowing back in perfect golden coils. I hold out my arms and she falls into them effortlessly. If only I would have held her tight to begin with, none of us would be in this mess. But the boys. They were needed. And if anything, they make all this madness worth it.

      “Gage, would you mind watching the boys for a few hours? I have something very important to do with Skyla.”

      “Ooh.” Her eyes grow wide. “Please tell me this involves sushi.” She makes a face because she knows it doesn’t.

      “It will in about eight weeks.” I glance to Gage. “We’ll swing by and pick them up at your place?”

      He exhales hard. He’s not doing a lot to hide his frustration with me these days. “I’ll take them to your place—the Landons’. I wanted to talk to Em. Besides, I think they’re tuckered out. They’ll be ready for bed soon.” He drags his eyes toward Skyla as if it were impossible for him to look at her these days, painful, and I’m sure it is. “I’ll bathe them.”

      “Thank you.” She shrugs almost indifferently at him before hugging my neck. “Logan Oliver, take me away.”

      And I do.
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        * * *

      

      The butterfly room at Whitehorse is a castle compared to the thimble of the original. Skyla takes off her shoes as if we were standing on holy ground before tipping her head back and groaning.

      “Oh, the peace, the tranquility, the lack of Legos and diapers. The boys can never know about this room.”

      A dull laugh rattles in my chest as I pull her as close as her belly will allow.

      “We won’t be here for long.” I land a simple kiss to her lips, and the room, all of time, wobbles in and out of focus until we’re standing in another butterfly room, the original, staring down at the teen versions of the two of us. Skyla sits next to me with the look of absolute adoration written on her face. If I didn’t see it then, I see it now clear as day.

      “Do you forgive me?” the younger version of Skyla asks my younger self.

      “That day.” She sighs, wrapping her arms around me tightly. “Logan, we look like kids, and it was just a few years ago we were having this conversation.”

      “I know,” I whisper as if they could hear us.

      “There’s nothing to forgive,” the younger version of me is quick to declare. “Skyla, I want to tell you everything.”

      Skyla—this one, the one in my arms, chuckles. “It would be a very long time until you told me everything.”

      “Do you forgive me?” I don’t mind parroting the younger version of her.

      “You bet.” She gives my chin a quick scratch as we watch this play out.

      The younger version of me nods. “Chloe was a Celestra, too.”

      “Really?” Young Skyla looks smitten with this idea.

      “Really”—I pause—“I had to break it off with her, but she didn’t want to.”

      “What do you mean had to?” She bats those doe eyes up at him and I wonder how I ever held it together around her.

      “Two Celestra make a very big bull’s-eye.”

      “Oh.” She looks crestfallen by the news.

      “Two Celestra dating are too stupid to live,” this younger version of me says it as if it were gospel, but it isn’t.

      “Excuse me?” She bucks back, affronted.

      “You and I, we can’t see each other anymore”—he takes in a breath—“not publicly.”

      “So, we’ll date in private.” There’s a slight air of panic in her voice.

      “It’s not that simple. We need to take it a step further.”

      The younger Skyla shakes her head as if trying to process it.

      “You need to have a boyfriend,” I insist like an idiot. “A real person who everyone thinks—believes you’re with.”

      I give Skyla a squeeze and she tips her ear my way. “This is the part where I’d like to slap my head right off.”

      Skyla gives a quiet giggle. “You mean before Chloe slices it off in the Faction war?”

      The younger Skyla scoffs. “Who in their right mind is going to agree to that?”

      “Gage.” I watch as I close my eyes when I say his name.

      “Gage,” she repeats. “His prediction—it’s probably a fake marriage.”

      “Let’s hope.” I watch as the old me twists his lips, hoping that just this once Gage Oliver’s prognosticator is broken.

      “So, when does this start?” She blinks up at him as if he truly had all the answers.

      “I think it should take effect now. And trust me. Gage made it clear that he would make this very believable.”

      I give Skyla’s ribs a quick tweak as we watch the doe-eyed pair beneath us.

      “He made it pretty darn believable,” I whisper.

      Her chest bucks. “He should be up for an Oscar.”

      The younger version of Skyla seems to be reminiscing on something, and I remember exactly on what—that kiss she shared with Gage.

      “I know.” It croaks from the old me mournfully.

      “I’m so sorry,” she pleads, but she never had to.

      “Don’t be. I was stupid to let Michelle hang all over me.”

      I nod to the angel in my arms. “I was.”

      Skyla lifts her finger to her lips. “We’re getting to the good part, Oliver.”

      The younger Skyla’s chest trembles, and I wonder if I noticed that the first time.

      “What about you? Are you going to get a girlfriend?” she asks apprehensively.

      “Nope. I’m going to be the scary loner.” The old me tries to laugh off the idea, but it’s lost in translation. It was never funny to begin with.

      Young Skyla writhes as if this were the last thing she wanted to hear. “What would we have to do to be together permanently?”

      “Take down the Countenance.” I watch as I shake my head as though this were impossible.

      Skyla crawls over and sits between my knees. The old me drapes my arms around her, and she leans up and kisses me gently on the lips.

      She blinks up at me. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

      Skyla, the one witnessing the spectacle with me, offers a meager applause.

      “And so it begins.” Her voice is surprisingly light.

      “I’m glad you didn’t say it ends.”

      And with that, I whisk us back to Whitehorse, back to the butterfly room that still holds the scent of Skyla’s floral perfume.

      “What was that, Logan?” A laugh gets caught in her throat as she pulls me in by the fingers.

      “That was me penning you a love story, written across the jagged borders of time all those years ago. I was a pretty good scary loner, wasn’t I?”

      “The best,” she says, tugging my shirt off, and I’m quick to help move things along. “Logan”—she pauses as her hands lie flat over my chest, her affect suddenly sober—“we didn’t make a mistake. We did what we had to do at the time to survive.”

      “I agree.” It comes out lower than a whisper, unconvincingly. “But this time”—my voice hikes up a few notches, sure as hell as to what I’m about to say—“I’m not giving you up. You are mine, Skyla Laurel Messenger Oliver.”

      She bites down a smile as I lift the sweatshirt right off her and I bow down and offer her lips a kiss.

      She shakes her head up at me, those long lashes taking me before any other part of her ever has a chance. “It’s not just the Counts anymore, is it?”

      “I don’t care who it is. If they’re not on our side, they’re wrong. They’re all going down, Skyla. And this time we do it together, at one another’s side.”

      She nods, a silent tear rolling down her cheek. “And this time we are going to nail them to the wall once and for all.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

      We share a little laugh before we share each other.

      The Barricade, the Counts, the Fems, to hell with them all.

      And to hell they will go.
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      August.

      A month rich with birthdays. Eli and Charlie turned one today, and oddly enough, Emma, Kresley, and Laken teamed up to create a backyard bonanza that would appeal to anyone’s inner child.

      Emma initially offered to host the event, but since she has a giant hole in her backyard filled with enough water to drown all of Paragon, both Kresley and Laken quickly shot down the idea. Instead, the party is raging right here at the house Laken and I purchased, in the yard large enough to double as a national park, with enough swing sets, jungle equipment, bounce houses, games, and even a petting zoo to please every living soul under five.

      The child population is relatively small—the entire Landon mini brood, their parents, Laken’s family, her brother Fletcher who has been pissed at me for a good long while, her sisters, her mother, her fiancé, Dr. Booth, his son Rev, his new girlfriend, Skyla’s sister Mia, the other sister, the brothers and their wives—hell, I don’t know if they’re married. Skyla’s entire family is front and center, including the goofy stepdad and the bumbling mother.

      Kresley, on the other hand, has just a few friends, Grayson and some mothers from a mommy group Kres is a part of.

      I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad Kres is still a part of my life. We were hot and heavy at Ephemeral, the boarding school the Counts shoved me into. And then when I woke up from a long stupor and realized that Laken was the love of my life, I brutally broke Kresley’s heart. I admittedly put her through hell when I shoved her on Raven’s Eye in Laken’s place a little more than a year ago. Of course, I had her surgically alter her face to look like Laken’s just to pull it off. But Ezrina has since altered it back—in a sense. Kresley was beautiful before, but Ezrina made her stunning. But alas, not even her newfound beauty could sway me from the most stunning woman of them all, Laken Stewart—Laken Edinger. My Laken. My forever. My everything. And now she is about to become the mother of my child.

      I stop my thoughts from moving one inch farther.

      Shit. Did I just say that?

      Charlie is mine. Ezrina confirmed it.

      My gut cinches. Okay, so Ezrina knew what side her bread was buttered on. And as a reward for confirming that Charlie is indeed mine, and she is, I won’t believe otherwise—Ezrina gets an all-access pass to Tobie, the daughter born from her own body—even if she’s not in that body anymore.

      And, of course, Ezrina is equally smitten by Mal, Mally as it were. Right now, she’s all but nursing the poor kid. Little Alice looks miffed. And if I were Mally, if I were any of the next gen monsters to roam this haunted island, I wouldn’t want to get on Alice’s bad side. Something tells me she’ll be ten times the firecracker her demented mother is.

      And believe me when I say Ezrina is grooming her. Oh, yes, she is. She’s teaching her all the tricks and potions and spells that witch is capable of, and I’m betting Alice will be capable of just that and more.

      Maybe Eli will fall in love with her? That might keep him out of her warpath when she’s ready to unleash on the world. A slightly older woman. That might work out just fine.

      But Charlie, Tobie, those sweet girls are getting locked in a tower on their thirteenth birthdays. I’m keeping all the drooling mutts out of their range. They won’t need an army of brothers to protect them from the world. I’m perfectly capable of shielding my girls myself.

      Gage comes up and offers me a water bottle as if it were a peace offering.

      “You look lost in thought,” he grunts as he inspects the crowd along with me. “Don’t do that. Your mind is a dangerous place to roam unsupervised.”

      “I’d say the same about yours. You do realize that twisted mind of yours has dismembered alliances, ate your wife’s people for breakfast, and started another war entirely.”

      “Ex-wife,” he corrects as he shoots a remorseful look her way.

      “I meant Chloe, the current missus. But I can appreciate the way you always revert to Skyla. She’s your Laken.”

      “No, she’s Logan’s Laken. She’s my nightmare.”

      “Nightmare?” I can’t help but chuckle. “I guess that makes sense coming from you. Everything you do is upside down, counterintuitive to what you truly believe. You might be fooling the world, maybe even yourself, but you’re not fooling me.”

      “Well, I’m fooling me, and that’s all that matters these days.”

      “You’re all about you. That sums it up well, brother.”

      “I’m all about the throne and keeping that heavy crown where it belongs, on my head.”

      “You keep doing you. I’ll be the last to stand in your way.” I spot Coop coming up with Laken, holding Laken in his arms as if she belonged there. “What in the hell will finally get this guy off my back? Let’s ship him to the other side of the world. Don’t you have minions in Russia? I think a hard labor camp would suffice.”

      Gage bucks with a dull laugh. “Face it, Wes. He’s never going away. He’s the millstone tied around your neck.”

      “Are you implying he’s going to take me down?”

      “I didn’t have to. You said that yourself.”

      A flare of anger bursts through me. “I’m going to choose to ignore the snide remark. Obviously, you’re pissed because Chloe is the one twisting your dick nightly. And I’m genuinely sorry about that. I know what a demon she can be like in bed.”

      His brows bounce as he gives a hard look across the way, and I follow his gaze to Skyla and Laken.

      “You’ve slept with Chloe by now, right?” A mild thread of alarm strikes me, and I’m not sure why. “Dude”—I knock the back of his knee in until he’s right back to glaring at me—“you’ve given in. Tell me she’s not stewing in her toxic juices because she’s not getting any from the Prince of Darkness. The girl has been drooling after you since before puberty hit. I’ve heard every story of her obsession, twice. Believe me when I say you were the star of our short-lived union. And try as she might want to believe I was you, I wasn’t even a close second in her book. Can you imagine? I’m essentially your twin, and yet she needed the real deal.” I slap an arm on his back. “It must be pretty intense between the two of you.” Gage stiffens as his gaze flits to the woods in the distance. “Ah, shit.” I pinch my eyes closed a minute. “You do realize you need to defuse this bomb. You’re not going to fool Chloe forever.”

      “She just had a baby.”

      “Weeks ago. That Madonna syndrome may have bought you time, buddy, but I have a feeling your time is about to run out. And if you don’t give in, things are going to get ugly. If I see the house on fire, I’ll know why. And don’t be surprised if she’s tied you to the bed. If you don’t feed the kitty, you’re going down in flames. Suck it up. Take it like a man. Think of handbags, sweetie.”

      Gage scowls. “Rory’s exact words.”

      “Yeah, well, if that doesn’t work, close your eyes and think of England. Lie back and dream of the empire. Lie still and think of a new way to trim a hat. Think of Skyla. Hell, you won’t be the first man to bring another woman into the marriage bed.” I shoot a look to Skyla as she shares a laugh with Laken. “On second thought, that might border on heresy considering her history with your betrothed. You’re in a real pickle. And you’ve got to give up the pickle. Not to pull from an athletic company, but for God’s sake, just do it. The first time is the toughest. I should know. I have a history of tough times with both Chloe and Kres. But I powered through it and so can you. If you need a little medicinal help getting it up, talk to Ezrina. She’s on payroll.” I nod over to where she’s holding Tobie’s hand.

      He grunts, “With my luck, she’ll actually find a way to poison me. On second thought, it might be just what the doctor ordered.”

      Laken doubles over and Skyla is quick to navigate her this way. And, of course, Coop gloms onto her side, offering his undying assistance.

      “What’s wrong?” I dash over, breathless, my eyes wide with concern. “Is it the baby?”

      “I think so.” She grabs onto me, her full weight resting against my chest. “I don’t know. I’ve had intense back pains all morning long, and now it seems to have shifted to the underside of my belly.”

      Skyla groans, “Laken, that’s called back labor. We’d better get you to the hospital.”

      “No,” Laken is quick to protest. “Skyla, get Ezrina and meet me upstairs. Coop, you’re coming with me.” She clutches onto his hand as the two of us help her inside.

      Usually I’d be livid that Coop gets to play such a prime role, that she didn’t ask Coop to get Ezrina and hauled Skyla up with her like I think she should have. But a part of me realizes that as each day passes, he’s something akin to a safety net for her at this point.

      I’ll deal with Coop after the baby is born. Gage isn’t going to help. I’ll have to make this look like an accident. I’m not putting up with his shit forever. His days are numbered. I’m sorry, Laken, but it’s for the best.

      We get Laken situated in bed, and she’s already writhing in pain by the time Ezrina runs up with Skyla.

      Ezrina is quick to glove up before she shoves her hand beneath Laken’s dress as she pokes and prods around.

      “This one will come quickly.” She nods to Skyla. “Have Heathcliff bring the supplies and the bucket.”

      “Coop, why don’t you go?” I say it stern and Laken shoots me the death stare.

      “Skyla goes.” She picks up Cooper’s hand, then mine. “My two best friends stay with me. Wesley, you’re my husband and my best friend,” she says the emphasis on the fact, and it makes me feel like an insecure jackass. Laken loves me or she wouldn’t be with me. It’s as simple as that. If anyone should be feeling insecure, it’s Coop.

      I kiss the back of her hand and don’t leave her side for a minute as the melee around her increases.

      Her panting becomes prominent to the point I’d swear she’s about to pass out.

      “Wes”—she can hardly get my name out—“I need the drugs now.”

      “Ezrina,” I bark at the witch as she congregates in the corner with her husband and Skyla. “Give Laken something to take the edge off.”

      Ezrina scuttles over and shoves her hand under the blanket covering Laken.

      “Can’t. She’s too far.”

      “Oh God,” Skyla groans. “That happened to me.” She floats over and sits her enormous frame on the side of the bed and the entire mattress nearly tips over.

      “Coop”—I bark—“get Skyla a chair.”

      “Screw the chair!” Laken howls. “Coop, find Ellis and steal whatever the hell he has in his pockets. Now!” she shrieks and Coop is gone in a flash.

      “Laken”—Skyla pleads—“Wes is going to get you through this. Just breathe.”

      “Oh, shut the hell up. Wes isn’t going to get me through this. He’s the one that got me into this mess to begin with.” She glances up at me with a fire in her eyes. “You keep your penis the hell away from me, you hear?” A horrible wailing cry escapes her.

      Ezrina gloves up once again, and soon there’s an array of stainless steel tools by her side, a bevy of clean towels, a basin, and a bucket next to her on the floor.

      “Breathe with me, Laken.” Skyla starts in slow, in through the nose, out through the mouth, and Laken follows suit. Her death grip on my hand could break a mortal’s bones.

      “It’s time,” Ezrina announces just as Coop glides back into the room and assumes his position on the other side of her. “Come, Wesley. You’ll deliver your angel yourself.”

      Laken nods furiously at me as she struggles to maintain the breathing exercise Skyla is insisting upon. And thank God for Skyla, because it seems to be quelling her pain.

      I make my way to the edge of the bed and see the bulge waiting to burst out of Laken’s body. Ezrina adjusts the blanket over Laken’s knees to act as a tent so that the view is for my eyes only. Sorry, Coop. This is a private show.

      Ezrina gently touches the side of Laken’s belly. “Push with this one.”

      And she does—evicting a beautiful thick, dark head of hair, a tiny face. A beautiful, beautiful face.

      “Again,” I bark and Laken bears down hard. Coop is whispering something into her ear and she nods, bearing down one more time just as the shoulders pop out.

      “Now,” Ezrina calls out, but I didn’t need her to.

      Instinct takes over and I clasp my fingers around the tiny arms and pull the sweet angel into this world. I hold the baby up and find myself staring right at the goods.

      “It’s a boy!” I shout and the room erupts in cheers as her sisters rush in, her brother and her mother land by her side, every face wet with tears, including my own.

      Ezrina quickly clears the passages and rubs the baby down as he squirms and cries, the bleating of a little lamb. She quickly swaddles him in a blanket and hands him my way.

      “This one is yours, undisputed,” she whispers with a wink.

      And sure enough, I’m looking at my twin, even more so than Eli. This one is me through and through. I can see my future right there in his eyes, and I’m in love, so deep, so gone. There is no feeling like looking your child in the eyes for the very first time. And I vow at this moment to love all of my children equally. I know what it’s like to have a father favor one son over the other. That won’t be me. My heart has just exploded to new heights, and I will love them all with the same ferocity. This little one has just etched himself over my soul just like the others.

      “Wesley”—Laken pants—“don’t be greedy.”

      Fletch tips his chin up. “Don’t be too hard on him. That’s his MO.”

      The room breaks out with warm laughter as I lay our son into his mother’s arms for the very first time. He blinks up at her as his dimples dig in and out in an adorable fashion.

      Holy hell, he is perfect.

      “What’s his name?” Her sister Lacey leans in hard with Cooper’s little sister, Marney, by her side. They’re both in high school now, all grown up and beautiful in their own right.

      Laken lifts her tear-filled eyes to mine. “His name is Wesley.” She nods and my entire body explodes with love for this woman, for this moment, for our perfect, perfect son. “Wesley Cooper Edinger.” She gives a tiny shrug my way.

      Shit.

      I swallow hard and nod back. There’s no way I’m protesting this one.

      Marney jumps up and down as she hugs her brother. “She still loves you, Coop. I knew it!”

      I knew it, too.

      The crowd clears out, and Ezrina offers to come back in the morning for a wellness check. She and her husband, Paragon Lurch, hightail it out with their medieval equipment and the bucket filled with afterbirth. Skyla congratulates us both, even kisses me on the cheek in a genuine show of affection. Fletch comes up and hugs me hard.

      “I miss you, man. I’m moving to Paragon next winter. I miss everything and I want it all back.”

      I examine this male version of the woman I love. This is the boy I grew up with in Cider Plains, the one the Counts saw fit to kill right along with me. The one who stood by my side at Ephemeral.

      “I can’t wait. It’s going to be better than before. I promise.”

      “It better be.” He mock shoots me as he heads on out.

      And finally, Coop pulls me in for a hearty embrace and I embrace him right back. It feels right, emotional, as if he were a part of the family, after all. Once way back in a different time, a different day, he was my very best friend.

      Coop takes off and it’s Laken, little Wes, and me. We hold onto each other as if there was a hurricane about to burst into the room and blow us apart.

      And a part of me wonders if there is.

      Wesley Cooper Edinger.

      Now that, I did not expect.
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      Donuts.

      Four boxes.

      Logan is religious in the way he loves me.

      And once he unleashes the boys into the wild, he locks the door behind them. He feeds me, watches me polish off almost a dozen of those glazed confections all by my lonesome, and then when I’m good and full, he fills me with himself.

      Logan makes love with his entire body as he does his best to fuse our souls together. And he achieves the feat again and again. We are tethered, secured, interlocked, unmovable, unshakable, grafted onto one another’s living souls for all of eternity. The enemy broke all of our proverbial bones and in doing so we healed stronger than concrete, stronger than steel, titanium, than the arm of any celestial being. We have come to be. We are. And we will be forever.

      This, right here, is the springtime of our love.

      “Logan,” I whisper his name like a secret as I press my cheek over his heated chest. “It’s happening, isn’t it?”

      He nods. “Yes. We’re about to birth two things: our child and a new era in human history. Are you ready?”

      “I don’t have a choice. My body insists. The safety of my people insists. There’s no turning back from either scenario. What do I tell them at the Faction meeting?”

      “Nothing.” He runs his fingers softly through my hair. “You tell them nothing, Skyla.”

      Nothing.

      It will all come as a surprise, just like the day and the hour of birth. I am about to inflict labor pains over the entire planet. Grown men will fall to their knees. It will get messy. There will be blood. I must do this. And once the pain subsides, we will be left with something beautiful as it arrives screaming into this world. But I will quell it. I will nurse my people and watch them grow into this new era in Nephilim history.

      It is a daring move.

      So very brave.

      Nothing can go wrong.

      Nothing.
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      It’s the tail end of October. A season of witches, pumpkins, and ghosts. Paragon is host to every horror known and unknown to man. Logan and I shower and dress before heading downstairs where the entire Landon clan is gathered. Drake and Ethan sit on the sofa—their official office—with video game controllers in hand, and little Beau Geste is in the middle with his own controller. It would be adorable if it weren’t so scary how well Drake is molding him into his mini-me. On the opposite sofa, my mother sits hunched over with a blanket over her chest, fully focused on whatever it is she’s doing, and out of a level of unnatural curiosity I head that way and note a tiny pair of feet hanging out the other end of that blanket—feet far too small to belong to Ella.

      My own baby does a large lumbering roll in my belly.

      “Oh my God, you’ve kidnapped Laken’s baby!” It’s the first thing that comes to mind so I go with it.

      Mom rolls her eyes as she pulls the blanket back, revealing a shock of dark hair, that fake boob filled with formula attached to her own chest as the baby suckles off the tip, which is frighteningly close to my mother’s nipple. It’s a contraption she’s used before on my own children.

      “This is Chloe’s baby,” she all but mouths the words, and that box of donuts I shoved in my stomach churns at the thought of Gage’s new child taking up residence on my mother’s person.

      She points to the kitchen, where I find Chloe noshing on a donut herself along with Bree, Em, and Logan. I waste no time in heading in that direction.

      “What in the hell is going on?” I ask point-blank to the dark-haired witch who looks amazingly slender and, dare I say, stunning today. It only makes me hate her all the more.

      “Good morning, princess,” Chloe mewls. “Logan was just regaling us with stories of how he hooks a donut onto his junk and makes you work for your meal.”

      I gasp so hard the baby kicks me in the diaphragm as if trying to teach me a lesson.

      “Knew it.” Chloe rolls her eyes—an apparent ocular epidemic in the Landon house this morning.

      Logan shakes his head as he lands a kiss to my cheek. “She’s just a really good guesser. I’m getting some coffee. You want decaf?”

      “No thanks,” I say as he takes off.

      Em lands a hand over my belly just as the boys come running through with Ember.

      “Almost time,” Em says it somber as if it were a grievous event that was about to occur. “I need to be there for the birth.”

      “To scare you out of having more children?” I say. “Be my guest.”

      Nathan comes up and tugs on my shirt, remnants of a chocolate donut smeared over his face. “Mommy! Mommy! Mee-maw has, she has Chloe’s dinosaur. She’s gonna keep it now.”

      I glare over at the witch before me, because what normally would be a flight of fantasy is probably gospel.

      The boys take off again, screaming and wild—good and sugared up for their morning with Emma at the preschool.

      “It’s true.” Bree high-fives Chloe. “This girl needs some serious sleep, so I told her to do what I did. She can pick the kid up again in five years and she’ll be no worse for wear.”

      My fists ball up over my hips. “I’m not buying it. My mother might be buying it, but I doubt Gage is into giving away the precious treasure the two of you created.”

      A part of me is thrilled to hear that Mally can’t sleep. I had silently prayed she would be a difficult child. But, honestly, I didn’t think of the ramifications—i.e., her tiny face shoved up against my mother’s breast for the next half a decade.

      Chloe scoffs. “She’s right. And believe me, Skyla, I hate it when you’re right. Gage is bent on being the perfect father to our daughter. He’s the one that gets up ten times a night to feed and diaper the tiny beast. He’s the one shopping for new clothes online and only the best developmental toys. He’s obsessed with her. He calls her his special princess. He’s thinking of getting her name tattooed across his chest. And that’s one tat that would stand the test of time.”

      I glower at the witch.

      Gage wasn’t so gung-ho to get up with the boys. In fact, he was darn right thankful I was nursing because he could just roll over and go back to sleep. And shopping for clothes and toys? Gage didn’t even care if the boys wore clothes. The more I hear of this new version of the man I once loved, the less I think of him.

      Emily scoffs. “Come on, Skyla. You’re getting worked up for nothing. Your face is turning purple. That can’t be good for your own little princess.” She thumps my belly with her finger. “Chloe is just trying to crap in your hair this morning. She already tried to hire me for the nightshift.”

      Bree nods. “But Emma took over. She spends every single night at the house so that Gage and Chloe can get some decent shut-eye.”

      A swell of relief hits me. “Wow”—my eyes widen as I look to Chloe—“you give her away at night and during the day. You really are a stellar parent, Chloe.” I head over to Logan and steal a sip of his coffee. A hard moan comes from me. “Why does the leaded version taste so much better?”

      “Because it’s far away from Chloe.” He lands a heated kiss to the top of my head.

      Tad barrels into the family room like a loon, waving his hands wildly. “Gather ’round, folks! It’s time!” he shouts at the top of his lungs and the baby sitting over Mom’s chest bucks before belting out a cry like I have never heard from an infant before.

      I lean into Logan and whisper, “She doesn’t sound human.”

      “Newsflash, she’s not.”

      And I suppose technically neither are we. At least not fully.

      We share a little laugh as Tad snatches up the remote and kills the video game to a round of boos and jeers. Ethan takes off his shoe and pegs Tad in the back of the head, and it’s as if a stink bomb goes off.

      “What are we doing?” I ask Logan as my mother hobbles this way with her shirt falling open, that adorable dark head of hair taunting me as baby Mally struggles to stay latched onto what looks like my mother’s bare breast.

      Mom squeals, “Oh, Skyla. I can just feel it’s going to happen again. And to think in only two days it’s Halloween. I still have so much to plan for Professor Dudley’s party. I’ll admit, I’ve been stuck in a slump. But with this new baby, and now this, I’ll have enough motivation to bolster me straight through the holidays. Oh, and before I forget, Demetri has already asked me to plan the boys’ birthday at his estate. He said he’ll work with you on dates, but he insists on having a party for them. And if you say no, he’ll just do it on one of the days that Gage has them.” She offers an apologetic shrug.

      I shoot Logan a look. “It’s fine,” I say, rubbing my enormous belly and my sweet little angel rewards me with a kick.

      In all honesty, this tiny babe nestled in my womb is a saving grace. I know for a fact I will never have to share this peanut with Chloe—and, furthermore, Logan will never hold her hostage so he can enjoy his days in peace without me. How I hate divorce, how I hate the jagged shredding of my family. This is no clean cut. Far from it. This is flesh that had melted onto flesh—his over mine, bone fused to bone that needed to be torn apart by demonically strong hands. I can see why God Himself doesn’t recommend it.

      “We’ll do it on Nathan’s birthday,” I say. It’s my birthday. Not quite the way I envisioned spending it, but I figure the boys and I can make an appearance and leave early. I will be my own excuse to leave. Of course the boys will be exhausted. They’ll be the acceptable excuse.

      “Perfect.” She rocks the squirming babe at her bosom. “And later that week, we’ll have a perfectly normal Thanksgiving meal right here. I’ve already invited everyone—I’ve even invited the Olivers.” She gives Logan a hearty wink. “I’m sorry, Skyla, but the worst thing you can ever do is start having separate holidays with the boys. I’m begging you to bite the bullet right now, swallow your pride and your pain. You’ll thank me every Christmas morning for the next eighteen years.” She glances to the ceiling. “Or sixteen, but, believe me, that kind of gift will last forever.”

      She’s right and I know it. And sadly, as blissful as it will be waking up with my boys on holidays knowing that they’ll never have to leave my side, the thought of spending the next two decades and beyond with Chloe on those special days makes it feel like a prison sentence.

      I take a moment to glower at her properly, and the witch has the audacity to offer me a wink.

      Tad waves his arms as if he were flagging down a 747. “Here it is! It’s on. Y’all shut up.”

      I don’t contest Tad’s sudden country-fried accent. In truth, I’ve been far too busy these past few months to contest just about anything that man has concocted. The purchasing of a thoroughbred racehorse in Los Angeles? I didn’t even blink. And sadly, the magnificent beast ended up slipping on a wet track and needing to be put down less than three days after the purchase. Poor thing had succumbed to the Landon curse far sooner than need be.

      The thirteen sports cars Tad has purchased? I didn’t say a word. Granted, he bought five a piece for his sons, one for Melissa, and two for himself. Funny how Mom or Mia didn’t get anything out of the outlandish automobile deal. I certainly don’t care about myself. I’m happy with the minivan, and the fact that now Logan and I are together, I truly have my Mustang back.

      And don’t get me started on all his solid gold fillings. His mouth is a treasure hunter’s dream. Then there’s the closet full of furs—yes, for him. Enough carcasses abound in his closet, it’s enough to make even those who abhor PETA cry. The pricy membership to the country club, the large donations at charity functions my mother and he are suddenly attending as if they’re the shiny new tokens of the Paragon socialite scene, and they are. And I certainly don’t mean token in any nice way. And, last, but never least, the gold-plated throne encrusted with real rubies that sits at the end of the dining room table like a shrine to his garishness. It’s really all too much—impossibly too much.

      A woman on the screen stands next to a large rotating basket of ping-pong balls and carefully plucks them out, one by one, as the numbers appear at the bottom of the screen, and my eyes widen with disbelief. For a small, brief second, I think this is some errant channel hosting a rollicking bingo game, but judging by that spike in my adrenaline, every last part of me knows better.

      “Logan?” My voice wobbles as Tad begins to shriek, and once the final number is called, his primate-like antics take over and he’s hopping up and down on the sofa, on the coffee table, howling at the morning moon—and, honest to God, at this point I would welcome a werewolf transformation. It would only complete the lunacy happening around here.

      Mom bursts into tears and laughter all at once as Logan and I take a few unsure steps closer to the oversized television. The number five hundred thousand dollars flashes across it in big red alarming numbers and I hold my breath at the thought.

      “Skyla”—Logan hisses it out like a reprimand—“if he’s right, Tad just won a half a million dollars.” It comes out annoyed, and I’m a bit relieved he shares my frustration over a seemingly joyous occasion. Soon, the entire room is whooping it up like a bunch of loons and Chloe is handing out pots and pans to the boys and Beau Geste and Ember to bang as if it were New Year’s Eve all over again. Of course, the ruckus sends baby Ella and baby Mally into a bona fide tizzy, but neither Em nor my mother seems too concerned about protecting little eardrums when the fates just rained down some serious change over this seemingly cursed household.

      “Wait a minute,” I hiss right back at Logan. “This family isn’t that lucky.” I glare at the ceiling. “Do you think my mother is up to something?”

      He blinks back as if the thought turned his stomach. “If it were so, that would truly mean she has way too much time on her hands.”

      The baby gives my ribs a walloping kick as if to say enough with the racket.

      Before I can agree with Logan, Mia and Melissa pour into the room, joining in on the top of the lung festivities, shouting something about finally being able to live in student housing.

      I roll my eyes at the thought. Back in the day, Gage shared a dorm with Coop, and quickly thereafter Gage and I rented a flea-infested hovel from Morley Harrison, Ellis’ slumlord of a father. Ellis helped me haul up a used and stained mattress from the alley and both Gage and I promptly got scabies.

      I would say that explains a lot, but Gage technically has a new scabies-free body. Come to think of it, he probably got some brain-eating prion due to the fact that new body of his was only meant for paradise and not cozying up next to a parasite at night. Figures.

      But then, Gage lost his mind before he ever took her as his bride, and I guess I’ll never know the reason behind his evolution to evil. I’d like to think he was engineered that way, but that’s just my ego talking.

      Logan’s phone chirps and we look down to see it’s a text from Ezrina. She wants us at the lab before noon, and we both nod at the idea. I’d rather sit and stare at Gage’s disembodied head than stare at Chloe’s flawless form any day of the week. She’s miraculously lost all her baby weight and has poured herself into a pair of jeans and a skintight sweater. I hate that she looks so good, and I look like the beast who ate West Paragon High. With my hair sporting a rat’s nest, it’s enough to make even Cerberus run whimpering in the other direction.

      Mia staggers up and wraps her arms around me. “Wish me luck. I have a mid-term today. Just because I’m a millionaire now doesn’t change the fact I’m on track to getting my degree.”

      Melissa scoffs. “Not me,” she says while manically tapping into her phone. “I’ve already dropped my classes. My daddy’s money is taking care of me now.”

      “Good Lord up in heaven,” I grunt. “If you don’t get back into those classes, you’ll be working for that witch Dominique Winters for the rest of your life. You don’t want that, do you?”

      “Are you kidding? I’ve seen how much she makes. Just last week, that twin of Gage’s dropped off a check that makes today’s winnings look like chicken scratch.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to Logan a moment. “Melissa, do you remember what he was buying?”

      “Yeah, something called conium, a hemlock alkaloid.”

      “Of course.” I shrug as if I knew what she was talking about, but thankfully Logan is already googling the shit out of it.

      Melissa steps in. “Wesley ordered it. Dom said it has to do with hiding the markers, but she didn’t think it would work.”

      A sense of relief fills me. If Dominique thinks they’re going in the wrong direction, then it’s probably true.

      I glance to Logan and nod, and he flashes his phone my way, exposing the fact he’s already sent the text to Ezrina.

      Less than a second later she texts back.

      Dead end.

      I shoot a sly smile to Logan. Here’s hoping Gage paid a mint for it.

      Melissa takes off and jumps onto Tad’s back, spanking his bottom as he races her around the room. There are simply some Landon traditions I don’t want any part of, so I promptly turn away.

      Mia jumps in front of me again. “Seeing that we’ve got the Midas touch now, I suppose Rev will be asking for my hand in marriage soon. And since Dad isn’t around, he hinted that when the time came, he’d ask you.” Her lips crimp and she looks so much like me. “You’d better say yes, Skyla. Don’t go ruining this for me just because you think you know better. Don’t be a witch just because everything is coming up roses in your life.”

      I clutch at my belly as that sweet baby Logan and I made indeed swims like a rose come to life. Chloe moves into my line of vision and promptly reminds me that roses grow amidst manure.

      “Don’t worry, Mia,” I say. “I want to see you happy. And so long as you stay in school, both you and Rev will have my blessing.” I blink a smile along with the scholastic threat, and she takes off for the kitchen, giving me the stink eye.

      Chloe comes over, swift like a demon in flight. “I’m glad I was here to witness the spectacle. So how many goats did you have to sacrifice to pull off another financial win for your family? You’re not fooling anyone, Skyla. Nobody is that lucky. And using your powers for financial gain is No-No 101. I’ll be reporting you to the Justice Alliance in the event you’re wondering who pulled the ripcord.” She glances down at my belly. “Wow, Logan, are you feeding her burgers, or cutting out the middle man and just letting her inhale cows at will? I’d go easy on the donut deliveries lest she crushes you one day. But then, knowing how much Messenger has always turned you on in whatever psychotic state she was in, I suppose you’ll enjoy it.” She glances to her phone. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to get home and make love to my husband. I’m being summoned for my rockin’ body.” She gives a sly wink my way—most likely because she saw me ogling her perky boobs. “I’ll see you at Dudley’s in a couple days. You’ll just love my costume this year, Skyla.”

      “Is it different from last year when you pretended to be a devoted follower of mine and threatened to help your people? Or are you being more honest this year and dressing up like the traitor you are?”

      Her jaw clenches as her eyes harden over mine. “I’m no traitor, Skyla. I still have a heart for my people. But, since their fate lies in your ridiculous hands, I’ve given up hope for them—as have they.” She takes off sans her DNA deposit still clinging to my mother’s chest.

      My blood boils as I take it all in. Every cell in my body wants to weep over the fact that she’s off to make love to my husband. As much as I consider Logan as my husband, the memory of who Gage once was—he was my husband, too.

      We go to leave and Emily charges for us, baby Ella bouncing happily in her arms as a tiny Emily doppelgänger.

      “I have a message for you.” Em’s dead eyes hook to mine.

      “No thanks. Why don’t you give it to Chloe? She needs a good fright to set her straight.”

      “No can do, this is for you, Skyla.” She nods to Logan. “You, too.”

      “Fine,” I say. “But save it for a rainy day. We have to get the boys ready for preschool and then head to Ezrina’s.”

      Logan and I get the boys ready and head out into a downpour as we race to the minivan.

      I told Emily to save her petrifying prophecy for a rainy day. I should have realized it’s always a rainy day on Paragon.
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      The lab at Whitehorse is far too bright and my eyes need to adjust from the nocturnal world Paragon routinely thrusts them in. We didn’t see Gage at the preschool drop-off this morning, but we see him now—staining the foreground of Ezrina’s primary work station, shooting the breeze with Marshall and Nevermore while holding a cup of coffee.

      He offers an amicable hello, and I grunt in response as I waddle my way to the fresh donuts sitting next to them on the counter. I pull out a glazed cruller. I can always appreciate their soft airy middle, and I take a bite and savor the feel of it in my mouth for a moment.

      “Chloe is waiting in your bed,” I say through a mouthful. When someone breaks your heart so violently, you don’t feel the need to be so prim and proper around them anymore. In fact, you long to show them the very worst part of yourself as a defense mechanism to keep them permanently at an arm’s length. But for the sake of Logan and Nev, I swallow before piping up again. “She was just at our house giving away your daughter to my mother like a door prize. Please collect your kid on your way home. You have your own mother. Mine is off-limits.”

      His cheek flickers and I can’t tell if it’s because he wants to scowl or smile.

      He glances to Logan. “Ezrina called me down. Said she wanted to show me something.”

      I suck in a quick breath as I waddle out of the room and deeper into the area that houses those overgrown glass caskets. I stop in my tracks when I see how large those pink slimy pods inside of the tubes have grown. The outlines of grown men wiggling and squirming startle me even through the blue keeping solution they’re soaking in. There’s a lengthy rope-like membrane that runs from a tube inserted at the top of the pod that hangs like an umbilical cord, rife with veins that pulse with life.

      “Skyla”—Ezrina pops out from behind while examining her glowing clipboard—“it’s time.”

      “Why is he here?”

      “I ask permission to share this moment with the enemy.”

      A dull laugh bounces through my chest, my eyes still locked on the hundreds of Spectators incubating like fetuses. Of course, this is just a handful of the Spectators from Tenebrous, the first batch if you will. But what progress. I can’t stop marveling at the progress.

      “Yes. Why not? It’s a harbinger of things to come.”

      She steps beside me, her gaze feasted upon the squirming masses as well.

      Ezrina disappears momentarily, only to return with the men.

      Logan takes his place beside me and Marshall ensconces me on the other side.

      Ezrina and Nev head for the control panels that are built into the walls to our left and Gage lingers alone. Every ounce of his obnoxious ego is taken down a notch as his expression grows fiercely sober.

      “That’s right, Gage,” I say. “This is what we’re capable of. And if my people can accomplish this, there is no stopping us.”

      A pair of footfalls quicken from behind as Wes comes into the room, panting.

      “Shit.” He strides boldly forward, his disbelief is so genuine I can taste it. “I was running late,” he says as he staggers back toward his brother. “Why, Ezrina?” He shakes his head. “No good can come from this.”

      A tingle of pleasure pulses through me. “Not for your people, Wes. Never for yours.”

      Now, now, Ms. Messenger. Marshall straightens. Let’s not exert ourselves on the enemy’s behalf. I wouldn’t let them boil your blood. This is your battle cry, whether they realize it or not. These are the sharpest weapons in your arsenal, my love. Welcome to your shining hour.

      I give Marshall’s hand a squeeze just as a quickening of lightning shoots over the tops of each of these glass cages at once and the writhing movements of those in the glass caskets grow increasingly spastic by the moment. Then it happens—the tearing, the ripping of the slippery membrane, the shedding. Soon enough, the blue keeping solution drains from each of the pods into an underground receptacle. The bodies drop to the bottom, then slowly they rise. A sticky gelatinous membrane glosses their skin, falling away in thick sheets as they struggle to rise to their feet. Each man is fully formed, naked, and as they were before their transformation by Wesley himself.

      A whistling noise hums over the speakers and the men look up and stiffen as if at attention. And in a moment the glass pods dislodge from the ceiling before sinking down into the floor of the lab. And slowly, one by one, they step off their platforms, choking and wheezing, some of them slipping, some of them intently fixated on Wes and Gage. One of them roars and is quickly joined by the others. The sound is deafening, exhilarating, chilling to the core.

      Wes is the first to speed out of the room, stalking away as if filled with rage. But Gage remains, wide-eyed, as the men begin to turn their attention his way, a violent tension quickly taking over the room.

      Gage steps away slowly. He nods my way as if acknowledging the victory before following his brother off the premises.

      “It’s finally happened,” I say, stepping forward. “Welcome to your new life.” My voice booms across the room as a water sprinkler bursts forth from the ceiling and their flesh washes clean, anew, as if they were never the monsters Wesley demanded they be.

      “This is it, Skyla.” Logan’s breathing is erratic. “This is the super army we needed.”

      Marshall nods. “They will be loyal to you, my queen. Have no fear. All will be well. In two days, the rug will be pulled out from under those menaces that scurried out of here like a couple of rats.”

      “Two days,” I echo. “I want a Faction meeting set for tomorrow night.”

      Marshall stiffens. “No details.”

      “No,” I say. “Just preparation.”
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      For so long our Faction meetings have taken place in the barn just outside of Nicholas Haver’s house. The Havers live inside the same gated community as the Olivers, the Harrisons, Wes and Laken, Demetri, Marshall, and let’s not forget Gage and Chloe.

      Thankfully, Nicholas’ widow, Lucinda Haver, has generously allowed us to continue to have our Faction meetings here for as long as we like. The barn itself is cavernous. It’s been heavily refurbished and looks more along the lines of a pretty decent hall you’d rent out for any occasion.

      Coincidentally, I’m as large as the barn itself, and since I’m already seated in my supreme position in the front of the celestial masses, Logan graciously brings me coffee—decaf, of course—and a couple of crullers from the refreshment table. The Gas Lab has provided all the refreshments—dozens and dozens of yummy fresh donuts.

      I didn’t need to put in the request. Both Nev and Ezrina seem to understand my impulsive need for them. And each time I take a delicious bite, the baby offers up a kick of approval.

      Speaking of which, my baby, Angel, is getting so big. Her due date is just a hop and a skip away, and I can’t wait to hold this little piece of Logan and me in my arms. The last time she was with us—the cruel, cruel preview provided by my mother in the sky—Logan and I couldn’t get enough of her. I named her Angel in haste, and in truth, that’s what Logan and I have been using as a nickname. In no way are we actually going to gift her the name as a formal moniker. God, no. Especially in light of what we’re about to do as far as the government is concerned.

      The Faction meeting goes off without a lot of pomp and circumstance. They have been dismal for the last nine months since we’ve resumed having them. We discussed the minutia of Faction life and pulled together more resources for the youth classes, which teach about the many facets of our powers that are still being taught regardless of the fact Gage not only slaughtered Nicholas Haver but a few of the instructors for those classes as well.

      Someone asked about the Spectators—Emily, obviously concerned for her brother. Although, I’m not even sure what she’s doing here. Her allegiance to Celestra is wishy-washy at best. But I did hint there would be exciting news to come shortly. There will be.

      Ezrina and Nev are currently cataloging the newly regenerated Spectators. And soon Logan and I will speak to our new army on how we’ll proceed with them. They’re good guys. Good family people who will be reunited with their loved ones in just a few short days.

      Ellis and Brody have bought out every thrift store of their men’s clothing in an effort to offer them some sort of an interim wardrobe. And Marshall has helped set up a massive gym in the Wonderground to help them gain their strength back. It’s been one miracle after another, and it is certainly beginning to feel as if everything is coming up Celestra.

      Logan concludes the meeting with a prayer, and soon enough bodies begin to mill around the room. A familiar caramel-haired girl with a bright smile and an adorable infant strapped to her body in a pastel baby sling heads this way.

      “Laken?” I inch back as I struggle to stand. “What are you doing here?”

      She wrinkles her nose as she pulls me into a quick embrace. “Coop invited me. He’s invited me all along, but this was the first time I said yes. I hope you trust me enough to be here.”

      My heart pinches because I’m not entirely sure I do. I’m not entirely sure I trust anybody, and this is the exact reason Logan and I weren’t about to blab off our perfect plan.

      “I don’t mind one bit that you’re here. Let me see that baby.”

      She pulls back the fabric on the sling and I see him there, little Wes with his adorable face.

      “My God, he looks exactly the way the boys did at that age. Oh, Laken, enjoy it. They really do grow so fast.”

      “Not fast enough.” She sighs. “He hates sleep. Correction, he hates sleeping when I want to sleep.” She covers him up again, and I can’t help but frown.

      “Laken, this isn’t going to win me any brownie points with you, but I think you should do a paternity test on Charlie.”

      Her eyes widen with horror. “Skyla, we did that. Ezrina did it, for God’s sake. I’m going to forgive you for that because you’re a big ball of hormones right now. But please don’t mention it again. I was satisfied by Ezrina’s results, and I wish you would be, too.”

      “But it couldn’t hurt. You could do it for me? When the Counts killed you off all those years ago, it was me who helped bring you back to life in Ezrina’s OG lair.” Sort of true. Sort of not. “You could just humor me and satisfy my curiosity. No Ezrina. Just you and me and some at-home who’s your daddy test.”

      Her mouth falls open and a dull laugh emits from her before she shifts her gaze to my right. “Logan, you should really take Skyla home before she offends anyone else. I’d kill her, but she’s playing host to your child.” She leans in and glares at me. “That is, if it is Logan’s child. Goodnight, Skyla. Good show.”

      She takes off for Coop, and Logan pulls me in.

      “You went for the paternity jugular again, didn’t you?”

      “I had to. I hate the spell Wes has cast over her. Look at those two,” I say nodding over to her and Coop. “They clearly belong with one another.”

      Laken finishes telling Coop something and he grimaces our way a moment.

      “She told him.” He takes a breath. “What’s done is done, but I bet Coop would love it. Let’s get home to the boys.”

      “Not before we hit Taco Bell. And every burger place between here and Whitehorse.”

      “What’s at Whitehorse?”

      “Have I mentioned that I’m craving a slice of Logan Oliver pie? I’m sorry, but my hormones have me hot and bothered and I need to moan my lungs out. I just can’t do that with the boys in the room.”

      His lips twitch and his lids hood low as if he were threatening to hike my dress up and take me right here. Not that I would mind all that much. There is a mighty big, relatively private yard out back.

      “To Whitehorse,” Logan says, navigating me to the door.

      “What about the food?”

      “I’m going to make sure you really work up an appetite.”

      “That won’t be a problem. And for the record, I always have an appetite for you.”

      “Good. Because I’m about to give you a whole lot more than a slice.”

      And he does. Logan gives me every luscious bite of him.
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      Halloween on Paragon is more or less a day to celebrate the true identity of this island. At its core it holds the essence of that haunted day. It seems every house has donned its own version of a mask, with its adorable pumpkins, spider webs covering every spare inch, the scarecrows, the witches, the ghosts, and the blowup cats and spiders alike.

      Logan and I drop off the boys at preschool as usual. There are no costumes allowed at Emma’s pristine little snooty institute of learning. I should have known that with Emma in charge there would be no fun. But on the way over Logan and I had a great time pointing out the people already dressed for trick-or-treating success on the streets and in the cars around us. Both Nathan and Barron could hardly contain themselves. They’re both going to dress up as dinosaurs for Tobie’s birthday party, which is being held at Laken and Wesley’s right after school is out. Then, of course, it’s time to party for the rest of us at Marshall’s estate later this evening. My mother has taken great pains these last few weeks to make sure everything goes off without a hairy hitch this time. As if it were her fault the feds or the new Faction war had put a pin in the festivities in years past.

      My stomach tightens and I grunt.

      “Another one?” Logan’s eyes widen as he drives us to Whitehorse.

      “Just something small. I promise you they’re nothing but harmless Braxton Hicks—practice contractions basically. I’ve done this before, remember?”

      “I remember. I was there. Remember?” He flashes a grin as we pull into the driveway and Logan helps me waddle inside and all the way to the Wonderground.

      Both Ezrina and Nev are there to greet us with a fresh box of donuts, every variety and every delicious color. Nev presents me with yet another pink box fresh from the Gas Lab.

      “This one is exclusively for Skyla.” He opens it up to reveal six glazed crullers and six regular glazed, and my heart seizes with delight at the sight of them.

      “I’m going to eat them all.”

      “No one doubted you,” a chipper voice calls from behind, and soon enough we’re treated to Ellis’ smiling face. “You ready to do this?”

      “I’m ready to do it all,” I say.

      Brody and Coop join us, and soon Marshall arrives.

      “Your mother,” Marshall says it directly to me as he closes his eyes with a look of exasperation on his face. He doesn’t need to add another word because I get it. Lizbeth Landon can be extra any day of the week. But put her in charge of a holiday extravaganza, and you have a recipe for disaster.

      “I almost feel sorry for you.” I push my box of goodies his way, and he quickly shakes his head as he takes a seat across from me. The entire lot of us gathers around the table with Gage Oliver’s head bobbing in its blue keeping solution as if he were happy to be present and accounted for, too.

      “Now”—Marshall looks around at all the faces amassed, and I can feel the disappointment oozing from him—“I gather none of you have heard the news. And why would you? Outside of checking the status of your latest selfie, not one of you is an ardent follower of current events.”

      Ellis shakes his head. “They’re so damn depressing.”

      “Yes, well”—Marshall takes a quick breath—“they aren’t as depressing today as they are alarming. Six of the missing Celestra from Brazil have been returned.”

      “What?” I gasp as each of us reaches for our phone and begins to pull up any information we can about it.

      Logan sighs. “Six men, presumed missing, wandered back into a neighboring village late last night. They were said to have been on a spiritual journey that focused on wellbeing and healing, deep in the Amazon rainforest. They have limited memories of what’s happened to them. Their families were thrilled to be reunited. However, twenty-four men from the surrounding areas are still outstanding. It was initially believed that drug lords captured and killed the men, burying them in an undisclosed mass grave. There were many tips in the area that alluded to the grim conclusion. Authorities are investigating and searching the area once again.”

      “The feds put out the leak,” I say. “They want the world to feel secure that crime is king. And that’s exactly how they keep their hands clean.”

      Marshall ticks his head. “That’s how they’ve always kept their hands clean.”

      Ezrina inspects her phone with marked scrutiny. “Rest assured, they’re tracking them. As I will be. They wouldn’t have released them unless they made considerable strides with their analysis of our kind. They may have even isolated the marker by now themselves. This is false security for our people. They want to capture us all. I don’t doubt this.”

      My heart jumps. “I’m calling a moratorium on Faction meetings worldwide. The last thing we need is someone with a virtual ankle bracelet wandering in and exposing the rest of us.”

      Logan tips his head back. “Speaking of exposing the rest of us.” He nods my way.

      “I’ve made a list,” I say, my throat raw just pushing the words out as I slip the paper to Ellis on my left and it circulates around the table. “These people are Wesley’s—and you-know-whose”—I take a moment to glare at Gage’s soggy apex, his hair floating happily as if it were waving to me—“brightest and the best. Sixteen names. Sixteen people who have pledged their undying allegiance to the Barricade.”

      Brody groans, “Skyla, you have all the Winters on this list.”

      “I realize that. I made the list, Brody. I’m well aware who’s on it.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t do it. I mean, I get why you want to do it.” He nods to Gage. “Retribution for Dominique lopping his head off. But Paragon has enough issues.”

      “He’s right.” Marshall presses those crimson eyes my way. “Think before you leap. Leave your wound at the foot of your door, Ms. Messenger. This isn’t the time or place. Deflect from the island as much as you can. Fill the void with others, or leave it empty if you must. There is no rush. We can work in phases.”

      I rest my hands over my mouth as if I were praying. “Okay. We’ll take them off the list for now. Nev has agreed to contact the authorities on Raven’s Eye. He’ll report in various ways in various accents and languages, all through untraceable modalities. He’ll report levitation, teleportation, inhuman strength and speed. All buzzwords that should initiate an investigation from our feds across the way. The feds will be in a panic trying to contain the madness. It’s exactly what we want.”

      Coop offers a careful nod. “And we are firm in alluding to the fact that they are aliens.”

      “We are,” I assure. “In fact, we’ve agreed on peppering the language with references to a place called Eversor.” I flash a brief smile at my floating ex-husband. “I’m sure the feds will have a field day trying to figure out if it’s a planet or the mother ship.”

      Ellis drums his fingers over the table. “Why not just turn in Gage, Wes, and Chloe? Cut them off at the quick? Who the hell cares if Paragon falls under a spotlight? We’re fooling ourselves if you don’t think we’re not already under their watchful eye.”

      A sigh expels from me. “Ellis, I can assure you I’ve considered this. It would be the ideal scenario.” My mind drifts for a moment envisioning the beauty. “But not only would that put Laken, the boys, and Chloe’s children in peril, but the Olivers, Logan and Liam included, Chloe’s family”—I glance to Brody—“mine. And in an act of retribution, Gage or Wes might just take down what’s left of Celestra by turning us all in. As it stands, they’re more interested in having the final few cross over. They want surrender on my part, and I can’t do that. I can’t unravel the Factions. Not like that.”

      Marshall knocks over the table. “And the Viden youth? What becomes of them now?”

      I glance to Ezrina and we share a secret smile. “Yes, they return to their families tonight as well. We have three Levatio in our organization and they have agreed to help transport the Viden youth to Sedona, Arizona, to what is known as the Red Rock Vortex, a long believed celestial portal.”

      Brody chuckles. “We’re going to play off the myths and fears. And, sadly, the world is thirsty to quantify all their myths and fears.” He looks to Ezrina. “And the serum to hide the markers?”

      Ezrina nods. “Enough. More than enough. I have trained fifteen specialists worldwide.” She glances at Coop. “And one here.”

      Coop lifts a finger. “But these are temporary vaccines. We still haven’t found the holy grail.”

      Brody leans toward Ezrina. “Is this regenerative? What are we in need of to replenish the supply?”

      “Nothing.” Her eyes narrow to some invisible horizon. “The stem cells I retrieved from Skyla, from her bones, her skin, her blood, have all worked in conjunction with the new batch of mushrooms.”

      I nod. “The new batch being the recent vomit from this pregnancy plus soil from the Transfer.” For reasons unknown to me, I’m unusually proud of my talented vomit. “And Ezrina completed the molecular codes that link the hyper regeneration with a key in Nephilim DNA.” I blink a quick smile.

      Ezrina’s mouth crimps and she looks a touch surprised. “Well done.”

      “All my time stalking you in the lab has finally paid off,” I tease.

      Coop bumps a dry laugh because he and Logan have been right there with me.

      “And don’t forget”—he starts—“the ultimate key, the holy grail indeed, is the hope that the stem cells of that child you’re carrying will provide the immortalized cell line we so desperately need.”

      “It will.” I place my hand over my belly and she offers up a gentle kick as if agreeing.

      Nev takes ahold of the list and his lips twist as he examines the names one by one. “So, it’s decided?”

      I take a breath. “It is decided. Long live the Retribution League. Long live Celestra and our people.”

      “Hear, hear,” they all say in unison, and just like that, David is ready to take on Goliath.
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      Laken has gone all out for Tobie’s birthday party. Usually it’s Demetri who hands the party-planning reins to my mother, but on this, Tobie’s third birthday, Wes and Laken have chosen to go it alone. And I do mean alone.

      Chloe, Tobie’s birth monster, has merely shown up as a guest. And believe you me, I was reconsidering my own attendance, but Tobie asked me as if she was leaving preschool yesterday if I would pleases comes to her parties. I couldn’t refuse an invitation like that. Besides, Laken sent me a formal invite weeks ago. And, of course, the boys wouldn’t miss it, and apparently, neither could every toddler on the island.

      Wesley and Laken’s park-like backyard is a virtual playground for the tiny tots of Paragon. There are six different bounce houses gyrating to the rhythm of happy screams and children’s music blaring at ungodly decibels. There’s an actual midway installed, complete with games and prizes. There are more cotton candy, churros, and ice cream installations than I can count, and there’s a giant pink cake large enough for the birthday princess herself to pop out of.

      Since it’s Halloween, there’s a severe pumpkin theme. Laken has opted to have nothing even remotely scary. Instead, she’s opted for a harvest motif. Of course, every child and half the adults present are in costume, the boys included. What would a party be without a couple of headless dinosaurs? Nathan and Barron have donned their suits, but when it came time for their hooded masks, they refused the offer.

      Tobie runs up just as Logan heads off to get me a water bottle out of the cooler.

      “Mama Kyla!” She tugs at my dress, and I melt as she doles out the moniker. She’s been calling me that less and less these days, but it sure feels good to hear it. Who would have thought I’d be so enamored with Chloe’s daughter? But the other daughter? Not so much. “It’s my birfday!” Her dark wavy hair is expertly combed back into a glossy ponytail with such a mirror shine to it I can see my reflection. There’s a crooked tiara pressed over the top of her head, and she’s wearing a pastel rainbow tutu that’s as big and fluffy as a cloud—if that cloud were as big as the island. She hardly fits into the opening of those bounce houses Wesley has paid for. I witnessed her struggle to squeeze out of one, and it looked as if the bounce house was giving birth.

      “That’s right,” I say. “You’re the prettiest, sweetest birthday princess at the party!”

      “I know.” She nods up at me in earnest. “Natey and Barron are going—are going to mawy me today. I going to mawy two dinosaurs.”

      “Oh, wow. That will be very exciting.”

      She runs off, and as much as I want to laugh off her delusions, a part of me shudders instead. Yes, I’ve teased that I want that very thing to happen—Tobie and one of my sons, but it was in jest. The reality would be much more jarring. Although, I would much rather that scenario play out one day than Chloe marrying my husband.

      A dark realization sets in.

      My husband actually left me for Chloe Bishop. And to top it all off, he had the nerve to procreate with her.

      I spot the dastardly duo laughing it up across the yard with Emily and Bree and suddenly feel the need to kill or maim.

      “Easy,” Logan says as he comes up with my drink. He’s donned his old football jersey from West and so has Gage. It’s a heartbreaking scene to witness, all things considering. That framed picture I have of the two of them on the field of West Paragon High comes to mind. Me in my cheer uniform standing on Gage’s helmet to make up the height difference while Logan and Gage flank me on either side. It feels like just yesterday. We were so content in our little holy huddle. We thought we were impervious to destruction—at least amongst the three of us. And here we are today. At war. In hell. Done for in so many ways.

      I lean against my favorite Oliver. “Would it be wrong of me to say I have an intense craving for a birthday massacre?”

      “In light of all the party massacres we’ve had on Paragon, I’m going to go with yes.” His lips twist in a warm smile, and the memory of our heated afternoon sweeps through my mind. Logan and I have made it a practice that once we drop the boys off at preschool, we head back to Whitehorse for a little late morning snack, of each other. Logan is a master in the bedroom. He can play my body like a well-tuned fiddle—okay, so perhaps a severely out of tune and bloated fiddle, but nonetheless.

      His lids are hooded, his smile slowly fading as he gets that look on his face that signals to my girl parts that it’s time to unleash the floodgates.

      “Logan”—Wes calls from the house—“help me put together the bike I got Tobie. I can’t figure out the seat from the handlebars.”

      Logan shoots him a look before landing a kiss to my nose. “And he’s the brains of the Barricade. I think we’ve got this in the bag. Find a seat and take a load off those feet.”

      “Did you just call me a load? If so, you’re definitely not the brains of the Retribution League,” I tease.

      He winces as he heads on in.

      Laken comes over looking impossibly thin in her tight blue jeans, black sweater with a sequin jack-o-lantern over the front, and a purple witch’s hat pressed over her head.

      “Hey, girl!” She hooks an arm around my neck as she attempts to hug me over my gigantic belly.

      “You’d better give Chloe back her hat before she casts a spell on your husband, too.”

      She bubbles with a laugh. “Believe me, there’s no spell she could cast on Wes to take him away from me.” She catches herself and gasps. “I’m so sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’ve long suspected that Wesley’s obsession with you is impervious to sound logic, reasoning, and incantations. There’s not a restraining order on the planet, material or spiritual, that could keep that boy away from you. You’ve got a grade A bona fide stalker on your hands. But don’t worry. When you do decide to finally toss him to the curb, I’ve got a special place in Tenebrous reserved just for him. I’ve been wondering how to cork that volcano.”

      “Ha-ha, I’m not laughing.”

      “I’m not either. Where’s baby Wesley Cooper? You do realize I will forever reference his middle name when I speak of him.”

      “That’s what it’s there for.” She shrugs as if she were indifferent, but I know she’s not. “He’s with your mother. And before you ask, no, I’m not giving him away.”

      “That’s because you’re not Chloe.”

      And just like that, the Wicked Witch of West pops up before us.

      “Calling my name, Skyla?” Chloe, too, looks ridiculously thin—but then, when you morph out to the size of a small condo, even heavyweight boxers begin to look unnaturally thin. “It’s times like these I think you have a sick obsession with me.” She gives a sly wink. Her hair is just as glossy and wavy as the birthday girl’s, her skin is flawless, and she has that wicked gleam in her eyes that assures me all is well in the hell that is Chloe Bishop Oliver.

      Kresley pops up holding Mally and I try my hardest not to look the baby in the face. But I can feel her there to the right, like a hot poker just waiting to puncture my heart at a single glance.

      Kresley looks stunning dressed as a vampire. Her face looks as if it were ripped right out of a magazine, partially because I’m convinced it was. Ezrina had to have followed a pattern to get those features just so, and who could blame her?

      “She’s wet.” Kres tries handing the baby to Chloe and the wicked witch recoils.

      A laugh strums through me. “Kres, you do realize Chloe will melt if you toss a bucket of baby urine at her. I’d try Emma. She’s Mally’s only hope of avoiding diaper rash.”

      “No.” Chloe tips her head back abruptly. “Try her father.” Her lips flirt with a devious smile. “I’ve never seen a man dote more over a child. No offense, Laken and Kres, but Wes has nothing on Gage in the father department. I’m sorry, Skyla, but the boys have all but taken a back seat. That little ball of pink glory has her daddy wrapped around her little finger.”

      My blood boils in an instant. “I’ve got a finger for you, Chloe.”

      Kresley groans, “Skyla, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but you’re going to have to grow up. That’s exactly how I got over my obsession with Wesley.”

      Chloe rolls her eyes. “Please, if Wes wanted it, you’d bed him right here at this party. If he made the offer, you couldn’t wrap your legs around him fast enough.”

      “Okay, you got me.” Kresley flashes a short-lived smile. “Don’t worry, Laken. Wes has drawn a hard line in the sexual sand. He’s made it crystal clear that my legs won’t be wrapped around his head again anytime soon.”

      The three of us groan at the visual.

      Kres leans in. “But as soon as you vacate the premises here at Chez Edinger, that boy and his delicious body are mine for the taking.” She stalks off just as baby Mally begins to fuss.

      Chloe laughs. “Keeping it classy with a K—and that K stands for Kresley.” She shrugs over at Laken. “What are you gonna do? I had to put up with that witch, too. But you’ve got Wesley’s heart forever. I guess you could say you’re lucky I didn’t have my sights set on the other Edinger brother.” She bats her lashes my way. “Because what Chloe wants, Chloe gets.” She trots off to Gage, who looks as if he’s in the process of passing on the idea of spending some quality diaper time with his daughter. The old Gage would have done it for me.

      Em and Bree head this way. Both Em and Bree are dressed like a couple of Goth girls, and I do a double take because just beyond them I spot Giselle and Emerson Kragger heading this way dressed the very same way.

      “What’s with the Goth army?” I ask just as G and Emerson join our circle.

      “Right?” Laken adds. “It looks like we didn’t get the memo.”

      Emerson grunts, “With those dark circles under Skyla’s eyes, she could be the leader of the pack.” She gives a sly wink. “Guess what I’ve been up to, Skyla?”

      “Avoiding my mother and the lightning bolts she wields that are powerful enough to take you back to paradise?”

      Bree ticks her head. “I kind of liked her as a bird. When you turn her back into an owl, can I keep her?”

      “No,” Emerson and I say in unison.

      Emerson growls my way, “I’ve been instructed to follow your sister. You do realize she spends her time stalking this island.”

      I grip my belly as the baby indulges in a lumbering movement. “Who instructed you to do that?”

      “Dudley.” She shoots her icy blue eyes to the left where I spot Marshall speaking with Cooper and Brody.

      “We’ll talk later.” As much as I’m dying to know what she’s gleaned, I feel another one of those Braxton Hicks contractions coming on and it feels like my entire stomach is turning into concrete. A hard groan comes from me.

      Emerson groans right back, “You’re really getting into the undead spirit. I’d better go. Your mother put Giselle and me in charge of finishing up the decorations across the street.”

      “Since when do you take orders from my mother?” This new, far more affable version of the cranky Kragger makes me suspicious.

      “Since it gives me the keys to that Sector’s kingdom. What?” She gives a mean look to the entire lot of us. “I like to snoop.”

      She and Giselle take off with Emerson strutting her stuff while Giselle skips alongside her.

      “I’m pretty sure my mother has Emerson living and breathing on Paragon for a reason, but spying on Marshall isn’t it. I’d better give him the heads-up.” Chloe killed Emerson ages ago.

      “Not so fast, Messenger.” Bree snatches me by the elbow. “We have to talk about your bachelorette party. You’re wedding day is like a month and a half away. We need to shore up details.”

      “I vote for a movie at Whitehorse,” I say. “I’ll be nursing the baby, so I can’t go far.”

      Laken perks up. “I’ll bring Wesley Cooper and nurse right alongside you.”

      Em grunts, “I’ll nurse Ella.”

      Bree scoffs. “Is that where this is headed? I’m pretty sure when Logan and Ellis tossed around the idea of opening up a titty bar, that is not what they envisioned.” She scowls at Laken as if it were all her fault. “If you hadn’t gotten knocked up, Skyla would never have even thought about having another baby. Everyone knows it’s contagious.”

      Laken’s mouth falls open. “What about her?” She looks to Em. “Why isn’t it her fault? They live together. She could have just as easily caught the baby bug from her.”

      Bree squints and the dark glittery eye shadow she’s wearing glimmers in the light. “Because Emily doesn’t care to steal my best friend.” She looks my way. “Pick another venue, Skyla, or I’ll be left to my own devices. No houses, no movies. This is a serious girl party we’re going to have. This is you and Logan we’re talking about. That’s pretty special.” She looks to Emily and ticks her head toward the midway. “Come on, Em. Let’s see who can eat the most churros in a five-minute window.”

      Em looks my way. “I’ve got a vision, Skyla. And I have to give it to you or I’m going to explode.”

      Laken rolls her eyes. “There’s paper and crayons set out at the picnic tables. If you can get Charlie to share, have at it.”

      Em shakes her head. “This can’t be contained on a single sheet of paper. This is bigger than that.”

      Bree hops over her back and spanks Em’s bottom until she trots them over to the churro stand.

      I shudder. “I would have accepted that churro challenge.”

      “I guess I know what you and Logan will be doing later.” Her eyes cloud over. “I’m doing something later, too.”

      “Spare me the dirty details of what Wes makes you do to him nightly. Hey? We should develop a code word if you should ever need to get out of this relationship—like pumpkin.”

      “Or how about paternity test?” Her brows lift an inch and my mouth falls open.

      “Are you saying you’re open to doing one?”

      “I’m saying I’ve done one,” she whispers as she does a quick sweep of the vicinity. “I didn’t want you mucking up the results. No offense, but you are full of hormones. And this way I figure I can get you off my back.”

      My jaw unhinges. “So? What are the results?” Although judging by her demeanor, I guess I already know.

      She shakes her head as if refuting the idea. “I find out tonight.”

      “Tonight,” I say it breathless.

      She nods just as the shrill cry of a baby lights up the air and we turn to find my mother desperately trying to coax little Wes Cooper back into submission.

      We head on over, Laken slinking sexily and me waddling painfully, only to have Emma, Dr. Oliver, and Demetri offer their meager hellos.

      Laken takes the baby and promptly pulls up her sweater covertly over his head.

      Mom gives a hard clap. “That’s what he wanted. Laken, if you have any milk pumped, I can nurse him myself. I have the apparatus strapped to my breast for Mally. I just need to change out the bag.”

      Laken’s lips quiver as if the thought made her sick, and she kindly declines.

      “Skyla”—Dr. Oliver gives a mock bow—“you look like the picture of a healthy mother-to-be. How are you feeling?”

      “I look like the picture of a woman who ate a dozen mothers-to-be,” I say and both Emma and Demetri chortle away—with Emma braying the longest and the loudest. Figures. Leave it to her to enjoy a potshot at myself even if it was me who doled it out.

      A body pops up by my side and the familiar shade of blue on the West football jersey catches my eyes so I wrap my arm around him.

      “Skyla,” Laken hisses.

      I glance up and freeze.

      That’s not Logan my arm is warming. It’s Gage. I pull my poor limb back as if I had just set it in the mouth of a fire-breathing dragon, and I did.

      Gage grunts my way, no smile, no dimples, not one ounce of kindness for the mother of his children. But then, apparently, I’m not the mother of his favorite child, so it’s all starting to make sense.

      Mom giggles awkwardly. “In just a bit we’re all going to move the party up the road. The Halloween spectacular this year is set to be the best yet. Professor Dudley and I worked very hard to make this happen.”

      Emma makes a face as if she doubted my mother’s good-time theory.

      “It will be,” I say, completely going off faith. “Laken, will you and Wes be joining us?”

      “Oh, yes.” She gives a wistful shake of the head. “That child assessment you suggested I take will be scored in just a few hours and I can’t wait to brag that I’m beating you at Parenting 101.”

      My mouth falls open. Laken has some serious lady balls to even hint at the paternity test in front of Wesley’s little spies.

      “I can’t wait.”

      Dr. Oliver leans in. “Skyla, we’re excited for the twins to turn three in just a few weeks. Have you made plans on how we’ll celebrate?”

      Mom practically gags. “It will be a fine soirée at Demetri’s home.”

      Demetri nods. “Per my request. My thirst to spoil all of my grandchildren is very real. Taking care of them is of the upmost importance to me. Of course, I offered the same for Tobie.” He gestures toward Laken.

      “And Wes and I thought something at our home would be better suited.”

      Emma offers a sour smile. “Yes, well, the boys come from a broken home, so you see, they’ll have to have their birthday celebrated at a neutral site from here on out. Feel free to book our home for their fourth. I would be delighted to have an entire gaggle of children.”

      “So they can drown in your pool?” I say without thinking. “No thanks.”

      Chloe steps up and giggles as she wraps her arms around Gage. “The Skyla and Emma Show. Why didn’t you call me, honey?” She hikes up and kisses him on the lips and my stomach begs to dissolve in a vat of its own acids. “You know I absolutely adore the infighting.”

      “There’s no infighting,” Emma is quick to correct. “Skyla is no longer my daughter-in-law.”

      Mom takes a step forward and plants her fists into her hips. “That’s because your son decided to run around with another woman.” She swivels her neck before wincing at Chloe. “No offense to you, sweetheart. As soon as Em finishes up with Mally, she’s mine for the night. You kids have a great time.” She winks at Gage.

      I’m about to scoff or vomit when my stomach seizes as if a belt were being cinched around it and I groan instead. Thankfully, it was on the heels of one of my mother’s baby tirades. There are no nipples as hungry as my mother’s who thirst for the mouth of a starving child. And if that sounds wrong, it’s because it is.

      Demetri frowns over at me. “Skyla, you don’t mind that I’m hosting the boys’ special day, do you?”

      “Not as long as we all get to leave with our heads intact.”

      Chloe is the one and only to chortle her ass off. And why not? Both she and her vagina benefited greatly from the disaster.

      Demetri’s expression sours. “Yes, well, I can assure no such catastrophe will befall anyone. The Fems will be providing extra security provisions for their king.” He nods to Gage and I can’t help but look up at the beast who was once the love of my life.

      “That’s too bad,” I say as I glance to Chloe. “I’d like to see a couple of heads roll this time.”

      Gage sighs as if he didn’t know what to do with his rude ex-wife.

      “Skyla”—he says my name with a certain level of disdain—“Chloe and I would like to gift the boys bicycles for their birthday. We just wanted to let you know in the event this would upset you somehow.”

      “No,” I flatline just as Logan comes up with a pissed look on his face.

      “No what?” He steps between Gage and me, and already I can breathe a little easier.

      Emma rolls her eyes to heaven. “Skyla won’t allow Gage to buy his boys a couple of bicycles for their birthday.”

      Logan shoots Gage a look. “We’ll all go in on them together.”

      “See there?” Emma presses her gaze my way. “The voice of reason. The bikes will be from the four of you.”

      Demetri nods apathetically. “I’m afraid that’s what’s best for the boys from here on out. But whatever makes their mother happy must be accommodated as best as possible. There is no stronger bond than that of a mother and child.”

      I glance to Gage. “I agree. Some men never outgrow their desire to please their mother. I’ll make sure to teach my boys to put their wives first. There is nothing more pathetic than a man who doesn’t have the balls to stand up for his wife and constantly chooses his mother time and time again. Face it, you’re still dangling from your mother’s umbilical cord.”

      “Okay!” Laken attempts to rip me from Logan, but I’m far more solid than she anticipated.

      Gage glowers at me. “It’s fine, Laken. It’s nothing I haven’t heard before. It was the point of much contention between us.”

      Mom shakes her head and waves it off, her cheeks pink with embarrassment. “The two of you never fought once the entire time you lived under my roof.”

      Emma smirks. “That’s because they had all of their disagreements about me at my house.”

      Dr. Oliver steps in. “Now, Emma, Skyla is in a very delicate state.” He does his best to hook his arm to hers and she quickly untangles herself.

      “Oh, please.” Emma practically pushes poor Dr. Oliver into the bushes. “I’ve had enough of this poor pregnant Skyla bit. If she can dish it out, she can take it. That’s right, Skyla. Gage loves me. Imagine that. A son loving his mother.”

      “More like his monster.” I don’t miss a beat.

      “Skyla!” Mom reprimands.

      “Skyla,” Gage moans and I suck up all the oxygen in the vicinity.

      “You don’t get to Skyla me anymore. I’m not your wife. I’m not your friend. You have lost all privileges to speak my name. Too bad you’re not man enough to admit to the fact that you had zero balls when it came to defending me to her.”

      “I defended you,” he roars and half the party stills around us.

      I take a step forward and Logan catches me. “Liar!” I roar right back.

      “Enough,” Logan whispers as he pulls me to the side. “Skyla, it’s not worth it.”

      “It’s worth it.” I try to push past him and gain a few inches. “You’re not a man. You’re a coward and a liar, Gage. You promised to love me and you chose to follow in your wicked parents’ footsteps—Emma and Demetri, rather than bravely breaking away from them and loving our family the way you promised. You ripped my heart out, and one day the boys will know of it. I won’t have to breathe a word. Their natural curiosity will take care of that. And they will hate you far more than I ever could for hurting me.”

      Everyone around me groans as if I had gone too low, and maybe I had, but it’s the truth.

      Chloe steps in and sighs. “Skyla, you bore us with the same song and dance. Do I really need to have you tossed off the property?”

      Laken shakes her head. “Skyla is welcome to live here if she wanted.”

      Emma chortles. “Don’t say that too loud. She might just take you up on it.” She tilts her head and I can feel the zinger coming. “Oh, wait. No, she won’t. You see, it’s really Skyla who’s still dangling from her mother’s umbilical cord.”

      Mom growls, “Oh, come on, Emma. Skyla has the boys and an infant on the way. A girl needs her mother at times like these. I’m the one who helped her stay up all those nights with the boys. Not your son, Emma. I changed more diapers than I could count in those early weeks. Not your son, Emma. The feeding, the bathing, the constant washing of laundry.” A dull laugh bucks from my mother’s chest. “And from what I hear, it’s you who got stuck doing it for Mally. And now that you’ve quit your position, that little angel will be all mine, just like the boys.”

      Emma belts out a garble of words like a stoned sailor and Dr. Oliver finally pulls her away.

      “We’ll be heading home now.” Barron looks more than mildly alarmed as he says it as if the thought of being alone with her was too much to bear. “Thank you for having us. Perhaps we’ll see you tonight. Perhaps not.”

      Demetri chuckles and I step in, full throttle annoyed.

      “What are you laughing at?”

      The wily Fem struggles to frown. Figures. He can’t even do that right.

      “I apologize, Skyla. But I’ve never seen anyone work Emma up quite the way you do.”

      Mom pulls me in and combs her fingers through my hair. “And nobody works my baby up the way that woman does.”

      I shoot Chloe and Gage a look. “Oh, she’s got competition that’s beating her out by a mile.”

      Wesley comes out looking as if he just put a racecar together in his garage. His hair is mussed, his clothes are covered in grease, and I think there’s a tear in his sleeve.

      He looks around at our motley crew. “Who’s ready for cake?”

      Chloe pretends she’s mother of the year and herds the masses together and we sing “Happy Birthday” to Tobie. The boys help the little princess blow out the candle and she scoops up a piece of her cake and pelts them with it.

      I can’t help but think that’s the way it is—a Bishop pelting a Messenger by proxy.

      The party wraps up and Laken assures me she’ll be over tonight and that we’ll learn the results of her paternity test together.

      Gage catches my eye from across the yard, and I can feel his hateful gaze piercing me as if it were a hot bullet.

      
        
        I’m not done with you, Gage Oliver. I’m sending you straight to hell.
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      Night falls, and the island comes alive with a parade of trick-or-treaters. Logan and I take the boys up and down the street before getting ready to leave for Marshall’s. Logan maintains his jock from West costume and I put on a white lace gown that Bree lent me with a sparkling tiara and a banner strapped across my chest that reads Ms. Teen USA.

      Logan chuckles as he looks at me. “Do you know what I think?”

      “I’m afraid to ask. You did laugh, after all.”

      He picks up my hands and swings them between us, but only because I’m far too enormous for his arms to wrap around me.

      “I think I should reprise my cop costume and handcuff you in the butterfly room.”

      “Ha! Good luck getting me in there.” The baby gives a hard kick and my stomach tightens like a vise once again. I don’t dare tip Logan off as to how painful this is, so I try to remain motionless, lost in thought.

      “Skyla? Why are you holding your breath?”

      “No reason.” I inhale hard once it starts to subside. If I confess to Logan that my Braxton Hicks contractions have turned into a serious torture session, he’ll veto my vote to go out tonight. “At some point tonight, I’ll give Nev the go ahead and we’ll move the Viden youth to Arizona. Then he’ll call Raven’s Eye. Are you ready to raise some hell?”

      “I’m ready to get out of hell and get our people, namely you, right where you belong.”

      Logan kisses me long and hard with his hand over my belly and I hold back tears as another contraction comes harder than the last.

      Oh God, it’s happening.

      It looks as if tonight is going to be hell, after all.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Of all the years I’ve spent on Paragon, of all the parties my mother has thrown, this one is the goriest of them all—and I’ve only yet arrived and surveyed the outside of Marshall’s goliath home.

      Four ten-foot poles sit staked along his walkway, and each one has a bloody head impaled over the top.

      It’s dark out, the sun set well over three hours ago, the fog is hugging Paragon soil like two old friends visiting. The parking for this island-wide event is already at max capacity with cars parking catawampus and every which way in the field adjacent to the property. But Marshall and my mother have Marshall’s manor lit up with garish red lights, accentuating the fact that the windows, the doors, and the walls have all been splattered with blood. Bloodied handprints are slapped haphazardly all over the place as if the poor victim of this carnage were trying desperately to escape his final destiny.

      But Logan and I are stuck on go. We stare up at those four heads set on stakes in awe, and a shiver rides through me because I know for a fact the owners of these replicas will undoubtedly notice them as well.

      A choking sound emits from me. “Do you think my mother realized she was putting Demetri’s head on a spit?”

      “Doubtful.” Logan takes a breath. “Although he does look spot-on.”

      “So are Gage, Wes, and Chloe,” I muse as I take in their startling likeness. My God, Gage. My heart aches even still at the sight of my once beautiful husband with his eyes upturned toward heaven, those lips I’ve known intimately opened for not. “The snake gliding out of Chloe’s mouth is a nice touch, too.”

      “Dudley is sending out a message, that’s for sure. Come on. Let’s see what else he’s saying through his party-planning Morse code.”

      A laugh bubbles from me as we make our way up the steps. Logan looks far too sexy to ever be safe in his old West uniform and I’m the teen bride, ever by his side.

      Melissa is watching the kids tonight. Mom said she and Tad would only stay a little while so that they could switch places before the evening was through.

      My stomach keeps turning into a rock every now and again, but the contractions seem to be sporadic. Although with every new one that comes it feels as if my midsection has turned into a boulder that the hand of God Himself is squeezing. It’s not fair that women have to go through such living hell to bring another human being into this world and that the men that plant them in our bellies do so in a fit of ecstasy. It’s alarming how vastly different our roles are in the equation. But according to the good word, we have Eve to thank for that. I wonder how many of my people realize that they have my personal debacles to thank for the fact Celestra—the entire Retribution League is where it’s at today. Probably all of them. But I’m about to rectify it all.

      “Look at this.” Logan nods to the doors splattered and smeared in what looks to be dried blood. Handprints dot the surface and the words, Come on in. We’re dying to see you, are slashed across it.

      “I’m more than impressed already,” I say. “Logan, you don’t think this is all one big omen and the night is going to end in a bloodbath, do you?”

      A dark laugh brews in his chest as his eyes light up a strange shade of fire. “Not this night, Skyla—but a night.” He sighs heavily and we head on inside. “Tonight we simply pull the pin.”

      The interior of Marshall’s home is lined with bodies. It’s wall-to-wall questionable human flesh. The lights are dim and flickering, and it looks as if someone invited the fog in as well. That haunted piano of Marshall’s is playing some half-baked ragtime beat that makes it sound as if whoever is at the ivory helm is pounding their heart out and determined to break the entire unit.

      Logan groans as he looks to his left, and we spot Marlena laughing caustically with an entire tribe of seventeenth century harlots. And just beyond that, I see a sight that makes my body seize. The Transfer transplants are out in force, their ghostly frames glow a pale ethereal blue, laughing and chattering away a million poltergeist miles a minute. It sounds like nothing more than a dull hum to the human ear. There’s a newly installed chandelier above in Marshall’s vaulted ceiling, covered with gossamer and swaying hard. It’s only then I note the blood slowly trickling down the walls, and I’m mildly alarmed by how my mother managed to pull this off. However, I’m not too concerned with the cleanup since I’ve seen Marshall whip up a miracle or two.

      My stomach begins to seize again and I spontaneously let go of Logan’s hand. The temptation to squeeze it to death will be too strong, and in no way do I want to be removed from the party by force.

      This too shall pass—in about one hellish minute.

      I’m in the middle of breathing my way through it when a dapper Sector appears before us and I gasp. Marshall has donned his requisite suit and his dangerous, sexy smile—but gone is that earthly, dare I say, human demeanor about him. Instead, it’s replaced with eyes that glow like hot coals and flesh that is illuminated with a clean white light that makes him hard to look at with the naked eye.

      “Marshall”—I’m quick to admonish him—“why in heaven’s name are you turning up the supernatural volume tonight?” I snatch up his hand and squeeze the ever-living hell out of it because it’s all I can do to keep from groaning. And sure enough, Marshall’s feel-good vibes course through me, stronger than morphine could ever hope to be.

      “You like? I thought I’d fill this fright night with a few special touches in order to send a message to our friends. Come, let me escort you to the rear of the property. That’s where Lizbeth and I truly shined in our efforts.”

      “You leave my poor mother out of this.” I meant to laugh but ended up gritting it through my teeth like a threat as my contraction tries to squeeze the life right out of me—the baby by way of my vagina and me by way of my soul leaving my body.

      Marshall weaves us through the thicket of bodies, each face obscured with a ridiculous amount of caked-on makeup or a cheap mask, and every single person here is costume-clad. The girls all look adorably sexy and the guys run the spectrum from dapper to gruesome.

      Outside, the fog is thicker, but there are enough space heaters spread out as far as the eye can see for it to feel downright balmy. The music pumps loud and proud through various speakers he has set out around the area and a few people are swaying to the beat.

      “Oh, Marshall,” I say as my contraction thankfully subsides and I get a chance to properly take in the beauty of what I see. Normal people would have had to string up twinkle lights—miles and miles of them to garner this effect, but Marshall pulled this party trick out of the paranormal hat.

      Everywhere you look there are clusters upon clusters of luminescent bright blue butterflies fluttering around the grounds, the meadow-like backyard, filling the space above the corral where that behemoth horse of Rory’s glows as bright as the moon. They fill the surrounding woods and the sky as far as we can see. And tucked in the branches of the evergreens that stand tall as celestial armed guards hang throngs of fireflies as they dance lazily between their branches.

      “It’s perfectly magical.” I shake my head at the splendor of it all.

      Marshall takes a breath. “You gave life to those delicate creatures,” he says while holding out a finger and having one of the mystical winged butterflies land right on the tip. Each one of the winged creatures is extraordinarily large, and I watch breathless as their wings flutter with a personified sense of innocence.

      Marshall steps in and warms me with his presence. “Jockstrap and Ms. Bishop birthed the dead version—a cheap paper imitation at best. But it was you who breathed life into them. You have the power to breathe life into your people, Skyla. Don’t let the enemy fool you. Only you have the ability to save the Nephilim.”

      Logan wraps an arm around my waist—what’s left of it—and inadvertently starts off a contraction to end all contractions.

      Oh God. Breathe. Don’t let on or Logan will shuttle me right on out of here. And there is no way I’m going anywhere. This is Celestra’s big day. Besides, this baby has two more weeks of cooking to do. She’s just trying to keep me on my toes, is all.

      I quickly move out of Logan’s grasp and take Marshall by the hand once again, moving us deeper into the woods.

      “Skyla!” a voice calls as a couple of familiar faces waves us over toward the corral. Nev and Ezrina.

      Ezrina has her red hair wild and teased over her head, a white lab coat on, and a couple of bloody smears running down her side. Nev has donned a fedora with the glossy black plume of a raven sticking out of his hat.

      “Ezrina,” I marvel, taking her in as my contraction begins to subside. Honestly, with Marshall latched to my side, I hardly feel a thing. There’s no way he’s getting rid of me tonight. “It’s nice to see you getting into it. The massacre getup is a hit.”

      Ezrina looks stymied a moment before looking down. “Skyla, I came from the lab. I’ve been busy.”

      Nev chuckles. “That’s exactly what we dropped by to show you. Ezrina has been working on a gift for both Logan and you.”

      Ezrina lifts her chin. “Early wedding gift.”

      “Ooh.” I look to Logan and he takes up my left hand. I cringe slightly as he does it and quickly put a wall up around my thoughts.

      “Let’s have it.” Logan pulls me in and I can feel my stomach hardening once again. Oh God.

      Ezrina squints her eyes my way as if she were reading my mind. “Follow us.”

      She takes us deeper into the woods, near the stream that runs through Marshall’s property, and we find a few men on the other side, seated around what looks to be a small fire pit. The moon shines bright over the area like a spotlight as if they chose that meadow for that very purpose.

      “Ezrina!” One of them hops up and crosses his arms over his head enthusiastically. There looks to be eight of them and they all seem about the same age as Logan and me. “Is it time?”

      “Time,” she shouts back and the eight of them stand, drifting a few feet apart from one another.

      One of them lets out something akin to a bark or a howl and the rest join in—and then the unthinkable happens.

      Clothes begin to tear. Their bodies contort unnaturally, backs bent, arms to the ground as horrific moans expel from the entire lot of them.

      “My God, Ezrina,” I say, breathless, taking a full step forward. “What’s happening?” And then, as if they knew I needed an answer, I see it. One by one they begin to stagger forward, groaning. Their faces look deformed in this dim light.

      “Spectators, Skyla,” she sighs the words out.

      “Oh my God.” It’s all I can muster as I take a few staggering steps myself to the edge of the stream. “Ezrina? This is counterproductive.” And then a thought hits me. “Unless they’re working for us in some capacity.”

      “I agree,” Logan expires the word from his lips. “We were sending them home, Ezrina. Are we back to square one with these guys?”

      “No,” Nev answers for her. “There was a reason it took Rina so long to get these Spectators back to their initial forms. It’s because it wouldn’t take. And it wouldn’t take because there wasn’t a permanent shut-off valve.”

      A laugh gets buried in my throat. “There was an on-off switch instead,” I say, looking back at Ezrina, my chest pounding as she offers a curt nod my way.

      Marshall takes a breath. “Shall we leave them as a surprise for Wesley?”

      “Heavens no,” I say with a morbid delight as I watch the men—the Spectators—moving and bobbing about. “I want all of my surprises to hit them below the belt when the time is right.”

      “Very well.” Ezrina cups her hands around her mouth and shouts, “Enough!” Her voice riots against the expanse and echoes ten times over.

      The Spectators halt a moment as their movements become rigid. And then, one by one, they fall on the ground and curl up into a ball as if she had shot them dead with the sound of her voice.

      Logan lets out a ragged breath. “They’re transforming? Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      No sooner does Ezrina say it than they begin to rise again, smaller frames, bodies easily discernable as men that the naked eye wouldn’t bat a lash at.

      They wave over to us and Nev waves back.

      Ezrina turns my way. “Happy wedding.” She makes a face. “Or whatever it is you moderns say. It’s a nice touch. Don’t you agree?”

      “It is indeed. Can anyone instruct them to change? Are we going to have a problem with the Viden youth making a game out of it?”

      “No,” Nev says it firm.

      “How can you be so sure?” I ask as I watch the men put out their fire and head into the woods.

      “Because I’ve threatened them.” Ezrina presses out a line of a smile. Of course, threats make Ezrina smile, that and little Alice. “I have them chipped.”

      “Marked”—Nev nods—“with a thin filament, half the size of a human hair, in two different locations in their bodies. They don’t know where. They don’t know about the chips. We have the ability to track their genetics, their blood pressure, and their chemical makeup. Ezrina had them swear their allegiance to Celestra. Should they break faith or decide to animate into a Spectator on their own, we not only have the ability to know—we have the ability to shut down their vital organs.”

      “We can kill them,” I whisper mostly to myself.

      Logan takes up my hand again. “We have them on a leash.”

      I glance to Marshall. “You’re awfully quiet. Spectator got your tongue?”

      “Faction business is none of my own. I’m simply an observer. I suspect we’ll see a reversal of fortune shortly and the Sectors will return to their rightful positions and you as well.”

      “Will.” Ezrina glares at me a moment. “We’re leaving.” She takes up Nev’s hand and they start toward the house. “Logan, we’ll need assistance with transport back to Whitehorse.”

      Logan twists his lips as he looks to me. “I’ll be right back.” And then maybe you can tell me why you’re giving me the cold shoulder. His brows bounce and he looks mildly amused that he’s calling me out on it.

      “Fine.” I lean in and offer him a wet kiss on the lips. “I’m sorry,” I whisper as he takes off with them.

      “Ms. Messenger.” Marshall offers a slight bow my way. “That was a powerful pulse of electricity I felt surge between the two of us as we made our way over.”

      “You don’t need to pretend to hit on me, Marshall. I know I look hideous.” I pluck at the white lace number that makes me look twice my gargantuan size.

      “I’m talking about that contraction.”

      “Oh, that. It was just a Braxton Hicks.” I grimace at him as I say it because I’m pretty sure we both know it wasn’t.

      “Skyla?” He inches back. “You’ve had three in the time we’ve been out here. You’re in labor.”

      “Really? And you expect me to know this? I’m not an expert. I’ve only done this once before,” I say, quickly trying to waddle my way back to the house. I’m half-afraid Marshall will force me to lie down on a patch of hay in the barn and deliver.

      “Now, now, no need to run.” I can tell by his playful tone he finds my predicament entertaining. Not to worry. I’ll get him back when I all but staple our bodies together. He’s giving me some relief, and if some celestial body in the sky decides his feel-good vibes are off-limits like she did last time, there will be hell to pay. “Why don’t you lie down in my chambers?”

      “The one we’ve already determined I’d give birth in? No thanks. That’s tantamount to a death chamber at the moment. I’d like to keep out for the next two weeks, thank you very much.”

      We hit the thick of the party, and soon enough we’re weaving our way around costumed bodies. Everyone is looking skyward, taking pictures of the thousands of glowing butterflies, the fireflies, and, my God, I want to do the same.

      “Ms. Messenger, I’d like to have a word in private with you.”

      “Request denied.” Another quickening of pain grips me, and I let out a yelp as I fish for his hand and latch onto it. “Oh God, Marshall, I can’t take this.” I give his hand a vicious squeeze and those vibratronics of his pulsate into me far more effectively than before. “Wow, what a rush.”

      A dull laugh tremors through his chest. “You’re welcome. And I’m afraid you know how your mother feels about this.”

      “My mother can suck a lemon. She can suck an egg—an entire carton of eggs. She can—”

      A hard crackle of lightning explodes overhead in a plethora of large jagged shards.

      Marshall growls, “As you were saying?”

      “Never mind. I’m afraid you’ll have to stay close all night. Maybe if we don’t talk about it, if we don’t acknowledge it, she’ll let this one slide.” I glance to the sky. “After all, this is Logan’s baby!” I shout, and nothing spectacular happens.

      Marshall wraps an arm around my shoulders and navigates us toward the expansive patio. “Do you really think that will matter?”

      “Oh, yes, my mother loves Logan as much as I do. Of course, I had to suffer when having the boys. She detests Gage. She wanted to spread the misery. But this time it’s different. This time I’ll be holding my precious daughter in my arms and not even have noticed I was in labor.”

      He averts those fiery eyes a moment. “Keep believing that, Skyla.”

      A small crowd pours out of the house, and among them are Mom and Tad.

      Mom lunges at me dressed as a flapper. Her beaded skirt catches the light and glitters with her every move.

      “You look beautiful,” I say. She looks thin, too, but then everyone does compared to me. Her hair is curled up at the tips and she’s overdrawn her eyes and has bright red lipstick on. “Mom, you look like a million bucks tonight.”

      Tad steps forward and gives his dark suit a tug at the lapels. “That would be me,” he corrects. “I had this suit custom made in Italy with gold threading.” He opens his jacket as if inviting us to inspect the gold-threaded evidence. “Ask me how much I paid for it!” His voice hikes a notch with his enthusiasm.

      “I’m afraid to.”

      Marshall gives my shoulder a bump with his. “Come now, Skyla, you must be curious in the least.”

      “No, I’m frightened. Whatever it was it was too much. They sell perfectly good suits right here on the island.”

      My mother is quick to refute the idea with a shake of her head. “No, they don’t, Skyla. To get a tailored suit like that he’d have to travel all the way to Seattle.”

      “I see. So, opting to have it shipped from Italy was the more economical decision. Well done,” I say just as another hard contraction decides to do a takedown of my better senses. I grab onto Marshall’s hand again, and to my horror there’s nothing.

      Crap.

      I glance down, making sure I haven’t latched onto Tad’s by mistake, but I haven’t.

      “Oh God,” I moan. Now we’ve done it. That entire conversation tipped my mean Celestial mother off. And why is she so mean? She certainly has the power to spare me of this nightmare.

      Marshall offers an angry look to the sky. Let me see what I can do.

      He bows toward my mother—Lizbeth, the one who would scream her head off with excitement if she knew I was in active labor.

      “If you will all excuse me”—Marshall takes a quick breath—“I’ll be back soon. Lizbeth, your party-planning techniques are flawless. I must utilize you again.”

      Mom chortles while waving at him dismissively. “The pleasure was all mine.” She bounces her brows my way. “That man is not hard to look at.” Her voice is low and sultry, and as much as I want to make an internal quip at my mother’s inability to control herself around handsome men, her behavior is helping me deviate from the pain.

      I try to casually breathe my way through it. God knows the one person I cannot tip off to the fact I’m in labor is my mother. She’ll clear a space right here on the ground and have me naked, spread eagle and pushing just to get her grubby hands on my baby.

      Tad threads his arm through hers. “Do you know who else isn’t hard to look at? Me.” He digs his thumb into his chest, that look of unmitigated pride taking over his features. He grins and his gold teeth catch the light.

      I nod over to him. “I can assure you, Tad, people are looking.”

      Mom leans in my way while her gaze hooks onto something behind me. “You know who else isn’t hard to look at? Demetri. Have you seen him tonight?”

      “Mom.” I hitch my head toward Tad, but in all honesty, he’s a bit preoccupied at the moment inspecting the inside seam of his suit.

      “It’s true, Skyla. Look at him.” She spins me around, and, my God, it’s like turning a cruise ship. “He’s right over there with those women.”

      I grunt when I spot them, “I have news for you, Mother. Those women are after your man. That’s Dominique Winters and Marlena Bishop.”

      It’s hard to believe it was just last year that I almost sliced Dominique’s head off for killing Gage. And here we are, just months later, and I’m suddenly moved to pen her a thank you.

      Who knew I was trapped in a loveless marriage?

      Wait, that’s not right. I loved Gage. He didn’t love me. He couldn’t have felt the things I was feeling and then shoved me to the side for Chloe—not to mention how lousy he treats me every chance he gets. It turns out, Gage Oliver is a real asshole. The question is, how could my asshole radar have been so far off base?

      Mom dislodges herself from Tad so fast he ends up spinning off like a top while my mother navigates us to the edge of the patio to better spy on the man of her lustful dreams.

      “You don’t think he’s interested in them, do you?”

      “Oh, who cares.” I’m so tense from the fear of my stomach knotting up again—over the thought of my sweet baby girl dropping from between my legs in some umbilical cord bungee plunge maneuver, the last thing I want to think about is how adorable Demetri is—or God forbid, who might want to bed him.

      Brielle pops over wearing leggings with holographic scales drawn over them and a bright red bustier that she’s bursting right out of. She’s donned a long, red wig, and she happens to be holding a trident.

      “Boo!” she shouts right in my face, and my mother pulls her aside, nearly depositing her in a planter. “Skyla, Emily wants to see you.”

      Mom pushes her aside once again. “Not now, Brielle. We’re busy.”

      I pull her right back and land her next to me. “What are you supposed to be, anyway?” I’m not too concerned about Em. I’m staying as far away from her and her Crayolas as I can tonight. I’ll take my future the way everyone else takes it—one big rotten surprise.

      “A sea witch. You like?”

      “It’s adorable,” my mother says with zero interest, her gaze still locked on the wicked trio before us. “You don’t think they’ve cast a spell on him, do you?”

      I crane my neck in their direction. “He does seem awfully interested.”

      Mom swats me. “Brielle, see if you can cast a spell and make sure I’m the only woman Demetri sees.”

      

      “Mother!”

      “Oh, Skyla.” She’s right back to swatting me. “I’m teasing, of course.” She sighs hard because clearly, she’s not. “But look at him. He looks impeccable tonight.”

      Bree moans as she gazes his way as if she were swooning herself, so I take a cue from my mother and swat her.

      “Bree, he is the king of evil and he’s not in the least bit attractive.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” she muses. “I mean, I don’t know what he’s done, but tonight, for the first time, I can tell he’s definitely the father of Gage and Wesley. Something about his face is just different. Definitely cuter.”

      “I see it now,” I say, stunned. “Not the cuter part, but the rest of it. That’s really weird. Maybe he’s wearing their faces like a Halloween mask? He is a shape shifter extraordinaire. For all we know, the Demetri we’re used to seeing is a ruse and he’s nothing but a big ball of dark energy.” I frown over at my mother. “BTW, that’s all fact and zero theory.”

      Mom scoffs. “Well, FYI, he’s always been that attractive. The two of you are just now seeing it. He’s the same old Demetri. He simply got a haircut and is letting the scruff on his cheeks grow out like all the young men do these days. It’s quite a comely look on him. Don’t you agree?”

      Another contraction hits me, this time hard and fast, and I let out a horrendous groan as my body tenses in a big ball of fire.

      Mom nods, her focus still very much pinned on him. “I knew you’d come around, Skyla. You just can’t deny animal magnetism like that.”

      Perfect. My mother thinks I’m lusting after Demetri of all people with a verbal show of appreciation of his naughty-hottie good looks.

      Dominique wraps an arm around him as the three of them howl in laughter—probably at my mother. Thankfully, the music pumping from the speakers is so loud it quickly drowns them out.

      Mom shudders. “I can’t take it anymore. I have to intervene. Those women aren’t interested in Demetri as a person. They’re simply enticed by his power or worse yet, they’re money-grubbers. I’d better get over there and save him. I’ll be doing everyone involved a favor.”

      I roll my eyes at Bree. “Tad has money. I don’t see anyone hopping on pop to get their grubby little hands on that gold he’s got buried in his mouth.”

      Bree nods past me. “I don’t know about that.”

      I turn to find not one but two women dressed as seventeenth century harlots—oh, wait.

      I’m about to head on over when another private earthquake rattles my belly, and this time it’s a nine point five on the Richter scale. I grab ahold of Bree’s arm and give a hard squeeze.

      “Ouch, Skyla. I get it. I’m pissed, too. That man belongs to your mother, but that’s no reason to initiate your Celestra strength.”

      I’m about to correct her, or howl at the top of my lungs—one or the other—when Chloe and Gage crop up like a couple of unwanted apparitions. Crap. I would have gladly taken anyone else.

      Come to think of it, a couple of wicked apparitions would have been a welcome relief.

      I bet I could have bribed one of them to find my mother.

      Chloe is dressed as a naughty nurse in a tiny white dress and matching fishnets. It seems fitting. I’m sure the first thing she did with Gage during that throne room debacle was probe his every orifice with her tongue.

      “Skyla!” Chloe’s eyes bulge with glee.

      In truth, Gage’s eyes might be bulging with glee as well, but I refuse to look in his direction. It’s bad enough I can see him in my peripheral vision. He’s still dressed in his West football attire, ever the twin to Logan. But I don’t dare make eye contact with him.

      Chloe’s chest gurgles with a laugh. “I’m in love with your costume. A knocked-up teen? A walking, taking, throwback Thursday is an ingenious idea. Don’t you think, Gage?”

      “You look very nice, Skyla.” It comes out wooden.

      My natural instincts take over and I turn my head the other way. It irks me to no end to have my name come from his mouth. He said it once in love way back when I believed him, and now it sounds as if he dips it in hostility and beats it down with hatred before it ever leaves his lips.

      Bree grabs me by the shoulders. “Yes, well, I need to get this prego something to eat. Skyla likes to have a steady stream of donuts and Mexican food this go-round.”

      Chloe purrs as if the thought of a donut could bring her to ecstasy, and judging by the fact she’s thin as a twig, it might have the power to do just that.

      “Don’t forget Logan.” She winks. “Bree tells me the two of you are rattling the walls morning, noon, and night.” She shrugs. “I get it, though. All those hormones raging through your body. Five minutes ago, that was me. You should have seen this guy trying to satiate me. Mission impossible, but he tried—again and again and again and again. And lucky for us, we have a night nurse now—Emma.” She leans in close and whispers, “Enema. So, Gage and I have resumed our regular nightly lovemaking schedule.”

      Gage tries to pull her away, but Chloe clamps her hand over mine and begins leading me along with them deeper into Marshall’s backyard.

      “We bumped into Em and she insisted we drag your whale ass over to the prognosticating pit she’s settled in. She was really freaking out, like some human piñata who was about to explode. Wouldn’t that be fun, Messenger? Watching Emily bite the big one by way of detonating? I bet her bits and pieces would form one last picture spelling out your demise. Have you ever noticed she hasn’t drawn one good thing for you in all the years she’s known you?”

      I’d let go of Chloe’s hand just so I wouldn’t have to listen to her rambling on, but the truth is, she’s moving so fast through the thicket of bodies, she’s like a sled dog getting me to the other side of the house at record speeds. And that’s exactly where I want to be. I want to find a nice, quiet, dark alcove and suffer in peace. And I don’t even care if Chloe heard me telepathically. I’m in so much damn pain I’m about to explode like a piñata myself. Hopefully not literally.

      Another contraction hits and I squeeze the ever-living shit out of Chloe’s hand, crushing her bones as effectively as if a semi had run over them.

      Skyla? You’re in labor, aren’t you? Her dark eyes grow in size as she attempts to give me a meager squeeze right back.

      “No,” I grunt it out just as Gage leads us into a clearing. Honestly, I’m not even sure if he’s aware that Chloe and I are following him. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he was walking at that heated clip just to escape his bride. But in typical Chloe fashion, she’s charging after him, relentless in her pursuit to wear him down. I wonder if that’s what’s finally happened? She wore him down. Like a stone that caves at the ceaseless dripping of water, eroding at the point of contact.

      Chloe drops my hand like a hot mic. “Funny, Mess. You really are a riot.” She waves over at a small crowd gathered against the edge of the house. Emily sits at a round table with a throng of people awaiting her artistic diagnosis of their lives.

      The south side of Marshall’s home is dark, save for the butterflies that float over to bless the darkness with their subtle illumination. And normally I would have whipped out my phone and taken a million pictures to show the boys, but I couldn’t care less if there were swarms of gnats clotting up the air to the point we were choking on them. I just need to find a ditch in the ground and lie in it.

      Bree takes off to get Em. Chloe takes up Gage’s hand once again as she points out the cobalt spectacle in the sky, and I stagger off in the darkness looking for a good place to die—or hide out until midnight when I start to officially eviscerate Gage Oliver’s world.

      “Skyla!” Bree shouts, and I turn my head as much as my neck will allow. “It’s starting! She says you can stand there, you’ll still see it.”

      I turn and sigh as I watch a couple of girls hoisting what looks to be those large buckets my mother has strewn about filled with fake blood and apples. It would figure that bobbing for bloody apples would appeal to my mother’s good decorating senses. It’s clever, I’ll give her that.

      A couple of birds spin overhead, Holden Kragger and Serena. They must sense something is afoot. After Ezrina banished them as her lab rats, they’ve been happily living at Marshall’s in his eaves. And just when I think I’ve met my limit of Kraggers, Emerson trots over.

      “Hey,” she grunts it out. “I was helping Em out and she said I should watch you in the event you decided to bolt.”

      I glance back to the girls moving more buckets of blood to the base of the house and note it’s Mia and Melissa.

      Hey? If Melissa is here, who’s watching the kids?

      Em heads to the base of the house with a mop and Ellis props up a ladder against the side of it.

      “Oh God,” I moan. “I can see where this is headed.”

      The south side of the house is predominantly a white wall with sparse windows. No balconies on this end or anything else that might obstruct Emily’s artistic expression.

      The haunted music pumping from the speakers echoes over the area as Emily lets out a horrific howl and then gets right to work. Her body jerks and writhes and she dips the mop into the bloody bucket and quickly begins to desecrate the side of Marshall’s pristine home.

      Emily grunts and groans, taking a break every now and again to let out a much-needed scream, much to Emerson’s stoned delight—and don’t think for a minute I can’t smell the reefer on her.

      A couple of people come up from around the corner of the house with a large, dark instrument.

      “Check that out.” Emerson swats my stomach and gets another contraction cooking at the ready. “That’s Ellis and Coop hauling out a freaking floodlight. This is going to be epic. As long as it’s not about me, I don’t give a shit what she conjures on that wall. And hey, before I forget, I’ve decided when the time comes, I don’t want to be a bird anymore. I want to head to paradise and be with my brother and mom.”

      My heart wrenches at the thought. “Consider it noted. I’m hoping to see my mother soon. I’ll bring it up.” I groan hard as my body solidifies in a fit of terror. I take in a sharp breath through my nose and push it out quickly through my mouth. “In fact, I need you to go right now and get her.”

      “I can’t get your mother, Skyla. No one can. She’s on her own timeline. You of all people should know that.”

      “I’m familiar with her timeline.” And I don’t like it one freaking bit.

      “So, what do you want me to do?” She asks just as that enormous floodlight ignites the night and blinds us. The growing crowd protests until Coop and Ellis turn it toward the wall, lighting up Em on that ladder as pale as a ghost.

      “I think you should be the one to kill Chloe.” I glance around for the wicked witch, but I seem to have lost sight of both her and the dolt she’s leashed to. The contraction hits its zenith and I let out a mind-numbing howl before panting my way through it as it slowly subsides.

      “All right, Skyla,” Emerson grunts. “I get it. You want to keep your hands clean. I’m just letting you know, Gage has a protective hedge around that bitch the likes of which Fort Knox has never seen. At most I think I can make her sick with poison.”

      “Your brother can do that.” I nod up to the top of the house where both he and his paper-white bride sit perched, patiently watching the growing crowd below. “And judging by his proximity, I doubt Chloe is feeling too good right now. Besides, Gage threatened me to keep Holden away from her. He is protective about his favorite monster. I guess I couldn’t put the protective hedge past him.” My heart breaks all over again at the thought of him wasting a perfectly good protective hedge. “Wait on the poison. I’d hate for Gage to get his jollies off in some sick way, trying to get me back.” Especially when I’m about to get him back in a very big way. “Sometimes the greatest form of torment is to let people live the way they want to live. And with Chloe by his side, he’s bound to feel every ounce of misery life has to offer.”

      “Fine, but before I go back, I’m getting in at least one good dose of arsenic.”

      “Godspeed, Emerson.”

      Ellis heads this way with Giselle in tow.

      “Skyla!” Giselle hops and skips as she closes the gap between us. “Isn’t this wonderful? Emily is drawing a picture just for you!” G is decked out in full Cinderella garb, enormous baby blue ball gown, shimmering glass slippers, her dark hair is pulled back into a bun, and every inch of it sparkles with glitter. Ellis is dressed as Prince Charming in a white suit of sorts with large brass buttons running down in two rows across the front.

      The fog is wafting in and out around us as the night grows increasingly icier, and yet Em is still racing away with her team of helpers handing her one blood-soaked mop after the other.

      My hips ache and I struggle to shift my enormous frame. “I can hardly wait to see what she comes up with. Too bad I can’t take a freaking seat. I don’t think I’ve stood this long in the last six months.”

      Ellis comes up alongside me and takes up my hand. Are we still on for tonight?

      It’s a go, I assure him. “It’s going to be great, Ellis,” I say, nodding to Em, but I’m speaking about something else entirely. “Just you wait and see.”

      Emily lets out a horrendous yelp, the same sort of sound that poor Bullet made this morning when I accidentally stepped on his tail. I didn’t mean it, of course. I’d step on my own tail if I had one. I’ve lost sight of my feet and anything that might be near them months ago.

      Emily adds a few finishing touches from the top rung of the ladder before tossing down her mop like a javelin.

      “This is for you, Skyla!” she shouts into the night before pencil diving to the ground, and everyone in the vicinity gasps and screams.

      “Good Lord.” My insides seize at the thought of Em busting a hip. “Who the hell is going to feed me all those vegan meals if she’s in traction?”

      I crane my neck and spot Em springing to her feet, much to the crowd’s delight. She heads over and fiddles with the enormous floodlight until it’s pointed at a hard angle and those bloodied scribbles start to take shape.

      The crowd begins to gasp and choke as if the picture was starting to formulate into something that actually made sense.

      A couple of familiar faces come barreling my way, and soon enough Laken is practically choking me with her arms circling my neck.

      “You look adorable,” she says, pulling back. Laken is dressed as Little Red Riding Hood, her go-to costume, I suppose. It only makes sense. She is married to the Big Bad Wolf. But at the moment, she’s with a very sexy linebacker from Host.

      “Hey, Coop.” I give him a hard wink. “Ready for a long night?”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      My stomach seizes again and I buck forward with the painful onslaught. “Where the hell is Logan?” I’m about to reach for my purse to grab my phone when Emily runs up, looking no worse for the Gothic wear. Her hair is a frizz ball and she’s got dark circles under her eyes, but that’s just par for the course these days. It turns out, baby Ella is a pistol.

      “Pay attention, Messenger.” She points hard to the house. “That’s your face up there. Your eyes are shut, and your lips are pulled back.”

      Laken groans at the sight, “Emily, that’s perfectly gruesome.”

      Em grunts again, “Skyla will breathe her last.”

      “What?” I take a staggering step forward as the picture comes in clear. “Oh my God.” There I am, face to heaven, my features bent with great distress, my hands flailing, my lips pursed.

      Laken comes up beside me. “Skyla, don’t worry about it. I’ve seen that face before. Heck, I’ve made it. This obviously has to do with labor.”

      “You’re right.” My entire body sags with relief. “I mean, I’m not going to die in labor. That hardly ever happens anymore. And God knows I’ll want to.”

      The crowd disperses, and the music grows louder. Someone calls Laken’s name from afar and she turns.

      “That’s Wes. I’ll be right back. Hey, you want me to call Logan for you?”

      “Yes, God, yes. I think I’ll hang out here and catch my breath. I don’t think I can take another person bumping against my belly. If you see Marshall, send him over.”

      Soon enough, the south side of the house is sparse with people, laden with butterflies and billows of fog that obscure that demonic version of me splattered in blood over the side of the house.

      I stagger to the woods in search of darkness, in search of peace and quiet. A dull glow emanates from behind a cluster of evergreens and I head on over. I’m not afraid of anything anymore. Not after what my mother has thrown at me. Certainly not after Gage yanked my heart out of my ass.

      I come in close and note a glowing being that looks all too familiar—in fact, she looks exactly like me.

      “Please don’t be Rory,” I mutter under my breath, and she perks to life with a gasp.

      “Skyla.” Her shoulders straighten. “Sad to see me, per usual, I see.” She makes a face.

      “That’s not it,” I say as I carefully embrace her as best I can. “I’m in active labor. I need our wily mother to show up and spare me of the pain. I am having Logan’s child. You would think this could buy me an ounce of mercy. Could you get her for me?”

      “Sure.” She pulls back and lands her hand to my bulging belly, and I let out a hard cry as a contraction grips me with unnatural force. I swat her hand away and pant my way through it, and shockingly it goes as quickly as it came.

      “Don’t touch me again. That was terrible.”

      “It looks as if your little darling adores me as much as her mother does.”

      “So, it is a girl?” I pant out a dull laugh. “Oh, I just knew it.”

      “A girl.” She gives a little wink. “You always get what you want, don’t you, Skyla?”

      “You wish.”

      “I do wish. I love you, and I love our people. There are rumblings in the heavenlies of wonderful things to come. I’m proud of you. I can’t wait to see what you have planned. Care to share?”

      “Heavens no. The woods have eyes and ears. But pay attention. If you fall asleep, you just might miss it. That’s a huge hint.”

      “Then it happens tonight.”

      “Maybe.”

      The sky rumbles with thunder. “I’d better go. I think I’ll take Shaddai far away from this place in anticipation of your vengeance. Paradise just isn’t the same without him. Little Sage just loves to ride him. I’ll be back. Look for me in the days to come. I have a spectacular gift for you.”

      “Oh, my sweet Sage. Please bring her to see me. I can’t bear being apart from her like this.” My voice grows faint as another contraction comes on strong.

      “We’ll see.” Rory zips off like lightning barreling through the trees as if they were never in her way.

      “Rory, wait! Come back.” I try to shout, but it comes out lower than a whisper.

      A horrid cry comes from me as I grip the bark of the evergreen, the serrated edges sawing through the flesh of my hands and it feels like a relief.

      “Skyla?” a familiar deep voice calls out from my left, and I groan harder as my suspicions as to whom it might belong to are quickly confirmed. “Skyla.” Gage takes me by the hand, and as much as I want to smack the hell out of him with it, I’m paralyzed with agony. “You’d better get inside.” He pulls out his phone and his fingers dance over the screen before he buries it back into his pocket. “I just texted Logan. I can carry you if you like.” He leans in close and I take in the familiar scent of his cologne, of his body, his sweet minty breath. They all belong to Chloe now and I hate him for it.

      Another contraction seizes me, and I pitch my head back and scream as much as my weary vocal cords will allow.

      “I can’t do this,” I moan as I pant through tears. “You’ve done this, Gage. You’ve caused all this misery. You’ve ruined my people. You’ve ruined me. And now I’m suffering for it in every single way.” Each word comes out an elongated whine and I hate myself for it.

      “Come here.” Gage pulls me forward by the shoulders, bracing me as he steadies his gaze into mine. His blue eyes illuminate the night, and for the first time in a year it’s as if I’m seeing him, the real him, not some trumped-up Demetri version. “Skyla. What I’ve given you is a gift.”

      Without thinking, I hock up everything I’ve got in my body and spit in his face. He turns his head and wipes it over his shoulder, over that precious West jersey I used to worship like a fool.

      “Gage?” Chloe’s voice cuts through the fog as she comes into view. “What’s going on?” Her voice is dark, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s an errant thread of fear in her voice. Chloe doesn’t realize that I would never take Gage back. A dog might return to its vomit, but I’m not his bitch anymore.

      “What’s happening?” Chloe breaks his hold on me and lands her own hands on my shoulders. “You’re about to squeeze this kid out, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, she is.” Gage tries to take my hand, but I yank it from him.

      Chloe pulls me in as if she were trying to protect me. “Get out of here, Gage. You’re only going to make things worse. I need to get her inside. If you want to be of help, get Dudley.”

      “Logan,” I pant. A brief visual of me yanking his penis off for doing this to me flits through my mind. Heck, I just might pluck off Gage’s fifth appendage, too, for the fun of it.

      Chloe scoffs. “Don’t listen to her, Gage. Logan is about as useless as you are. Tell Dudley to meet us in his bedroom.” She comes in close with an eerie grin. “I can’t wait to see how many kids you pump out of your vagina this time. I’m here for you, Skyla. I won’t leave you for a single minute. I’m sticking by your side just the way you did mine.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Another one hits and I squeeze my eyes shut. The pain is nuclear. It’s almost sublime the way it sears through me like light through a prism and hits every facet of my being, even the ones I hardly knew existed.

      Before I know it, Chloe has me inside the house and up the stairs. Another contraction hits, and we pause for a moment as the deafening sound of that player piano shrills through my bones. God, I want to shoot everyone near that menace tonight.

      “All right, Messenger.” Chloe pulls me along. “I’m getting you to bed if I have to drag you like a rotting carcass.”

      This is usually the part where I’d shoot off some smart-aleck quip about her being the rotting carcass sooner than she thinks, but at the moment she’s my only hope to get me to where I need to be. If left to my own devices, I’d have this baby right on the stairs. With my luck, it would glide down the steps and I’d have to pull it back by the umbilical cord.

      The door to Marshall’s bedroom opens, and there he is on the other side, looking dapper, glowing that effervescent ethereal glow.

      “Touch me,” I pant as he helps pull me in and Chloe shuts the door behind her, entombing us inside to the pleasant scent of something fruity, strawberries maybe, and the relaxing sound of silence.

      His hands ride up and down my body as he takes me in before he cups me by the cheeks and lands a luscious kiss to my mouth. But those feel-good vibes are nowhere to be found once again. Dammit.

      “The time has come, Ms. Messenger.”

      I give a quick glance around. The lights are dim, and candles line every free surface, flickering with the patina of romance. The covers are turned down on that enormous four-poster bed of his. Each post has the girth of a tree trunk.

      “Come now.” Marshall lifts my hands. “Chloe, get her shoes.” Chloe does as she’s told, and I carefully lift one foot then the other while he pulls my dress off in one fell swoop. As soon as the cool air hits my flesh, I feel much better.

      Chloe steps back and groans at the sight of me. “Crap, Messenger. Where did you find those parachute granny panties? And that bra? Ugh. It’s yellowing around the nipples. Poor Logan. He had no idea what he was signing up for. You do realize they make maternity thongs.”

      “Please,” I say as Marshall hitches his thumbs into the lip of my panties, and they drop to the floor in submission. “Oh my God, what are you doing?”

      Chloe zips behind me and has my bra unhooked and on the floor before I can stop her.

      Marshall drinks me in, head to toe, then back again and his lids lower just enough as if what he sees has the power to seduce him. More like send him straight back to paradise—and perhaps with the volition to stay there for good.

      “You are exquisite,” he growls it out like a sexual threat.

      “All right, fine. I just want this baby out of my body. Get Ezrina, Chloe. Tell her I want drugs, strong ones, before the next big one hits. Marshall, I want this baby out of me now.”

      “Very well.” His fingers clamp down over my nipples. He gives them a hard pinch and a twist, and my entire body bucks with something caught between pleasure and pain. I let out a hard cry of ecstasy and shudder to a quivering completion right there with Marshall’s hands still attached to my boobs. A warm trickle of liquid runs down my thigh, and I try my best to look down.

      “Oh, gross.” Chloe gags. “I bet Logan thinks you’re so adorable. I bet you’ve pissed in his mouth before.”

      I turn to face her as her lips curl with a smile. “I’d wipe that smirk off your face. I’ve pissed in your husband’s mouth before, too.” It’s true. If I have to bend over, sneeze, or get a little too excited, my bladder lets loose and joins the party. “Marshall, get me to bed.”

      The two of them help walk me over, and Marshall supernaturally hoists me up on his four-foot-tall wonder.

      “Don’t worry, Messenger.” Chloe pulls my feet apart before massaging my left foot softly. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Oh, yes, you are. I gave you strict instructions to go find Ezrina.”

      Marshall takes up my hand. “I’ve already sent her the news. Relax, my love, and let nature take its course.”

      “Dudley”—Chloe motions him closer—“why don’t you kiss her pink parts?” She leans in and squints between my legs. “They’re already quivering for you.”

      “Chloe.” I try to kick her off me, but she’s clamped down. “Would you stop. And for God’s sake, don’t look at my pink parts. They’re off-limits to the both of you.”

      “What?” She scoffs. “You’re the one who says you wanted to drop this kid. And if Logan isn’t here to suck your nipples, then either Dudley or I will have to take one for the team.”

      “So help me God, Chloe, if you start sucking on my nipples, I will shove your head up your own ass and watch you give birth to yourself.”

      A contraction hits as subtle as a jackhammer trying to drill its way out of my body, and my neck arches back as Marshall hops onto the bed, his mouth doling out sweet gentle kisses up and down my right shoulder. I close my eyes and feel the intense burn from my midsection until it slowly begins to subside. Chloe starts massaging my foot again as Marshall’s kisses become lingering and hot.

      “Wow, Messenger,” Chloe muses. “I bet you’ve never fantasized about having a threesome with Dudley and me. Sometimes, reality gives us things too wonderful for us to ever hope for.”

      “Marshall.” I lop my head forward again, only to find his mouth edging lower down my chest. It feels electric, dizzying, and blissful, and if he keeps this up, I might just pee myself again with glee. A dull moan comes from me just as the door bursts open and in strides Logan with one hell of a worried look on his face.

      “Get the hell away from her,” he barks, and true to form, they both promptly ignore him.

      Ezrina bustles in along with Nev, and behind them are Laken, Ellis, and Giselle.

      My entire body breathes a sigh of relief at the sight of all of them.

      “Dude.” Logan tries to shoo Ellis from the room. “She’s naked.” It takes less than a moment for Logan to evict Marshall from my person, and if I’m not mistaken, I felt a little suctioning on my left nipple as Marshall was rising from the bed. Honestly, I don’t care. I don’t care who is hanging off my enormously engorged boobs as long as this nightmare that has taken over my body ends quickly.

      “Skyla.” Logan lands a quick kiss to my mouth while pulling the comforter over my body as best he can.

      Laken glowers at Chloe a moment. “I’ll get a sheet.” She disappears into the closet with Marshall. And if Marshall knows what’s good for him, he won’t notice that Laken has boobs, let alone dangle off them. Wes will kill him, that’s for sure.

      Logan sits up next to me with admiration written over his face, and it warms me. His deep amber eyes glow with something just this side of desire, and I can feel his very being pulsating with love.

      “I’m sorry I’m late. I wondered why for the life of me I couldn’t get back here. Skyla, it was as if my truck was possessed.”

      “It was.” I glower at Chloe. “Most likely by her husband. Good thing my mother probably intervened. But you didn’t miss it. You’re going to hold your baby girl in just a little while.”

      “Wait a minute.” Chloe gives my toes a pinch. “Didn’t I pump out a kid on this very day a few years back?”

      I groan, “Chloe, we were all just at Tobie’s birthday party a little while ago.”

      She checks her phone. “If you shoot this kid out of your ass in the next four hours, our children will have the same birthday. Isn’t that great? The universe is connecting us in so many ways. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” She gets right back to massaging my foot.

      “Chloe, you can go now. I’ve got plenty of help. And I’ve got one serious bone to pick with the universe when I get off this medieval runaway baby train.”

      Laken runs my way and lands a cool sheet over my body, helping to tuck it in artfully as if it were a dress.

      “Skyla!” Giselle beams. “You look like a Grecian goddess. I learned all about those beautiful women at Host. And you would be the prettiest of them all. I’m going to stay. I want to watch my niece as her head pokes between your legs just like on that cake Emily baked.”

      I make a face as I spot Ellis sulking in the corner.

      “You can come, too, Ellis,” I say. “You saw it all last time, anyway.” I hike up on my elbows as I look to Logan—my Logan, the love of my life with his comely features and that elongated scar running down his face. “Our family is about to grow, Logan. This baby is a piece of you and me. We made a life,” I say as tears run down my cheeks. “I love you so much.”

      He leans in and blesses my lips with a kiss. “I love you, too. This was a long time coming. I can’t wait to hold her again. I’ve missed her so much. And as soon as she’s here, I feel as if our family will be complete.”

      I press my lips tight as I nod, and sure enough another contraction hits and I let out an egregious roar.

      “Skyla!” Giselle hops up with her hand at her throat. “Don’t do that! You’re going to scare the baby.”

      I moan hard as my stomach begins to loosen again. “Believe me, Giselle. If I could scare this baby out of my body, I would do it in a heartbeat.”

      Ellis looks a little green around the gills as he does his best to not look anywhere near my body.

      “Harrison,” I bark. “Light one up. I need a hit.”

      The entire room groans in protest.

      Marshall reappears from the holy huddle he, Ezrina and Nev were lost in.

      “Out of the way.” He shoos Giselle from the foot of the bed. “Rina needs to set up camp, I’m afraid.”

      “Dude.” Logan kicks Ellis’ hand just as he’s about to obey my wishes. “She’s not smoking a joint.”

      “Well, I am,” Ellis grunts. “Good luck with the kid, Skyla. I’ll be back once you’re holding her in your arms. If you need me, I’ll be right outside this door.”

      Giselle grabs ahold of my right foot and begins to massage it rather aggressively as if she were trying to keep up with the Wicked Witch of West. “I’m not leaving, Skyla. I’ll help Chloe. I’m not afraid of the blood and the gore. In fact, I look forward to it. I’m not afraid to watch that big baby’s head bulge out of your backside and rip you up like a bloody flower. Mom says I don’t have to have a baby ever. I think she wants it that way, but I’m going to have ten. Ellis can’t wait to plant a baby in my tummy. We’re going to live across the street at the Harrisons’, and I’m going to have a servant take care of the baby at night just like Chloe.”

      I make a face at Logan. “We should heavily consider moving into the Harrisons’ house.”

      Laken pushes out a quiet laugh. “Well then, we would be neighbors. And selfishly, I would love that.”

      “Oh!” Chloe pipes up. “And we would be neighbors, too. You should totally do it. Morley and Olivia are hardly ever home, and you could easily lose all of your kids in that place. It’s every mother’s dream come true.”

      Another contraction hits me, quick and hard, getting to the nitty gritty without warning, and I spot Ezrina gloving up as I let out a riotous groan.

      Nev hauls over a bucket and a couple of blue mats, which Ezrina quickly lands under my bottom, making my contraction infinitely worse.

      “Logan.” I squeeze his hand as hard as I can. “Drugs. Now.”

      Ezrina has the nerve to stick her hand up my body, and I can feel her fingers doing their best to measure me.

      “Eight centimeters, fifty percent effaced. Still plugged.”

      “Well, then unplug the damn thing,” I grit it out like a threat. “And I don’t want to hear any of that bullshit you’re too late for the good stuff. So help me God, if you don’t give me something to take the edge off, I’m getting off this bed and hunting down Harrison in the nude. I don’t care if I have to haul my ass down the stairs and into the middle of this fright night.”

      Marshall belts out a laugh. “Goodness, Rina, don’t give her anything. She’s priceless tonight.”

      I suck in a hard breath. “You will die, Sector. I will find a way to end you should you mock me again. And now the onus is on you. Get the drugs in my body, or you will live to regret this.”

      His fiery eyes dim a notch. “Heathcliff, retrieve the serum.”

      “Oh, thank God.” I rock my head back as I look to Logan. “There’s a serum.”

      Logan grunts as he looks to Ezrina, “What’s in this serum?”

      “Viper’s venom.” She shrugs it off as if it were no big deal, and every illogical ounce of me agrees.

      “No,” Logan belts it out. “Not with my kid in there. Sorry, Skyla.”

      “Laken, Chloe, get Logan out of here.” I drop his hand as my fingers dig into the sheets, and I let out a shrill scream at my body’s hostile attempt to kill me.

      Logan’s chest bounces. “I’m not going anywhere, Skyla.”

      “That’s what you think.” I give him a menacing look that could peel the paint off the Sistine Chapel. “If you don’t fix this for me, I will shun you from this child for the rest of eternity.”’

      “Shit,” he mutters under his breath. “Giselle, go get Ellis.”

      “Wait,” Chloe snaps. “Nobody is getting high, and nobody is getting snake venom. I’m going to do that thing you did to me, Skyla, that made all of my pain go away.”

      Logan and I exchange a glance. We both know it was Rory who worked her magic on Chloe’s body. I wasn’t anywhere near the vicinity.

      Chloe gloves up and sticks her hand up that tent set up at the base of my thighs.

      “Oh God, she’s touching me!” I howl as another contraction comes on strong, and just like that, it stops cold.

      I stare up at the ceiling.

      It’s clear I have a very serious decision to make. Do I forgo the pain and continue with Chloe’s hand up my crotch, or deliver this child in abject agony?

      Logan shakes his head at Chloe. “No way, Chloe. Back away now or I’ll tear your head off. You are not ushering my child into this world.”

      “The hell she’s not,” I growl over at him. “Help me now, Logan, before another one hits.”

      Ezrina shoves Chloe to the side and sticks her own hand up there. “Very close. Heathcliff, administer the serum under her tongue.” She growls at Logan, “Not harmful to mother or baby. Just something to relax her. I took it myself.”

      “Ooh,” Laken purrs. “Was that the stuff you gave me? That was amazing, viper’s venom.”

      Ezrina lifts a brow, and Laken gives her a brief thumbs-up.

      I look to Logan. “Why can’t I have the damn viper’s venom? Laken had it, and little Wesley Cooper has practically rewritten the theory of relativity.”

      Laken laughs. “It’s true.”

      “No.” Logan is staunch in his cruelty. “We’ve got this, Skyla.” Logan gives my hand a squeeze with his eyes bearing hard over mine.

      I glare at Nev until he slips something into my mouth and I take it with vigor.

      “Under your tongue,” Ezrina instructs, but I say to hell with that and swallow. I need this poison in me now.

      Another contraction comes on and I let out a hair-raising scream, but Logan’s lips warm my ear and curb me for a moment.

      “Skyla, remember this?” A visual of that first day Logan and I met at the bowling alley comes to mind. I can see him there, the very first moment my eyes set over his and it was magic. And for some reason, I feel that magic, here, right now.

      “And this.” Logan shows me that first kiss we shared in Ellis Harrison’s pool house. That heated feeling that ricocheted off my bones hits me again and evicts the sting from my body, replacing it with better things. “This one?” It’s Logan holding me on the field at West—Logan and me in the butterfly room, the two of us getting married down at the Falls of Virtue. Our honeymoon comes in jags, his searing rock-hard body over mine, bringing me to ecstasy again and again. It was perfect bliss, still is.

      Logan talks me through three more contractions just like that one, and soon Ezrina instructs me to push. I try my hardest to bear down, but it feels as if my limbs, my every muscle has turned to jelly.

      “I can’t.” It comes out weak.

      “Buck up, Messenger,” Chloe snips. “We don’t have all night.”

      Ezrina shakes her head. “You swallowed the venom. It’s too powerful to refute it.”

      “What the hell?” Logan growls it out, pissed, and I’m not entirely sure if it’s Ezrina or me he’s ticked at. And who the heck cares.

      “Marshall, give her a knife,” I howl. “You’ll have to cut it out.”

      “No.” Just about every voice in the room bellows it out.

      Marshall’s cheek flickers. “We’re not equipped, my love. The child has already lodged itself in the canal. There’s no turning back.”

      “Geez. Who invited you to the party?” I mutter.

      “And”—Ezrina lifts her chin—“push.”

      And push I do, one time after another, and just as I’m about to give up, Giselle lets out a yelp.

      “Oh, Skyla, this is my favorite part! Your bottom is blowing up like a water balloon. Oh, I see hair! Pretty, pretty bloody hair. Logan, come see!”

      I can’t breathe.

      So much pain.

      This is it. Emily’s vision is about to come to fruition. I’m done. I’m dying. And sadly, death is the most merciful option for me now.

      Logan is quick to abandon his post by my side as he flies down to the edge of the bed. Marshall’s ridiculous mattress is so big Logan might as well be in another zip code.

      Laken takes his place and picks up my hand. “You got this. Next push and this is all in the rearview mirror.”

      “Push!” Ezrina shouts just as Chloe pinches my foot so hard I’m certain she’s trying to amputate it, but for whatever reason, it spurs me on just so and I let out a roar as I squeeze every muscle in my jelly-like body.

      Marshall lifts a hand. “And we see its beautiful face.”

      Ezrina quickly does something down there, suctioning, I’m guessing, before grunting to Logan to be prepared.

      “Push,” Ezrina says a touch too calm, and that alone annoys me.

      I push with everything in me as Laken squeezes my hand and Chloe tries her best to gnaw my foot off. I feel a release, a quickening in my spirit as if something very precious has just dislodged from my body.

      Logan holds the baby up high, and a laugh gets caught in my throat as I see my sweet angel for the very first time.

      “It’s a—” he pauses, drawing the baby near to him.

      “It’s a girl!” I finish for him.

      Logan’s face is wet with tears. He’s so excited he can hardly speak.

      “Skyla,” he says sweetly. “It looks as if our baby girl has grown a few extra parts.” He lands the baby gently over my chest. “It’s a boy.”

      A quiet cheer breaks out as if they were uncertain if they should celebrate at all.

      “A son?” I give several hard blinks down at the tiny, glowing being.

      The sweet angel lets out a bleat of a cry and Logan kisses him sweetly before Ezrina quickly rubs him down with a towel.

      “A boy?” I laugh as I bring him closer and his tiny face looks up at mine. I drink him down like a fine wine, a moment in time to be savored—wisps of reddish blond hair, a perfect peach of a face, same eyes, same nose, same lips as his daddy. “Logan, he’s all you.”

      “I see you right there.” He caresses the baby’s sweet cheek as a tiny dimple depresses. “My God, he’s beautiful.”

      Marshall comes in close. “Well done, Ms. Messenger.” He lands a hand on the baby’s back and shares a few melodic words in a language I seem to innately understand. “May the blessings of the Lord be upon you, now and forevermore. May His favor hem you in front and behind. May you grow to be a mighty ruler of many.”

      I press those words over my heart as I nod to Marshall, a heartfelt thank you still buried in my throat. I can’t speak. Tears blur my vision as this tiny perfect being warms himself over my body.

      Ezrina and Nev busy themselves cleaning up the afterbirth, the bloody mess at the foot of the bed.

      Laken digs a cashmere robe out of Marshall’s closet and dresses me quickly, up top anyway. She covers me up from the waist down with Marshall’s enormous comforter in an effort to restore a modicum of decency to me.

      Chloe comes over and smirks. “You did it. The two of you are parents. And don’t start on that crap that you already were. I mean this in a different way. The two of you now exist in another person, one who would have never got a shot at this broken world without you. And don’t forget Marshall’s hand in it. I mean, let’s face it. The fact he twisted your nipples until you peed with excitement is what started this party tonight.” She smirks at the tiny being. “He’s beautiful. Welcome to the family, little guy. What’s his name?”

      “Yes.” Laken leans in and kisses me on the cheek. “What’s his name, Skyla?”

      Logan and I exchange a glance. “We hardly had a girl’s name pinned down, let alone a boy’s. Let’s name him after you, Logan.”

      He winces. “Maybe as his middle name.”

      Nathan and Barron blink through my mind. “How about your father’s name? Jack?”

      “It’s Jackson.” A smile flickers over his lips. “Jackson Logan Oliver?”

      “That’s beautiful.” My voice trembles as I press my lips to the baby’s preciously soft little forehead.

      Chloe groans, “Jack? Really, Skyla? Think wickeder, would you? But if you insist, don’t do anything crass like spelling it with an X.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “Oh, Logan, can we? Jackson with an X?”

      “Jaxson,” Logan enunciates. “I like that. It’s different.”

      “Thanks, Chloe,” I say as I brush my lips over my sweet son’s head.

      “You can’t thank me,” she growls. “You didn’t follow my advice.”

      “That’s how I knew it was the right thing to do.” My sweet angel closes his eyes as he burrows his body to mine.

      Chloe whips out her phone. “I’m sending a group text. Everyone is here. They might as well see the kid and get it over with.”

      “Tell Bree,” I say. “And my mom and sisters.”

      Giselle and Ellis come over and admire the precious little sweetheart. Logan helps Giselle hold him. Then Laken takes over, her own eyes filled with tears.

      “Skyla, he’s perfect.”

      “He is.” Logan takes my hand and presses a hot kiss over the back before landing one on my lips.

      “We did it.”

      “We did.”

      Ezrina and Nev pack up their things and the bucket filled with my bloody placenta.

      “Good work.” Ezrina nods. “I’ll be by in the morning to check on mother and baby and perform the circumcision if you wish.”

      “Yes, please.”

      Nev comes over and lands a sweet kiss to the top of my head. “And I’ll bring a box of your favorite donuts.”

      “Thank you.” I watch as they leave, and soon the room is flooded with every friend and relative we could ever imagine. Mom won’t let him go. She hasn’t stopped weeping tears of joy.

      “Skyla, Logan, he’s everything,” Mom whimpers. “My heart is full. Thank you both for this gift.”

      Mia gags. “Mom, she’s not giving him to you.”

      Melissa groans, “Of course, she is. Why do you think she’s still living at home? Skyla knows once she moves out the kids are all hers. This way she gets an extended visit with them.”

      Logan hikes his brows my way. “She’s onto us.”

      Tad mumbles something about another mouth to feed, another diaper to buy before pointing my way. “You’re lucky I’m a millionaire, kiddo. What the heck. Have ten or twenty. I don’t care anymore!”

      Mom lets out a yelp. “Oh, Tad, do you really mean it? We can start trying tonight. I hope we have twins. I don’t have time to waste.”

      I glance back at Mia and Melissa. “Mom? Who’s watching the kids back at the house?”

      “Ethan and Drake decided to sit this party out. But I wouldn’t worry too much. I left Ember in charge.”

      And sadly, I know Ember is doing a far better job than Drake or Ethan could ever hope to do.

      Chloe rolls her eyes. “Don’t worry, Skyla. Gage and I will swing by. It’s time for us to get to bed soon.”

      Now it’s me rolling my eyes.

      Emma and Dr. Oliver barrel on in.

      Emma hovers over the baby in my mother’s arms and clutches at her chest.

      “Oh, Logan. He’s a miracle.”

      Dr. Oliver comes over and lands a kiss to my cheek “You did good. The both of you. If you don’t mind, I’d love to be a grandfather to this little angel as well.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I buck with emotion at the thought.

      Bree comes up and manages to pluck him from my mother’s arms. Emma takes him eventually, and finally my sweet precious son lands right back in my arms.

      Michelle, Lex, Nat, and Liam stumble in, reeking of alcohol.

      Lex leans in and makes a face. “You’re way ahead of yourself, Messenger. You haven’t even gotten your save the dates out yet. I’ll plan this wedding if I have to. This is Logan Freaking Oliver you’re marrying.” Her body bucks with a violent hiccup. “I’ll be by in the morning to take some newborn pictures for you. I need to go home and get my shit together.”

      Liam congratulates us before helping Michelle and Lex stagger out the door.

      The room begins to clear out, and Marshall is the last to leave.

      “Skyla, Logan,” he calls us by our proper names, and he does it ever so sweetly. “Stay as long as you like. This is your home, after all. Do as you wish.” He bows our way. “My heart is with the three of you.” He leaves and it’s just Logan and me and our sweet, sweet son.

      Logan takes off his shirt and I lay the baby on his chest as the three of us create a holy huddle.

      “My mother is a real comedian.” I shrug over at him.

      “Your mother wants us to have a big family. And we do. Three boys. Jaxson is going to have a blast with Nathan and Barron.”

      Tears come fast and hard as I give a little nod. “They’re going to be close, the way you and Gage once were.”

      “They will be. But they’ll be better than us. And we’ll watch after them—and by we, I mean the royal we. We won’t let them make the same mistakes we did.”

      I pull his head in close to mine. “I love you so much, Logan. I will forever cherish this precious moment.”

      His mouth finds mine and we indulge in an unbridled kiss, every temptation riding its zenith as we remember how we got here, how hard we had to fight to be anywhere together.

      “All right,” a woman’s voice trills from the foot of the bed, and we look up to find a small celestial crowd.

      “Mother,” I gasp, but it’s not her that’s taken my breath away. “Daddy!”

      Here he is—tall, strong, his thick hair swept back, that tiny dimple under his eye as adorable in death as it was in life. My father has a kind look and a kind way about him. He is everything Tad Landon is not, and it never ceases to amaze me how my mother could have gone so far in the other direction. And don’t get me started on Demetri.

      “Mom? Dad?” Logan stands carefully and wraps the baby in a blanket as they all congregate around us. They envelop us with hugs, with kisses, with their praise and blessings.

      My father holds my sweet angel in his strong arms; his loving eyes lay over my beautiful son.

      “I’ll watch him grow, Skyla. Just like I’m watching over the boys. I’ll be there for you all as best as I can.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      Logan’s mother wiggles her fingers until my father surrenders the baby. Logan’s mother is a tall strawberry blonde with delicate features. His father looks so much like Barron it’s like looking at his twin.

      “Heaven personified,” his mother, Judy, whispers over his face. “May God be with you.”

      Finally, Jackson Senior gets a chance to hold him. “I’d like to bless him by name. And what would that be?” He looks to Logan and me.

      Logan nods. “He has your name. Jackson—with an x.”

      His father’s eyes remain locked over his son’s an inordinate amount of time.

      “Logan.” He shakes his head as he looks down the squirming bundle of God’s pure light. “Thank you.” He touches his forehead to the baby’s. “My dear, sweet namesake—Jaxson with an x.” A warm laugh bounces through me. “May God hold you and keep you. May He forever guide you in all that you do. May the keys to the kingdom be firm in your hand, and may you share with others so they, too, may partake in its glory. Forevermore be blessed in the name of the Lord our God and his Son, Jesus Christ.”

      Dad leans in close to me. “Are you okay?” His eyes suddenly fill with worry. “How are the Factions? Do you have a plan of attack to regain your position?”

      A breath hitches in my throat as I look to the grandfather clock in the corner with its ornate detailing that looks as if it were plucked out of the seventeenth century, and I have no doubt it was.

      “Logan, tell Nev to make the calls. It’s midnight.” I nod over at him firmly, our eyes magnetized to one another. “It’s time. It happens. This is my decision, and I take full responsibility for whatever the fallout might be.”

      The room clots up with silence before Judy and Jackson wish us well and say goodnight. My father pulls me into a firm embrace, pulling back with tears that glitter like stars in his eyes.

      “Daddy, what about Sage? Where is she?” I shake my head because I already know the answer.

      He bows his head a moment. “She’s in Eversor most of the time. She’s lonely, but she’s too stubborn to admit it. I tried to get her to come tonight. She said she would see you soon enough.”

      My heart quickens and so does my adrenaline. My daughter is just as much my enemy as is her father. If she says she’ll see me soon enough, then it’s a certain threat.

      I take a deep breath and nod his way. “I understand.” He rises to leave and I pull him back by the hand. “Logan and I are getting married December thirteenth. You’re all welcome to be there.”

      The entire lot of them break out into another congratulatory round.

      My father leans in and blesses my cheek with a kiss, with a sweetness only a father can provide.

      “A pack of wild Candace Messengers couldn’t keep me away.” He gives a little wink, and the room breaks out into a warm round of laughter.

      Then, one by one, they leave, first Judy and Jackson, then my father.

      But Candace Messenger, she stays. My mother shines in all her celestial brilliance, dressed in a white robe that shines like light from head to toe. Her hair sparkles with each strand lit up like a fiber optic. She is my mirror image. Her body is svelte the way mine once was and hopefully will be again.

      “Skyla, Logan, I’m so proud of you both. Hand me the babe,” she says, taking him from me. He’s fast asleep with his button nose, that same peachy newborn glow Nathan and Barron had that I loved so much.

      “So, where is she?” I flatline. “Angel? I’m thankful for my son, but you know we were expecting her.”

      “And she will arrive.” She brushes her lashes over his cheek, and he coos as if he were laughing in his sleep.

      Logan gives my hand a squeeze. “And when she does, she’ll have a big brother to watch over her—three of them.”

      My mother chortles softly. “She will. You couldn’t have her now. Not like this, out of wedlock. No, she comes at the proper time, in the proper way—under the proper covenant. This is your reunification child, the bastard you bore with love.”

      “Geez,” I groan, struggling to sit up farther. “Logan, hand me my son and get rid of her, would you?”

      Her eyes flash my way. “You don’t like the truth?”

      “I don’t like the term. You are forbidden from ever calling my son that again. And to be honest, I’m shocked you had the balls to do it. Jaxson belongs to Logan and me. We made him. He is our love personified. He is us. Logan is the soul you paired with mine. How could you look at his offspring and speak that wretched word over him on this, the day of his birth?”

      “Skyla,” Logan whispers while shaking his head. Don’t get worked up. It’s not worth it.

      Candace nods. “He is correct, as am I. If the term offends you so ripely, I won’t use it again. The truth is, you were consumed with passion. Your hearts were already committed to love one another far before that night. I’m not a legalist, Skyla. But marriage isn’t just a piece of paper. The two of you will seek the Lord’s blessing once again. I’ll be at the wedding.” Her lips curve as she rocks the baby in her arms. “Will Celestra be restored to its rightful place by then?”

      “They must,” I say. Truthfully, there is no other answer.

      She presses a kiss over Jaxson’s precious cheek. “You are blessed. You are whole, wanted, loved, prosperous in all you do, say, see, or touch. You will live a wonderful life, with wonderful siblings, with wonderful parents. You are a king, my love. A king among men.”

      A king.

      I take a quivering breath of relief.

      Everyone else prayed a future over our sweet Jaxson, but my mother called things out as if they already were. And seeing that she is the mapmaker of destinies, he is exactly those things she suggested.

      She hands Logan his son and presses a kiss to Logan’s lips as her hands hold his cheeks hostage. Figures. She makes her way to me, her eyes glowing with a constellation of stars buried in each one.

      “You and Logan were destined for this moment and many more to come. You have no idea the lion you have birthed. His brothers shall serve him—if they are wise.”

      My heart wrenches for Nathan and Barron. I love them just as much as I do Jaxson. And I hate the thought of dissention among them.

      She blesses my forehead with a kiss, and then ever so slowly she dissolves in a brilliant ball of light.

      The room dims without her presence, the candles still flickering around the room in a quiet rhythm that is so very peaceful, so full of joy.

      A gentle knock erupts at the door and Logan and I exchange a look. I know what he’s thinking. Could it be Gage? The old version? The one we still crave like iron for our anemic souls.

      “Come in,” Logan calls out just loud enough and the door cracks open and in walks Laken.

      “I’m so sorry to interrupt.” Her face is pale, and she’s shivering despite the thick sweater wrapped around her. “Logan, I need to speak with Skyla. It will just take a moment.”

      “Take two moments.” Logan blesses my lips with a kiss as he lands the baby back in my arms. “I’ve got some phone calls to make.” He heads out of the room, and Laken swoops by my side.

      She shakes her head with tears in her eyes. “I will never forgive myself for being so selfish as to disrupt you on this precious night.”

      “Laken, you’re my friend. You can never disrupt me. What is it?” My breathing picks up as I see the fear pulsating in her eyes.

      “Charlie’s test results came back.” Her lips quiver with each word. “Wesley’s not the father. He lied. Wesley must have had Ezrina lie, too.”

      It feels as if the room sways hard. I can hardly believe that my dear sweet friend finally knows the horrible truth.

      “Oh, Laken.” I try my hardest to catch my breath. I’m both frightened and exhilarated at the very same time. “I’m sorry you had to find out like this. But for so long I’ve wanted you to know that truth. I’ve wanted you back fully, restored to who you were before the feds took you away. You might love Wesley and he might very well be the soulmate you bonded with as a child, but he’s not the same person—just like Gage isn’t anymore either. Cooper is the one that you chose all those years ago at Ephemeral. He’s the one that you placed over your heart like a seal. Charlie is his, and he deserves to know.” My shoulders hike up a notch. “Although, I think in his heart, he already does—and we both know Wesley does, too.”

      She closes her eyes as tears rain from her. “I was the only one in the dark, wasn’t I?” She swallows hard. “Skyla, what am I going to do?”

      “Nothing tonight.” My God, I’m about to rock Wesley’s world in a whole other way, and he won’t be aware of it until morning. He couldn’t handle being blindsided by Celestra and Laken in a single day. He’d lash out. He’d be far more dangerous than he’s ever been before. “Promise me you’ll wait a few days. I want to be there with you. I want Coop to be there, too.”

      She shakes her head. “No, Skyla. You rest with your baby. Bond with this sweet little boy. I’m going to take care of this. But before I come out with it, I need to formulate a plan. There’s little Wesley now to think about. I need to search my heart as to whether this is a forgivable offense. I need to think about the reasons I was told I left him to begin with and see if I still feel the same.” She sighs hard. “Wesley lied because he was desperate to keep me. He didn’t trust our love enough to survive. That’s what hurts the most.” She lands a kiss on my cheek. “Rest up, Skyla. I’m so very happy for you and Logan.” And with that, she darts right back out the door.

      Charlie Grace Edinger is Cooper Flanders’ daughter. It’s finally official, and Wesley Edinger is about to eat his sins and rue the day he ever thought it was best to try to steal her.

      Logan comes back into the room, closing the door behind him with a soft click.

      He takes off his shoes and crawls into bed with Jaxson and me.

      “It’s done. I made the calls. Everything is in motion.”

      “It’s happening.”

      He nods. “What was that about?” He hitches his head to the door. “Can I ask?”

      “She knows. Charlie is Cooper’s daughter.”

      Logan’s eyes widen a notch because he, too, understands the ramification as far as Wesley is concerned.

      “I almost feel sorry for the guy,” he says.

      “Don’t.”

      We gaze down at our sweet bundle of joy, the exact representation of our love.

      “I am so far gone in love with him.” Logan brushes his finger along the baby’s tiny ear. “May the world fall at your feet, my son.”

      “Yes,” I whisper. “All hail the king.”
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      November shows up on the heels of a chaotic night, sullen and gray like the calm before the storm.

      Something is afoot. Something dangerous is blowing in this direction, a wave ready to capsize this precariously small boat I’ve launched myself in. Something powerful, with muscles and sharp teeth, a rabid dog, so very hungry just waiting to devour.

      I’ve always had an intuition about things. I could predict the future. I had a very acute sense of knowing. All those years I had the capabilities of a Levatio I believed that was the reason. But now I know I have always been more than that—and not in a good way. I realize my gift of knowing is simply a part of who I am. A monster.

      My phone buzzes softly over the small table here in the butterfly room, and I pick it up and flip it over. It’s a text from Logan.

      It’s a boy! Jaxson Logan Oliver.

      There’s a picture underneath, and I enlarge it to find a precious sleeping angel, blond hair, perfect tiny features, full cheeks, tiny ruby red lips. He’s bundled tight in a white blanket and lying over a plain white sheet.

      Tears come to my eyes, and I don’t blink them away. Instead, I text back and offer Logan and Skyla my congratulations, tell them they chose the right name, and that his brothers will love him fiercely.

      Logan. That’s Barron’s middle name, too, and now I wonder if Nathan will feel out of the Logan loop. Because that’s what you do as a parent—you worry whether or not your children will feel equally loved and wanted. You seek out the deficits they might be feeling and you fill them.

      Logan and Skyla. Together at last. I frown at the picture a moment. Where is this girl they were destined to have? I suppose she comes later. My guess is this is Candace’s way of saying, I’m not done with you yet. Go forth and be fruitful.

      A heavy sigh expels from me. All those years of loving Skyla, secretly afraid she’d walk out the door for Logan—the one she gave her heart to first, the one I knew deep down inside she would never stop loving or wanting, not in that way—and here it’s come to pass. But not because she walked away. Because I did. The irony is too rich. I spent my days fearing something that later I would only bring upon myself.

      “I did it to save us, Skyla,” I whisper as I look at their precious child. And now the world has a precious gift because of it. No, my love for Skyla has never wavered. If anything, it has only grown stronger. I will not lie down and die. I will fight for us to be together forever where it really counts, in the paradise of God for all eternity. Better to live in strife for a moment, to be hated in this microsecond called life than to miss out on forever with the people I love. They might not see the light at the moment, but they’ll understand in the end. They will. This I know is true.

      A soft knock comes to the door and it startles me. It startles the butterflies who hang heavy in the air, fluttering their wings lazily as if they were drunk. The sun has just barely crested the horizon. I haven’t slept all night, not that I need to, but it’s a ritual that still brings me pleasure, one of the last I have left.

      The knocking increases a notch. Rory never knocks. I thought she might come by last night to comfort me. I would have liked that. I definitely needed it. Rory may look like Skyla, but she’s not as intuitive. We don’t have that spark. There is no deep soul connection there. It’s all sex—the raunchier, the better. She’s nothing more than a celestial hooker with my ex-wife’s face.

      It wouldn’t be my mother. My mother doesn’t dare head upstairs—not this far up. If there was an emergency with the baby, she’d knock on my bedroom door where logic would dictate I’d be. She’s downstairs in the nursery with Mally.

      Mally, who cries all night as if she were begging the truth of her paternity to be known, as if she craved the attention a real father would give her. And Wesley craves her, too. I’ve seen that look in his eyes when he holds her, and he does so more than me.

      “Come in,” I say softly as if the person on the other end had roused me from a deep sleep.

      The door opens, and before I know it, Chloe has sealed herself inside. Her hair is combed neatly, she’s wearing a silk black robe, and I can smell the scent of her fruity sweet perfume from here.

      “Hello, big boy.”

      Shit.

      She slinks on over, swiveling her hips and drops the robe to reveal her anxious-to-have-me hard pink nipples and that Bermuda triangle at the base of her hips that I will never venture to.

      Chloe lands in my lap, takes up my hand, and smashes my palm against her chest. Her lips dip down to mine and she dots me with a kiss.

      “Why are you here?” She pulls back, her eyes glossed with moisture.

      A breath pumps through me. I have no good answer for her. I do my best to barricade my thoughts from her, this woman, the wife of my choosing. I handpicked Chloe as a signal to Skyla. As a mark of my new wicked brand, but I never thought about how hard the follow-through would be.

      Wes is right. I can’t avoid the inevitable forever. But my flesh is repulsed by her touch, and screwing her for the hell of it is simply not an option.

      Where does that leave us? How far will Chloe go to cover up our dark, carnal secret? I know for a fact she hasn’t let on to Skyla. Not really. My game works for her, too. It protects her pride, and that’s not something Chloe Bishop easily parts with.

      “I like it here.” I run my hand down her hair a moment, petting her as if she were a child. “I can think.”

      “Gage, you don’t sleep in our marriage bed. You don’t perform the functions that a husband owes a wife.”

      This is the part where I’d like to say I don’t owe you anything, but I can’t. Chloe is right. I owe her my body, and if anything, I have proven to be a relentless holdout.

      “I have needs, Gage. And new body or not, I know you do, too. I don’t want my perfectly good husband to sit in this room night after night, jacking off to the memory of his ex-wife. Get over it. Skyla and Logan are officially bonded for life.”

      “They didn’t need a baby to do that. It has always been true.” It comes out sharp, argumentative. Chloe is winnowing her way into the deepest wound I have, the incurable wound. And if she were smart, she would pack up her playthings and leave right now.

      “Okay, who cares? I don’t give a shit about their relationship.” She grips me by the shirt and curls into me. “I care about us. You and me, Gage. I’ve given you time. By anyone’s standards, I’ve been more than patient. It’s time we start acting like husband and wife. You married me. Our one-year anniversary is coming up, and we’ve yet to sleep together outside of our wedding night. What in the hell?” Her voice hitches up a notch. Her eyes are dark and cold. “I can only deal with so much. You can have me, Gage. All of me. I will do whatever you want. No limits. You can be as rough and aggressive as you like. I know you’re frustrated. I know you needed time to heal from Skyla. But she’s moved on, and so have you. That day in the throne room—you made your choice. You could have had Skyla forever, but you chose me. And believe me, I have not even tried to analyze that one.” A dark, husky laugh brews in her chest, and it sounds like a threat. “Gage, I turned my back on my people for you. I built a family with you. We share a daughter. Mally is our child just as much as I am your wife. Whatever hang-ups you have about the past, it’s time to let them go. I’m here. I’m your wife. Let me love you with my body. You know how this works. This isn’t your first rodeo. And don’t for a minute try to tell me you’re not into sex. I know for a fact Messenger was getting plenty.” She tips her head back and sniffs the air hard, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’m not dragging you to some human psychologist. You don’t need a doctor to help you get it up. You need to be a man and move past the hurt. You need to accept the decisions you made. You need to give me your body. Right now.” Chloe swings her hair side to side, slowly as if it were all a part of her seduction routine. “I don’t like you sulking night after night in this ode to your ex. It’s not healthy. That’s why Lex is coming by in a few hours. I’m dismantling the butterfly room.”

      She glances at the blue winged creatures, and they scatter in fear to the four corners of the room.

      “I’m turning it into a playroom for the kids.” She sighs. “You have a bedroom, a bed. You belong right next to me, Gage. Today is the day we’re turning this train around, and we’re starting right now.”

      She cups my hands and bears hard into my eyes. “And now, you’re going to kiss me like you mean it.”

      This is it. Do or die. I’m about to test the limits of Chloe Bishop’s resolve, and my stellar intuition tells me I will not care for where this is about to lead.

      I have options, though. Kiss her. Satiate her every sexual need. Think of it as something perfunctory, something that needs to happen to keep the body going like breathing, eating a meal, or defecating.

      Her lips meet with mine and I inch back a notch.

      This isn’t happening.

      For reasons unknown to me, I could freely fuck Rory into oblivion. But with Chloe, it would be like stabbing a dagger into Skyla’s soul. Yes, Rory is not a great choice either. Skyla would not be amused in the least. But with Rory there is something of Skyla’s she could offer me. I drifted away from perfection a hell of a long time ago. But with Chloe, that would be sinking far below the bottom rung. It’s bad enough I want Skyla to think I’ve settled there long ago. It would be hell for me to actually do that to her.

      Some marriages don’t work out. Maybe a big fat divorce is what’s in the cards for Chloe and me. I needed Chloe to spur Skyla on—the stone in which Skyla could sharpen her fury, fight for what’s right when it comes to her people. What would happen if Chloe and I fell apart?

      “I need to think about things.” I stand up and spill her out of my lap as I head out the door, but Chloe dashes down the stairs right next to me.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” she riots as I snatch the keys to my truck off the table.

      “I’ll be back. I’ll bring breakfast. I just need some fresh air. Last night was trying.”

      “The hell it was,” she shouts, her bare chest bouncing and rippling along with her anger.

      I can hear my mother stirring down the hall.

      “Keep it down,” I whisper. “The baby is sleeping. I said I’d be back.”

      I turn to leave, and she employs her Celestra strength to spin me back around.

      My mother traipses down the hall.

      “What’s going on? Is everything all right?” She steps into the kitchen, takes one look at Chloe’s naked frame, and recoils. “Oh God.” She scuttles back into the hall, but I can feel her lingering there, still waiting for the answers we never gave.

      “Get some clothes on. I said I’ll be back,” I roar it out as I speed for the door.

      “No! You are my husband, and you will act like it, dammit.” She throws herself over the exit, her chest palpitating with rage.

      I simply open the door and head out into the briny fog, taste the salt on my lips, the chilled air in my lungs as if reminding myself I’m still here, alive, fighting for what I believe. And even though people think I’ve become the antithesis of who I once was, it’s not true. I am still exactly the same.

      Chloe bolts down the porch and follows me all the way to my truck, giving me a hard shove away from the door.

      “You don’t get to walk out on me because you’re afraid to face your fears. Get over yourself, Gage!” Her naked body ripples with rage long after she’s belted the words out. “You owe me, and I’ll be damned if I’m not going to make you pay up. Get upstairs right now. I’m not putting up with your shit anymore.”

      A couple strides by, walking a dog. They look up with a friendly smile already on their faces right before they go blank and take off in a rush.

      “You’re causing a scene, Chloe.”

      “I don’t give a shit. I will get in front of your truck. You will have to run me over to get away from me!” she thunders so loud a car alarm goes off down the street. “I have news for you, Gage Oliver. You’re not in the driver’s seat anymore. I am. I’m all done letting you lick your wounds, lick your balls.” A devious smile curves on her lips. “It’s my turn to lick them, Gage. And once you see how happy I can make you, how satisfied you’ll be, only then will you truly be healed. Come upstairs with me. Let me heal you.”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I fish it out. It’s a text from Wes.

      Did you hear? Shit just hit the fan. I’m coming over.

      I glance across the street at his house. I don’t need to add Wes to this circus.

      “Fine,” I say to Chloe. “I’m not running you over. I’ll leave on foot. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      I push past Chloe and take off for Wesley’s house.

      “Get back here!” Her voice curdles into the sky like a terror. “You don’t get to decide our fate! I do!”

      But I keep walking at a quickened clip, my feet deciding their own destiny.

      “You’ll regret this!” she screams after me.

      Oh, honey, I already do.
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      The fog stretches out in billows as I step out onto the porch. I’m about to head across the street when I see Gage striding up my driveway at a quickened clip—Chloe naked in the middle of the street shouting obscenities at him.

      “What in the hell did you do now?” I pull him in by the sleeve and yank him into the house. “Don’t answer that. Follow me.” I take us down to the basement. My territory, my expansive office where I replicated that haunted mansion my father gave me in the Transfer. A little piece of home, you might say. But you would be wrong. My home is Laken. Wherever she is, there my home lies.

      “Did you see this?” I flip on the television. “Any channel, any time. It’s the same shit on repeat. The talking heads are in the middle of a heated discussion about aliens of all things. That was my strategy!” I belt it out like a reprimand as I look to my brother. “And now they’re using it against us. And who the hell knows how deep this runs.”

      “What is this?” He winces at the screen as if it hurt to look at it, and I have a feeling it will.

      “That’s right. This is going to hurt Gage. Once you realize the implications, the lasting effects of this little stunt your ex-wife pulled, you might finally yank your head out of your ass and wake up!” I riot the words in his face.

      His features harden, and for a brief moment, I gird myself for a fist to the eye.

      “Look, I just took a hell of a lot of crap from Chloe. I don’t need it from you, too. Give it to me straight. I don’t have the time or energy to plant myself in front of the television today.”

      “What do you think Skyla was doing last night?”

      “Giving birth. She and Logan have a brand new baby boy to show for it, Jaxson.”

      “Yes, well, it turns out, your ex, like most women, has the ability to pull double duty. You know those Spectators they rounded up last year? Ezrina’s found a way to restore them all.”

      You can practically see his stomach bottoming out. Gage looks sickened.

      “So we’ve lost the Viden youth, so what?” His eyes expand a notch as if he’s not willing to absorb the impact. I refuse to believe he’s too dense to see it.

      An instant rage builds up in me as I pull him in hard by the shirt.

      “Don’t you get it? Skyla and Ezrina have taken a weapon right out of our arsenal.”

      “The Viden youth was useless to us while they were locked up in Tenebrous.” He pushes me off him, hard.

      “Yes, well, it’s worse than that.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “They’re headed home. Skyla had them dropped off in Sedona—at a place known as the Red Rock Vortex. It’s been long believed that it’s been a celestial portal polluted with alien activity.”

      His face bleaches white. Gage staggers to the middle of the room as if trying to get his bearings.

      “That’s right, brother. She’s not merely freeing the Videns, she’s using them to kick this war into gear. You wanted a fight, and now you’ve got a war on your hands you may never win. I told you not to incite her. Do not underestimate her. And yet you insisted on doing both. Congratulations, Gage. Grab your handbasket. Skyla is about to send us both to hell in grand style.”

      “Shit.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “She did this to tip off the government. That must mean—”

      “Yes, Gage, it does. Skyla isn’t showing off the fact they’re able to restore a bunch of teenagers we hoped would give us the advantage. She’s shouting from the mountaintop that they’re able to hide the markers.”

      His eyes flit to mine. “Where do we stand with the endeavor?”

      “We haven’t progressed. I’m not even close to getting the markers to disappear for twenty-four hours. By a week’s end the effects have fully faded.”

      He glances to the ground. “Skyla must have a permanent solution then.”

      “Or one that lasts long enough to require a revaccination every now and again. I have never believed I could find a way that would hide them forever. We have a real problem on our hands, Gage. A problem we wouldn’t have had if you didn’t insist on making her so damn desperate. You could have come at this another way. You could have stayed with Skyla. That baby boy? He could have been yours. She wanted it. You wanted it. But because of your allegiance to her people—and don’t sugarcoat it for me, sweetheart—you don’t have the heart to have Skyla give up hope on all her Faction dreams. Skyla would have caved. She would have been one of us. You could have made her believe you were fighting for the good of all the people. You could have brought unification to the Factions.”

      “It would have been a lie.”

      “Well, now you have the truth, don’t you? And if you don’t understand it now, don’t worry, brother. You will have an eternity in hell to mull it over. Your undying affection for her has cost me everything. Get out of my house,” I seethe. “We’ll come together when and if I ever cool the hell off.”

      Gage speeds past me, past Laken who’s striding into the room.

      “Gage?” she calls out as she makes her way to me. “Is everything okay? What is this on the news about aliens? Have you and Gage done this? What does it mean for the Barricade?”

      I speed over and wrap my arms around her tightly, bury my face in her hair a moment, wishing to God the entire world would just go away.

      “It’s Skyla. She’s put every Faction in jeopardy with this stunt she pulled last night.”

      “What?” Her eyes search the room as if trying to piece this together herself. “Skyla cares about every Faction member. Why would she do this? Why would she lay us all out for the government to see?”

      “Because she has the ability to hide the markers. And”—I close my eyes a moment because I will hate every word I’m about to utter—“she wants every member of every Faction she lost to come crawling back to her.”

      Her hands land against my chest as she pushes away ever so slightly.

      “Because you can’t protect them.” Her watery eyes meet with mine. “Wes, maybe it’s time to unite the Factions. I can’t for the life of me figure out what keeps us apart other than the fact both Gage and Skyla want to rule. Let them rule—together. Who the hell cares? The safety of our people is all that matters.”

      “Yes, you’re right. But it doesn’t work that way, Laken. You don’t understand. It’s deeper than that. There are consequences that I don’t want to think about if Skyla’s position among the Factions is restored. I cannot let her strong-arm our people into siding with her out of fear.”

      A dull laugh bounces through her. “Wes, that’s exactly what you’ve been doing all along. And don’t tell me it’s any different. Work with Skyla. Make her see that we are one people. Make me see that you care more about the Faction members than you do about holding onto some supreme position you and your brother have garnered for yourselves.”

      Laken trembles in my arms, her eyes sparkling with tears. I swallow hard as I take up her hands.

      “Laken, you have to know how much I love you. How I would never let anyone or anything stand in our way.”

      Her eyes harden over mine, and a chill rides down my spine right to my very soul.

      “Oh, I know, Wes. I know exactly how much you love me. But do you know how much I love you? If you did, you wouldn’t work so hard to move things around behind the scenes. You don’t have to fear me leaving you, Wes.” She takes a full step back, taking her hands from mine. “We need to have a talk. Not now with you all worked up over everything happening with the Factions. Wes, this is your moment to do what’s right. Don’t retaliate against Skyla and hurt more people in the process. Come together with her. It’s time to put petty leadership differences aside and do so for the greater good for all. Wes, you have no other choice.”

      I shake my head. “You’re wrong, Laken. You have no idea how wrong you are. Please”—I bury a kiss in her hair—“trust me on this.”

      Her powder blue eyes press into mine, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say they didn’t trust me in the least.

      I speed past her.

      “Where are you going?” she calls after me.

      “Eversor. I love you, Laken,” I roar it out like the battle cry it is.

      Yes, I do love Laken, and that’s exactly why Skyla will never sit on that throne again.

      But I love the Barricade, too. I’ve always believed we could do things far better for the Factions. And once I get those damn markers covered, everyone else will think so, too.

      But for now, there’s only one way to fix this.

      Whoever sides with Skyla dies.

      There is no other way.
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      They say everyone has a breaking point—to each human heart its own elasticity. The line moves a little farther out with each passing horror.

      And that has certainly been true for Skyla and me. We’ve been together, separated, dead, on top, on the bottom, tied up, walking through a wall of fire, and submerged with no oxygen left for us to breathe. Something tells me that we’re about to be stretched to capacity once again—and this, on the heels of one of the most precious moments of our lives.

      It's November fifteenth. Jaxson is two precious weeks old today. And as much as Skyla and I don’t want to do it, we need to leave him for a short while tonight to meet with Faction members for a briefing. To say the shit has hit the fan would be an understatement.

      Neither Gage nor Wes has breathed a word to Skyla or me after our hostile attack on the Barricade.

      Nothing. Not one word.

      Faction members who drained from Celestra and dove headfirst for cover with the Barricade are quickly jumping ship and returning to where they truly belong. Word on the celestial street is that Wes claims he has a serum to hide the markers as well, but he’s not coughing it up. People are getting nervous. People are quickly catching onto his lying, scheming ways.

      Yes. Wesley and Gage are running scared—and that might very well be what we’re celebrating tonight, but my gut says there’s nothing more dangerous than a frightened pair of wicked brothers, especially when one of them isn’t willing to give up his crown. Nope. This may not be the right time to celebrate. But to hell with it—we’re going to do it anyway.

      Skyla and I get ready for the night, keeping it casual, but in truth, it feels like prom all over again.

      “Logan Oliver,” she pants as we head down the stairs and she pulls me into the foyer before we hit the nerve center of the Landon house. Her eyes ride up and down my body. “If I wasn’t taking a medical leave of absence from our sex life, I think we’d make another baby tonight.”

      Ezrina asked her to abstain for a bit even though her Celestra abilities quickened her healing.

      A dark laugh rumbles through my chest as I wrap my arms around her. “Rumor has it, we’re getting married in under a month. Maybe we’ll make a baby on our wedding night.”

      “Now that would be a wedding keepsake of a lifetime. But we might have to live at the Landon house forever because there’s no way we could handle four kids under the age of five all by our lonesome. In fact, if it wasn’t for my mother, I wouldn’t be able to shower as it is.”

      “You do realize I would gladly watch the kids while you showered.”

      “Well, you can’t.” She hikes up on her tiptoes and takes a bite out of my lower lip. “Because you happen to shower with me.”

      “I do like to do my part to conserve water.”

      A giggle bounces from her. “Do you hear that drumming against the windows? That’s called rain. It has been raining nonstop on Paragon since Jaxson was born. If this keeps up, we’re going to get married in an ark.”

      “Marrying you anywhere sounds like a good idea.” I land a heated kiss to her lips and linger.

      “Skyla?” her mother calls from the family room. “Skyla, please pump for me. I need to fill up my pouches so I can feed Jaxson while you’re gone.”

      She pulls back and moans. “Are you sure we can’t bring him? I just know everyone would love to see him.”

      I wince as I glance out the window. “The rain isn’t letting up. There will be far too many people and loud music. Have I mentioned germs?” I swipe my finger over her cheek. “I’ll leave the last call to you, but my vote is a warm, dry Jaxson who doesn’t have to listen to Ellis blast heavy metal before it’s his time.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “You’re so right. Come on. I need to pump my udders. They’re as hard as bowling balls.”

      We head into the family room, and it’s a virtual who’s who of the Landon house. The pre-K crowd is present and accounted for, blissfully playing with a pile of fat Legos.

      “Uncle Loggie!” Barron runs up, his face so painfully identical to his father’s it wrenches my heart anew each time I see it. “Nate and me are building a clubhouse just for boys. No girl dinosaurs can comes. Not Mommy, just you and me and Natey and Jaxsons.”

      A dull laugh pulses through me. First, I find it adorable the way the boys can’t stop pluralizing the baby’s name, which is purely a mispronunciation on their part. But for the first few days after he was born—they called him their own baby brother dinosaur—their words, not mine—and they were actively looking for his twin. They actually asked if we gave him to Uncle Marshall or if Chloe ate him. The second was far more plausible than the first, and I think even their tiny yet brilliant minds are keenly aware of this.

      “Sounds good.” I pat his head as he takes off. “Make sure I get a bed. Contrary to public opinion, I still like sleep.”

      Brielle belts out a sarcastic moan as she comes my way. “What’s the matter, Loggie? The baby keeping you up at night?” She smirks at Skyla. “Get that kid off your boob and onto your mother’s. Face it, that’s why God gave us Lizbeth.”

      “Nice,” Skyla muses. “Mom, I’ll pump right now.” She bends over and lands a kiss to Jaxson’s sweet head before dotting one to my lips, too. “Don’t you dare leave without me.” She takes off and Emily comes up.

      “Are you responsible for this shit?” Em motions to the television as Drake, Ethan, and Tad all sit at the edge of their seats, hanging on every word from the talking head’s mouth. For the last fifteen days straight it’s been nonstop coverage of what’s being dubbed as The Alien Encounters. The Viden youth didn’t mind playing up the angle at all. And now the entire world is in a tizzy over the aliens who are from a distant planet called Eversor. Yes, they went for the Fem gold. If that’s not setting off a siren to the other Factions, I don’t know what is. Already there’s a healthy level of mass hysteria brewing. And deep in my gut I’m terrified it’s going to get way the hell out of control.

      Only three of the Viden youth were taken in by the feds. The rest got away, and I’m glad about it. They’ve been through enough. But Skyla and I plan on freeing the three that were taken. All in time. I have a feeling they will be just fine until we do.

      Drake turns our way as we enter into the family room. “Did you hear this shit? The government just confirmed the aliens are living among us. They’re fucking real, man—they’re real!”

      “Hey”—I bark—“not in front of the kids.”

      Drake scoffs as he tosses a game controller onto the floor in anger. “Dude, are you kidding me? We’re in the middle of a freaking alien invasion, and you’re worried about what comes out of my freaking mouth? Get your head out of my sister’s ass, Oliver. This is going down. They look just like us. The government is talking about setting up voluntary testing centers in every city across the US. You know what that means, don’t you?”

      Shit. “The Factions need to protect themselves, and fast.”

      “What?” Drake looks to Ethan in disbelief, and he shushes him while turning up the volume on the TV. “No, man. It means the people who voluntarily spit on a stick for the G-men are automatically going to be suspects.”

      “It’s true.” Tad folds his arms tightly across his chest. He’s got on some hairy looking robe, and I do not even want to probe into what creature had to die to make it and how much it costs. Too much is my guess. “Kids are going to get tested, too. The schools are calling it voluntary, but only because they don’t want to get sued. The next thing you know, they’ll be advertising an alien-free learning environment.”

      “Hey!” Nathan calls out to Tad, his little face turning pink with rage. “I hate aliens. I going to hit them in the head!”

      The kids all break out into riotous laughter.

      Crap. I step over to the three stooges sitting on the couch. “Keep it down. I don’t want this blowing up and freaking the kids out.” God knows the boys won’t sleep if they think they’re about to get abducted by a UFO. “Give it a few months and no one is going to believe in this bull.” That’s the plan. The Factions all check out as human, the humans are in the clear—the Spectators that were captured pan out to be real people with real families—the so-called aliens are chalked up to nothing more than mass hysteria and we all live happily ever after once again just the way we have since the beginning of time.

      Skyla pops back and hands her mother a pouch full of milk.

      That damn pouch. I cringe and Lizbeth tapes it to her boob, one handed with the ease of an expert. I’m not proud to say I’ve seen Lizbeth’s bare chest more times than I care to remember.

      She brings Jaxson up to the apparatus that sits right next to her nipple, and I have to close my eyes a moment while he latches onto the fake teat. And when I open them back up again, he looks as if he’s happily sucking away at my mother-in-law’s tit.

      Great.

      I take a deep breath as Skyla cinches her purse over her shoulder.

      “Any of you guys coming to the Havers’ for the meeting tonight?”

      Tad grunts for her to hush up, and Lizbeth is too busy tickling Jaxson’s cheek. She can’t take her eyes off him, and I can’t blame her for that. He’s beautiful. And not to sound egotistical, but Emma showed me pictures of myself at that age and we’re practically twins. But I see Skyla in him, too. Our sweet son is perfection, and I’ll go to the grave believing it.

      Skyla looks to Emily and Bree. “You witches better get behind the gates within the hour. This is going to be one party you won’t want to miss.”

      Emily sniffs. “I’m coming. So are my parents and Ethan. You freed my brother, Skyla. I’m never going to forget it. You’ve got me for life. Don’t make me regret it.” She scowls at the two of us before heading into the bedroom she shares with Ethan.

      Bree blows out a heavy breath. “Skyla. You know I’m a bounty hunter for Demetri. He’s paying me a stipend.”

      Skyla inches back. “Brielle, how many people have you brought to the dark side?”

      “Zero. But who’s counting? And don’t tell Demetri. He’s taking care of my legal fees. He made all of my trouble with those assholes who were suing me go away. And suddenly, Uncle Sam couldn’t care less if I pay taxes. And most importantly, I’m rich again, Skyla. Why in the hell would I want to screw that up?”

      “I don’t know, Bree, maybe to save yourself from living in a four-by-five cell on Raven’s Eye? I don’t really have time for this.” Skyla quickly kisses the boys goodbye.

      Bree leans in. “A cell on Raven’s Eye? Is she serious?”

      “Dead serious. We’re done playing games, Bree. It’s over for the Barricade. We’re not interested in anything but victory. Skyla has decided to play hardball.”

      “But I’m her best friend.” Her face grows white, and her eyes elongate with fear.

      “And Gage was her husband,” I say.

      Her mouth falls open as Skyla and I say goodnight to everyone and make our way to the door.

      I point an umbrella to the sky, and it explodes overhead with a membrane of shelter to keep us dry from the storm.

      Skyla presses a kiss to my lips. “Are you ready to do this?”

      “I was born to do this.” I steal another kiss from her lips. “And so were you.”

      “Two people, one destiny. Let’s take down the Counts—the Barricade once and for all.” She gives a little wink.

      “And that’s just what we’ll do.”
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      Nicolas Haver’s property—of the late Nicolas Haver, sits on a hillside that oversees the rest of the properties behind the gates. It affords a world view, and even in the rain you can see the lights of the houses below, filled with unassuming innocent people actually unaware of what’s happening just above them—oblivious to the hell we’ve been through, oblivious to the triumph we’re about to achieve.

      Skyla takes my hand and warms my lips with hers just before we crest the entry to the enormous structure.

      “Here goes nothing.” Skyla shakes her head as if correcting herself. “Here goes everything.”

      I nod. “I knew you’d get it right. You always do.”

      We enter the brightly lit room to find a sea of familiar faces, and my heart warms at the sight. Even though Skyla has set a moratorium world-wide on Faction meetings, having the upper hand once again was just cause to have one last party with our people and we plan to do just that.

      “They’re coming back,” I whisper to her. “And these are only the ones that have figured it out on their own.”

      Skyla doesn’t look convinced. “They’re here to see what I have to say. But trust me—they will be back, and they’ll bring friends.”

      Skyla saunters to the front where there’s an elongated table set out and a couple of chairs behind it. The rest of the room is lined with chairs as well, but only half of them are taken. In the old days, questionably better days gone by, there would be twice as many seats, and every one of them filled with the entire facility brimming with bodies willing to be here. But they’ve gone, drifted to the other side in fear—and that’s exactly how we’re trying to lure them back—with fear.

      I spot Coop and Laken, Ezrina, Nev, Brody, and his girlfriend. Ellis and Giselle—although her allegiance is questionable at best—Dr. Booth and Rev are here. And as if dashing for the finish line, Mia shows up with Brielle, Emily and Ethan, Natalie Coleman, Liam, Lexy and Michelle. My heart warms at the sight of them. And I know Dudley is here in spirit. He is, after all, Skyla’s biggest cheerleader—right behind me.

      Skyla welcomes everyone to the meeting. “I’m not going to cover any nominal Faction business today. I think we all know why we’re here.”

      “Yeah!” a man shouts from the back. “What in the hell is going on? The Barricade won’t give us answers.”

      “No, they won’t.” Skyla glances my way. “It’s because I have them. I’m sure you’re well aware of what’s happening in the world and with this country. My Nephilim brothers and sisters, this is the moment we’ve been waiting for. It’s no secret that the government has been aware of alien life for quite a while, and they’ve had their sights on Paragon. It was just a matter of time before they found a way to identify and isolate the marker embedded in our genetic code in an effort to isolate us from society. That would have been a dark and dangerous day—the last day for our people.”

      A round of whispers circles the room.

      Skyla takes a breath. “As it turns out, we have the Barricade to thank for helping the feds isolate our markers. The Celestra from Brazil that were taken earlier this year were heavily probed. The feds made considerable strides in their analysis with our kind. That’s when I knew time had essentially run out for our people. But thankfully, we have a very wise and powerful Celestra running our research department. Ezrina O’Hare was the frontrunner in the discovery that will help conceal our markers.”

      A woman stands up from the back, her hand slightly raised. “Wesley has the same ability. What made you raise the stakes and put our people in irreparable harm?”

      Skyla tips her head back, her blonde mane shimmering like gold under the harsh lights.

      “You’re right. Wesley is a genius in his own right, and he does have the ability to hide the markers—for a couple of days before the serum begins to fade. He can’t inoculate anyone for a significant amount of time. But we can. We have the ability to hide the markers six months at a time. The serum is plentiful—in fact, there is a never-ending supply. And before you ask, by the end of the year, the next version of the serum will be able to hide the markers permanently without harming the DNA structure of the recipient.”

      It's true. It turns out, Skyla’s afterbirth, specifically the stem cells in the umbilical cord that anchored our sweet son to her body, have enough potency in them to hide the markers forever. Ezrina is moments away from unlocking the code for what we’ve dubbed The Key to Life. And it will be that for our people. Life. We won’t ever have to live under the Barricade’s tyranny again. Not only were the stem cells powerful in their own right, but they have the ability to self-replicate. Ezrina called it an immortalized cell line because she’s able to get them to reproduce indefinitely under the right conditions.

      The room erupts in whispers and Skyla stands, immediately hushing the crowd once again.

      “Tell your friends, you’re loved ones, tell every Nephilim you know. If they want to maintain their security in this world, they must cut all ties with the Barricade and pledge their allegiance to Celestra. The Barricade has nothing more to offer. It’s time the Factions unify under a leader that has the best interest of all of our people at heart. And that leader is me.” She takes a breath. “Do it now. Call, text, run, do what you have to. The inoculations begin this Sunday. Leaders all across the world are campaigning hard to gather our people back into the fold, as am I tonight. Is there anyone here who would like to leave? If not, I’d like to lead you into an oath of solidarity for the unification of our people.”

      Not a soul leaves the room. Instead, Skyla asks them all to stand and leads them in a pledge of allegiance to our Faction, which celebrates their devotion for Celestra—for her.

      The room breaks out into a raucous cheer. Music blasts from the speakers as bodies drift to the refreshment tables laden with cold drinks and food catered from the Gas Lab.

      Skyla and I are going to have to do something extra special for Ezrina and Nev. We will most certainly award them the highest honor once Celestra has been rightfully restored, but until then something needs to be done to show our appreciation.

      “Halt,” a voice shouts from the door, and I turn in time to see a group of men dressed in black, ski masks on—what look to be assault rifles in their arms. Next to them stands an entire army of Fems, ten-foot-tall large Celestine cats with yellow glowing eyes and tails that snap back and forth like a mincing whip.

      In a moment the room explodes with the sound of rapid gunfire, the roar of the monsters the Barricade has no doubt ushered our way. The walls ignite in flames as a wall of fire dances across the ceiling, and in a moment it’s far too hot to breathe in here.

      Bodies scramble for the exits, flooding out of every available orifice, but I dive deep into the room and wrap my arms around Skyla as if I were about to tackle her to the ground, but she maneuvers her way out of my grasp.

      “I need to make sure everyone gets out!” she shouts as the room begins to fill with smoke.

      “Shit.” I take her hand and we run around the edges of the structure, pulling people out from under chairs and furniture and pointing them to the nearest exits. We make our way to where we began, and the back end of the building begins to cave.

      “Logan”—Skyla shakes her head as she spots Giselle huddled in the middle of the room, Ellis nowhere in sight—“we can’t leave her.”

      I shake my head at Skyla. “Get out now.” The words expel from me in a riot as I hop over the debris of purses and bags left behind, chairs toppled on their sides. The room begins to creak and groan as a beam of fire rains down and lands to my left. “Giselle!” I shout as I begin to lose sight of her in the sea of black smoke quickly filling up the space between us.

      A trio of Fems, the giant celestial panthers with their fierce growls and snarls, stride right past me, and one of them picks up a ball of human flesh still huddled in a fetal position and takes off toward the door. The long, dark hair dangling from the girl lets me know it was G. And I wouldn’t be surprised at all to learn that the one who saved her was Gage himself.

      A horrific roar comes from the building as it sways left then right—and I run like hell knowing that it soon will be just that—hell. I bolt for the direction of the door, running strictly off memory, and soon enough the rain greets me. My feet dig through puddles filled with Paragon mud as the earth tries its best to swallow me whole.

      The field is nearly empty. A few people lie on the ground, and I spot Skyla and Laken tending to their injuries, trying their best to drag them off into the woods. At least a dozen bodies writhe over the ground. Ethan’s down. Coop’s left arm is bloodied as Laken helps steady him.

      An enormous clap of thunder erupts behind me, and I pause and turn to find that cavernous structure that has held just about every Faction meeting I can remember as far back as when I was a kid, falling hard, flattening on itself in a fiery heap as if it never even mattered.

      Holy hell.

      I glance around and spot those monsters with their glowing eyes screaming into the night as their bodies float into the sky before disappearing into a plume of black smoke. That’s all they’ve ever been, balls of rotten air.

      The rain slices down, quick and sharp as falling sickles.

      The gunmen are nowhere to be seen, cowards, whoever they were. But I’m glad they’ve done a disappearing act, too.

      “Skyla!” I bolt over and she runs to meet me, our bodies colliding as we wrap our arms around one another. The rain pours over us as if it were blessing us, letting its allegiance be known right here out in the open.

      “It’s starting,” she shouts.

      “I know. It’s just the beginning.”

      She nods as her eyes flash like lightning. “The beginning of the end for the Barricade.”

      It is exactly that.

      This is still a victory. Celestra not only survives and thrives—we get every Nephilim on the planet back where they belong. With us. With Celestra.

      Celestra will rule again.

      And tonight, we’ve proven just that.
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      “Happy birthday.”

      Logan presses a kiss to my lips after showering my entire body with the sentiment, and I pull him close to me one last time. We’ve showered and dressed and are now standing in my bedroom—our bedroom at the Landon house, ready to head on down and get this day started.

      It’s November twenty-second, my birthday and Nathan’s. A day that will inevitably be spent at Demetri’s house—to celebrate the boys’ third birthday in grand style, I’m assuming. And the only reason I agreed to have anything at all for the boys at Demetri’s monolithic haunted mansion was because I knew that after having the baby, I wouldn’t want to play hostess, let alone plan a party. We’ll give Demetri this bone. But next year we’re celebrating at Whitehorse, God willing.

      Then in the evening we’re off to Ellis’ house. He’s graciously offered—demanded to throw me a birthday party. Logan wanted to do it at Whitehorse, but Ellis convinced him to have a good old-fashioned thrasher at his parents’ estate. I think he had Logan at thrasher.

      With our wedding coming up in less than a month, the last thing we want to do is thrash and trash Whitehorse.

      Logan pulls back, those root beer-colored eyes pressed to mine with so much love buried in each one I can hardly stand it.

      “Are you ready for this?”

      “I thought I would be.” I shake my head up at him. “But I can’t help but think I made a mistake allowing Demetri to play host.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve thought about it, and I think it’s for the better. Now that we have more than half the Barricade siding with us, we’re well on our way to getting Celestra restored. And tonight we show them we’re not afraid of setting foot in their territory. Gage is running scared—he’s panicking. Their little shoot ’em up scheme didn’t work as well as they wanted.”

      “That’s because they didn’t kill anyone—yet. It was a warning. And there were injuries. Their terroristic threat worked with about half the Barricade.”

      “Not for long. Rumor has it, the government testing centers are going wide next month—just in time for Ezrina to get the permanent serum together—the answer.” Yes, that’s what we’re calling it for now. The answer. He dots a kiss to my lips. “I think spending the day at Demetri’s will only demonstrate how secure we are in our position. Celestra owns the Barricade, Skyla. For them to think anything else is foolish.”

      I take a deep breath. “And for us to think that Gage, in an all-out panic, isn’t going to find a way to retaliate is foolish.”

      He hitches his head to the door. “Let’s head downstairs. The kids are waiting.”

      “Go ahead without me. I’ll be right down.”

      Logan lands a searing kiss to my lips and offers a lazy smile as he pulls away.

      “Less than twenty days,” he whispers.

      “Yes.” A burst of joy warms me right down to my bones. “I will be your bride and the Landon house will finally be in the rearview mirror of my life.” I wrap my arms around him tightly. “Two things I’ve looked forward to for as long as I can remember.”

      A soft laugh bounces through him. “You’re going to miss this place.” He glances to the butterfly room. “So will I.”

      He heads down and I pull open the curtains as far as they’ll go, letting in the natural light—or unnatural as it were. It stormed right up until midnight, and then it turned off like a faucet. Today is filled with the idea of sunshine behind a thin veil of clouds. For Paragon this is practically spring. It’s Demetri’s doing, I have no doubt. I pull the window open and let in the fresh breeze on this, my twenty-third birthday. So few years on this planet, so many of them tumultuous. So damn much riding on my shoulders.

      A couple of birds fly up over head in a circle, one black, one white before they spiral down and land on the ledge before me.

      “Holden, Serena, it’s my birthday and Nathan’s birthday, too.” Logan and I have already sung to him and snuggled with him and peppered all three boys with kisses.

      Both birds squawk and Holden comes up higher so I can touch his back and hear him.

      Happy Birthday, Skyla, and to your kid, too. We noticed Demetri has some serious activity at his place, bounce houses, petting zoos, and a surprise I don’t want to spoil.

      “Great,” I mutter. “I can’t wait to see what fright he’s dreamed up now. The really frightening part about it is how easily my mother goes along with his schemes. Not that I’m surprised.”

      Serena and I are taking the kids. I figure they can hang out and watch, shit on a couple of people for the hell of it.

      “Fine. Just stay away from my boys and maybe Logan and me, too. Gage is fair game.”

      Holden twitches. Speaking of which—Serena and I wanted to congratulate you. We side with Celestra. The Barricade truly is wicked. I think more people realize that than are letting on, but they’re too afraid to admit it. The world has all but been thrust into the dark ages once again. And even though we’re not thrilled with the scare tactics you’ve incited either, we understand the need to do it. But, man, messing with the government. My dad used to say that was like grabbing a tiger by the tail. Do us a favor and don’t get bit. Or it will be a shit ride for all of us.

      “Will do. Have a great time at the party.”

      We will. You want me to torment Bishop?

      I think on it a moment. “No. I want to watch her eat crow today, not raven.” I give a little wink. “I want her to feel her husband’s humiliation as he stands in my presence knowing full well he’s chosen the losing team.”

      Anything you want, boss. It’s your day. He hops down, and both Serena and he take off in flight, cawing and screaming into the pristine day.

      Gage should be very distressed. We haven’t spoken or had any significant communication in the past year, not really. I don’t know why I thought today would be different. A part of me thought he might have wished me a happy birthday by now. He facetimed with Nathan. I was in the room, not one mention of me. I suppose that’s greedy of me, selfish to want it. We’re enemies now. I shouldn’t expect any perks with that.

      My gaze darts to the woods just beyond the house as the evergreens cage in the darkness, protecting it from the light.

      I had wondered if Gage had caged in the light of our love and protected it from the darkness of who he has become. He loved me once.

      In the deepest chamber of my heart, I refuse to believe anything else. We had a perfect love—satiating and pristine, something worthy to die for, something that either one of us would have sacrificed the world to save.

      I close the window and head downstairs to find the family room laden with helium balloons that stick to the ceiling, their long, cheery, curling ribbons dangling like happy-to-see-me streamers.

      Mom and my sisters jump on me at once, and Brielle blows a party horn directly into my ear.

      “Thanks, Bree,” I tease and I clamp my hand over the left side of my head. “I didn’t need to hear on that side anyway.”

      Drake grunts out a happy birthday and Ethan does the same by way of lifting his bandaged arm. Ethan, Coop, and Rev all had bullet wounds from the night the Barricade burned down the Havers’ barn. Nicholas’ wife, Lucinda, is rebuilding. She’s done it before and vowed to do it again. We’re petitioning to have a protective hedge granted to it. I can’t see how they’ll deny me. Faction meetings are a necessary component of Nephilim society. To have them infiltrated the way we were is outright criminal. I’m hoping to speak with my mother at some point soon. Honestly, I’m not sure I’m up for it today. I can only take so much drama in my life, and both today and tomorrow that honor goes to Chloe and Gage. It’s outrageous that on my children’s birthdays, their sacred days, that I have to see either Chloe or Gage. It’s a cruel, cruel reality that I don’t think I will ever get used to.

      Mom opens her top to display baby Jaxson nursing away on her faux nipple—my God, it had better be the fake one. Logan is right. She’s getting a little too close to home with that apparatus. But she offered to take him at about five this morning, and I had already pumped for tonight. Mom is heading back right after the boys’ celebration and watching the kids for us.

      “Oh, I forgot to mention.” She leans in, excitement brewing in her eyes. “Tad and I bought something very special for the boys. It’s already waiting for them at Demetri’s. I hope you don’t mind. Of course, I have something for the two of them to open tomorrow as well.”

      “Mom, you didn’t have to do that,” I say, glancing around the room at all the pricey furniture, the crystal, the gilded goblets that have slowly replaced the Mason jars we usually drink out of. “I know the two of you have had a run of good fortune. But, honestly, how do you have anything left? There were an awful lot of purchases made.”

      “Tad’s got it all handled.” She’s quick to assure me. “And just between you and me, he’s feeling another big win coming on, and so far, his instincts haven’t been wrong.”

      “That’s right.” Tad pops up just as Logan wraps his arms around me from behind. “I’ve got a hot tip on lotto numbers, and I’m going to use it.” I can’t help but notice how much weight Tad has put on this year alone. But then, he’s actually been treating himself and my mother to meals out, and the refrigerator is brimming with things like clotted cream, lobster bisque, and steaks of every shape and size. It’s a virtual feast for a king, and in this twisted scenario Tad wears the crown. “This is the big one. The payout is in the millions.”

      “Geez.” I look to both him and my mother with a bit of trepidation. “What do you mean by hot tip?”

      Tad taps the side of his head. “My dreams. That’s my secret. I’m in perfect tune with the universe—have been for months. I purchased tickets for today’s big draw, and I already know I’m the winner.”

      “That sounds…” I shake my head as I search for words.

      “Illegal,” Logan finishes the sentence for me. “If I were you, I’d keep that deal you’ve got going with the universe a secret. Maybe don’t mention the dreams either. A man of fortune doesn’t tell.”

      “Well, this one does.” Tad hardens his bloated features as he glares at Logan. “When you accrue a certain amount of wealth and status, you get to decide for yourself what you can and can’t do. Sorry, Oliver, but you don’t get to dictate how I run my life. Nobody does. That’s the beauty of being Tad Landon.”

      “Great,” I say. “We’ll keep that in mind.”

      Tad stalks off and plants himself on his throne, his paper already laid out for him by my mother.

      I wrinkle my nose at my mother. “Just a few more weeks and we’ll be out of your hair.”

      Her affect changes on a dime. “Skyla, please don’t bring that up to me. You realize I’m grieving all of you already. What are we going to do in this great big house without you?”

      Mia pops up from behind. “Party? I call dibs on Skyla’s room.” After her brief marriage to Gabe, she’s been back to sharing a room with Melissa.

      “No way.” Mom shakes her head. “That’s forever going to be Skyla’s room. So that if for any reason she and her family need to spend the night, they’ll have a place to stay.”

      Mia groans, “Are you serious? That’s it. I’m getting married again and knocked up just so I can finally break free of Melissa and her snoring.”

      “You had better be kidding.” I’m quick to deal with this. “Or I’ll strangle Rev myself.”

      “Funny.” She makes a face. “And you do realize he’s still hurting from that night. But we’ll be there for your party.” She pulls me in close. “I love you, Skyla. You’re the best big sister in the world. I’m going to miss you when you’re gone.”

      “I’m not leaving the island.”

      “I know.” She pulls back with tears in her eyes. “It just won’t be the same without you living here.”

      Melissa groans from behind, “I agree. It’s going to suck for, like, all of five minutes.”

      The doorbell rings, and just about everyone in the room freezes. No one has used that doorbell in years. We’re a knocking kind of people on the island, so it sets off an internal alarm of sorts in all of us.

      Mom rolls her eyes. “It’s probably Emma. Always prim and proper. I bet she’s come by to kiss Nathan.”

      Mom takes off, and soon she’s calling for Tad and the entire lot of us escort him to the door.

      Tad scoffs. “Pull out your phones, kids. You’ll want to upload this to social media asap. I entered that sweepstakes last week—the one that’s infamous for showing up at your doorstep with balloons and an oversized check for a million dollars. I’ve got this one in the bag, too.” He taps the side of his head as he winks at Logan.

      Both Drake and Ethan fight to get their phones trained on him properly.

      Nathan and Barron run up. Logan scoops up Barron, and I end up holding my birthday buddy. I land a kiss to his cheek as we watch Tad head to the door. A couple of tall men with navy satin jackets stand on the other side as he approaches them with that goofy grin plastered to his face.

      “Let’s have it, boys,” Tad beams with a self-confidence I’ve never seen before. “Tad Landon, here. Winner at large. Give me all you got.”

      The one on the right holds a badge out toward Tad and my mother.

      “We’re here from the Federal Trade Commission investigating lottery fraud, and we need you to come down to the Paragon Police Department. We have a few questions we’d like to ask you.”

      A chill runs through me as the entire Landon house ceases to breathe.

      Tad bucks. “Ha! Hear that?” he balks as he turns our way. “Even the FTC wants to know how I do it. I’m telling you right now, boys, I’m on the up and up.” He snags his jacket off the coat rack and steps on out. “Don’t worry, Lizbeth. I should be back in plenty of time for today’s festivities. Don’t you dare eat a bite of that cake without me.”

      I glance to Logan and frown as I squeeze his hand. Let’s pray the next cake in Tad’s life isn’t baked by my mother with a knife in it.

      Amen to that.

      The door closes with marked finality, and my mother looks pale. Both Ethan and Drake stop their recording of the event.

      Mom lifts her chin my way. “The party must go on.”

      The house gets back to its chaotic level of disorder, and I can’t help but wonder if Tad’s little visit by the FTC will prove to be a bad omen of things to come.

      As much as I’d like to think it isn’t, I can’t help but think it is.
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      If there’s one thing about Demetri that I can put a positive spin on, it’s his ability to lavish his grandchildren with both attention—in his twisted mind he would call it love—and extravagance. And by extravagance, I mean putting on the ritz. But since he left my mother in charge, there is a bit of chintz involved as well.

      Demetri’s mansion is covered with baby blue crepe paper. The sprawling backyard is festooned with Mylar balloons in every shape and size. There are eight different bounce houses—outdoing Wesley by two. And a petting zoo that features everything from llamas to guinea pigs. There are insect exhibits, a face-painting station, a balloon artist, a contortionist, a walking circus (sans the clowns), a piñata that every small set of eyeballs has been gawking at, and a trampoline, a new permanent addition from Grandpa Demetri that will remain on the premises—I suppose that’s the surprise Holden was alluding to.

      Logan and I stand watching the festivities. There are throngs of people, and it looks as if every toddler under five from the island has shown up to help celebrate the boys’ special day. The only person, the only celestial being we’re missing is Marshall. He let me know he’d be there for me tonight, and again tomorrow for the boys’ next birthday bash, but he would sit out this misadventure at the devil’s house as he so indelicately, yet accurately put it.

      Logan has Jaxson strapped to his body in a fur-lined baby carrier that’s keeping our tiny prince—or king as it were, nice and toasty as he naps on his daddy’s chest. He’s so stunning for an infant. I don’t quite know how to put it into words. He has an otherworldly glow about him. His hair looks as if it’s gold floss, and his eyes shine a bright shade of blue mingled with amber each and every day. The boys adore him.

      Chloe marches up in a cropped sweater, her jeans so tight you’d think they were painted on, and knowing her they might be—easier access for Gage.

      “Some party.” She bats her lashes up at me. “Do you think the Fems will stop by with submachine guns before setting the mansion on fire? I hear you’re the new Ellis, Skyla. Throwing ragers—emphasis on the rage.” She gives a cheeky wink to Logan. “How’s the specimen?” She peers into the carrier and grunts, “Now there’s a little snack. Toe head. I can tell this one belongs to Logan.” She looks my way. “Are you knocked up again yet? I figure you and Logan can’t keep your hands off one another, and rumor has it, you keep the kids in your love den because it’s some sort of perverted aphrodisiac. I expect another litter to pop out of you soon enough. Quite frankly, I’m a little disappointed that you only popped out one on the last go-round.”

      “All right, Chloe.” I sigh. “Your opinion is amusing per usual. Why don’t you go pester someone who might actually want your company? Oh, wait. There isn’t anyone, is there?”

      Her brow rises. “Not true. I have a husband roaming the grounds.” She twists her lips as she surveys the lay of the land. “Do you know what tomorrow is, Skyla?”

      “It’s my son’s third birthday. Outside of that, there is nothing else I’m concerned with.”

      “It’s my anniversary.” She bounces on her heels as she looks from Logan to me. “One year of sheer wedded bliss. And I’m so very glad that we’ll all come together again to celebrate it as a family, aren’t you?” She bats those vindictive doe eyes at me. “I wonder what my sexy husband will get me? A pony perhaps? Another diamond? Skyla, what did Gage give you for your first anniversary?”

      I spot Laken heading this way with baby Wesley Cooper strapped to her chest, and I’m thankful for the reprieve.

      “Logan, I’ll be right back. Don’t let Chloe eat the baby.”

      I meet up with Laken and pull her away from the masses toward the oversized fountain, the width and girth of the entire Landon home. Demetri had it drained in the event a kid should wander in it and drown. Smart move on his part, and thankfully, his swimming pool is gated.

      “Laken.” I pull her into a strong embrace. We’ve been sending cryptic texts for the last few weeks, but she still hasn’t told Wesley that she knows the truth yet. “How are you doing? How are you able to look him in the eye each morning?”

      Her thick, caramel waves cascade down her shoulder as she gives a lazy glance back to the enormous back porch where Gage and Wes stand chatting away. Honestly, from this vantage point, I can’t tell who is who. I guess that’s when you know it’s really over. You can’t pick the once love of your life out of a lineup.

      “It’s going just fine.” She shrugs. “I figure if Wes could hide the truth from me all these months, I can hide it from him until I decide what to do. Cooper has Charlie.” She nods toward a play area with miniature slides and carousels geared for those on the younger end of the toddler spectrum. “I haven’t told Coop yet. I figure it’s best if I get it out in the open to the two of them at once.”

      I suck in a quick breath at the thought.

      “And when will this double grenade launch take place? I’m praying soon. Coop won’t be too thrilled if eighteen years meander on by. He might know that he’s Charlie’s father deep down in his heart, but he needs to hear the words, too.”

      “I was going to do it tonight until I remembered it was your birthday, and, of course, tomorrow we’ll be at your place for part two of the birthday extravaganza. I guess I’ll put it off until Monday.”

      “Hell no.” My eyes widen with the prospect of having the most explosive birthday party yet, although technically, they’ve all been a bit more explosive and dramatic than I like.

      “Do it tonight. We’ll be at the Harrisons’. That’s right next door to your place. And once you dump Wes and his slimy ass, Coop and I will help you pack your things and shuttle you and the kids to his place.”

      She makes a face. “Skyla, you’re going to think less of me when I say what I’m about to.”

      “Never. Never will I think less of you.” A horrible thought comes to me. “Unless you decide to forgive Wes and stay with him forever.” I’m only partially teasing.

      Laken shrugs. “I’m giving Wes an ultimatum.”

      “Oh, good.” I breathe a sigh of relief. “Men love those. What kind of ultimatum? He has to wash dishes and do laundry for the next eighteen years? I think you should tack on that he gives you a lifelong hall pass with Cooper because really? Have you taken a gander at his hotness lately? And honey, you know that poor boy isn’t getting any. Rumor has it, Lexy Bakova has stripped down naked in front of him on at least two occasions wanting to be ravaged—and he declined both offers. And if you must know, Lexy told me that herself.”

      It’s true. She’s been around nearly every day taking pictures of Jaxson with the boys, Jaxson all by his adorable lonesome, with Logan and me. Not to mention all the hard work she’s put into our wedding. In fact, she’s set to mail out the invites this afternoon. It’s really happening. Logan and I are finally tying the knot—again.

      “Glad to hear Coop has options.” She darts a quick glance his way. “And selfishly, I’m glad to hear he hasn’t acted on them. I still love him deeply.”

      “So be honest with me. If Wes won’t do menial housework, are you packing up and headed to Cooperville?” I’m not really interested in the terms of her ultimatum. I’m just thrilled she’s going to spill the DNA beans.

      She gives a slow nod. “But I just figure I’m already married to Wes. This has been the status quo. And I love them both equally. I know that there’s no one in the world who can ever understand that.”

      “I could have once.” I nod quickly to acknowledge my love for the old Gage Oliver.

      “Good, because hopefully now you won’t judge me.” Baby Wes Cooper whimpers against her chest, rearing his tiny head, and I catch a glimpse of those familiar dimples as he blinks my way.

      “Oh, Laken, he is simply too precious.” I shake my head in disbelief. “He truly is a twin to Nathan and Barron.”

      “That he could be.” She combs back his thick, black hair with her fingers. “So tonight?” She winces up at me as if it pained her to think about.

      “Yes, Laken, tonight. Just out of curiosity, what’s the ultimatum?”

      She shakes her head at me. “You’ll see. Consider it a birthday gift to yourself. I think you’re going to love it.”

      “Oh, I’m going to love it. I already love it.”

      She takes off for Coop—same direction I’m hoping she goes in this evening. I can’t believe Wesley Edinger is about to have his ass handed to him this evening and I get front row seats to the spectacle.

      Happy birthday to me.

      I spot Ezrina, Nev, and their darling daughter standing with Logan, and I head on over.

      “Alice”—I say, kneeling to her height—“you are a princess.”

      She nods my way with those serious eyes, those ruby red lips the exact shade as her hair.

      “Am,” she says it sweetly with an undertone of aggression, and I can’t help but love her all the more.

      Both Nev and Ezrina take turns wishing me a happy birthday.

      “How is the serum?” I don’t mind asking Ezrina point-blank.

      “Circulating well through our brothers and sisters across the globe. Our Levatio transport system is working out quite well. No word of anyone with adverse effects just yet.”

      “Good. And in a month’s time, they won’t have to make so many trips,” I say it more like a question and Ezrina nods.

      “Yes, Skyla.” She looks to Logan. “The two of you are potent together in more ways than one. Might I advise more children?”

      My jaw unhinges. “How many more?”

      Logan tips his head her way as if he were genuinely interested.

      “Ten?” Nev looks to Ezrina. “Twenty?”

      I gasp, “We need that many for the serum? My God, I guess both my body and I will have to take one for the team.”

      Ezrina chortles, and it’s such a rare sight and sound, I try to memorize it. “Heavens, it has nothing to do with the serum. The Jax molecule, as you know, has an immortal lifespan it keeps reproducing. It hasn’t stopped yet, and it won’t. What you and Logan have created has truly saved our people.”

      I shake my head at her. “Then why all the kids?”

      “Because they’re adorable.” She nods our way while threading her arm though Nev’s. “We’re off to show Alice a good time.”

      And that they do.

      Hours drift by and finally it’s time for cake. My mother and Mia wheel out a three-tiered monstrosity laden with giant dinosaurs all over it and the boys go wild.

      Gage is holding Barron while I hold Nathan. Gage has yet to acknowledge me, yet to wish me a happy birthday. He’s at an all-time petty low, and I’m positive it’s because he can’t comprehend that he’s about to lose his standing in the heavenlies.

      Who knew Gage Oliver was driven by power and greed? I should have figured so much as soon as we discovered he was Demetri’s spawn. I should have cut my losses as soon as we had the boys and run straight to Logan. Not wasted any time.

      My heart wrenches at the thought of framing those moments I spent with Gage as wasted. Tragic is more like it. In every sense of the word.

      Lexy snaps one picture after the next with Logan by my side and Chloe next to Gage. A family horror story if ever there was one.

      We light the candles and the boys blow them out after we sing.

      “Put me down! I want Mommy!” Barron cries and bucks as he struggles to get away from his father. He inadvertently kicks a hole in the side of the cake before Gage finally lets him slide to the ground. As much as I’d like to laugh, I feel terrible that my boys are already feeling the need to get away from Gage. He was a great father once.

      Melee breaks out as Mia and Melissa help serve up the sugary feast to the masses.

      Gage comes over, his brilliant blue eyes looking square into mine for the very first time tonight.

      Here it is. A happy birthday in the least. I gave him three children. If I’ve been forced to put our differences aside for the last year while he held the upper hand with the Factions—surely, he could do it.

      But he doesn’t. Gage nods to someone past me as his parents come up with my poor mother looking frazzled.

      “Oh, Skyla.” She takes ahold of my hand and grips it with her cold fingers.

      “What’s wrong?” I motion for Logan to come over and he dashes this way along with Demetri.

      Before I know it, Demetri has my mother in his arms as she leans heavily upon him.

      “It’s happened, the unthinkable,” she whimpers as Emma hands her a tissue and we all wait with bated breath as to what the unthinkable might be. Dear Lord, I hope Demetri hasn’t knocked her up again.

      “It’s Tad,” she blubbers through tears and I hold my breath, assuming the worst. Holy heck, Demetri has had him killed, and today of all days. “He’s been arrested. They’ve formally charged him with tampering with the lottery system. They say they have hard evidence.”

      “I don’t understand.” I shake my head over at her. “Tad said he got those numbers from his dreams. That can’t be illegal.”

      “That’s what I said,” she wails. “But he says they’ve got an iron-clad case, whatever that means. Olivia Harrison is looking into representing him. Oh, I don’t know what I’ll do if Tad gets sent to prison.”

      Demetri pulls her close, petting the back of her head as if she were his favorite pet, and I have no doubt she is.

      “There, there, my Lizbeth. I’ll see you through this. That’s what friends are for, my love.” He shushes her into submission before helping her into the house.

      “Well, there’s that,” I say, looking at Logan. “Demetri has finally figured out a way to ruin my mother’s marriage. And sadly? If Tad had to choose a way to go, I think he’d choose winning the lottery for one year straight.”

      Emma scoffs. “You hear that, Barron? She blames everything on our people.” She takes a deep breath. “Pity, since we’ve done so much for them.” She nods over at Gage as if this were true.

      I scoff at the thought. “I’m not sure when Demetri became your people, but if you mean because he sides with wickedness, I guess you’re right. And if by so much you mean scaring the planet into a tizzy, hiking unemployment while mishandling the world economies—then yes, you’ve done quite enough.”

      “And you?” Emma’s eyes bulge wide just as Chloe scuttles over in an attempt not to miss the show. “You have the government testing to see if we’re aliens. Not one leader has imperiled her people as much as you have, Skyla. Thank goodness we have a savior in Gage.”

      “Please”—my chest bucks with fury—“I just took a page out of your son’s playbook, Emma. I have the serum, and in a month’s time it will be permanent. There is only one leader for the Factions, and that leader is me. Your son put our people in peril. I’m fixing everything he tore down.” I look right at him, unafraid to face him eye to eye, and he winces as if he didn’t feel the same. “Gage Oliver, you are no savior. You’re a plague who I’ve all but stopped from spreading. I wouldn’t get used to that crown on your head. You don’t win. Not by a long shot.”

      Emma’s lips pull back into a tight smile. She plucks out a tiny pink package from her purse. “Barron and I have a birthday gift for you, Skyla. You are, after all, the mother of our grandchildren.”

      Barron’s eyes widen as if he had no clue what she was up to, and I’m sure that’s the case.

      I glance to Gage briefly as I accept the tiny package, and I quickly peel it open and pull out a long, plastic whistle of some sort that closely resembles a cigar.

      “What is it?” I ask as I pull it closer.

      “It’s a crow caller.” Emma grins as if she means it. “You can sit out on the Landon porch and call all the feathered nuisances that Paragon has to offer. You can be the queen of the crows, Skyla. Gage will be the king of our people.”

      Barron growls over at her before pulling her off to the side.

      And it’s just Gage, Chloe, Logan, and me, the queen of the crows. Leave it to Emma to get a zinger in on my birthday. Can’t wait to see what contraption Christmas brings. A framed picture of her face that I can use as target practice might be nice.

      I look up at Gage, more than ticked that he lets his mother continue to crap all over me. But then, he’s crapping right along with her these days.

      “You wear a paper crown, Gage,” I hiss. “Don’t forget it.”

      The party winds down, and we save the gifts for tomorrow.

      Logan and I get the boys back home, and they’re crashed before we ever get them up the stairs. They’re so heavy I need to employ my Celestra strength just to get Nathan to his bed. Logan carries both Barron and Jaxson. Once we’ve tucked the boys in, I feed Jaxson as Logan holds us close. I just stare into those mesmerizing eyes of Logan Oliver’s as we telepathically share our undying love for one another.

      Logan and I are a miracle. Our family is a miracle. And no matter what heartache we may have gone through, I wouldn’t trade any of it because it gave us our perfect beautiful son.

      We made it, Logan. I nod to him in the dark. Just one more step and we will have the victory we have longed for.

      One more step. He leans over and dots my lips with a kiss. Let’s hope it doesn’t lead off a cliff.

      A tiny laugh warms my chest.

      And if it does? I nod over at him. We fly.

      We fly. He nods right back. Hell, I think we should fly anyway.

      And we will.
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      Some of my fondest memories on this godforsaken island have all surprisingly taken place right here at the Harrison estate. In fact, Ellis’ parties were the first real parties I had ever gone to. Not that the parties back in L.A. weren’t great, but they were never so charged, so full of drama, holding an outright electric undercurrent of emotion, and tonight is proving to be no different.

      The grand room at the Harrison estate is the size of an average ballroom, packed to the hilt with the eighteen to twenty-five sect, and I’m starting to feel the burden of being on the older end of the spectrum.

      I glance over to Brielle as she drags me into the center of the room where the bodies are gyrating and rocking out to the live band Ellis was kind enough to hire.

      “It’s too loud. There are far too many bodies, and I’m missing my babies!” I shout over at her, and she makes a face.

      “It’s your birthday party! Shut up and have a good time, Skyla.” She bumps her hip to mine in rhythm to the beat. “That is a direct order from your BFF! And stop talking to that whiner who lives next door.” Laken is no whiner. “She’s dragging you down, Messenger.” She gives a little wink as she throws her arms up over her head, bopping and twirling as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Then it hits me. Maybe, just maybe, for one night I can let go. And I join her.

      Brielle and I dance until we’re hot and sweaty, until the room is steamier than a sauna and it spins with our every turn. My heart is pumping a million miles an hour, and I feel alive. Reborn. Gifted a new beginning.

      Ellis comes at us with a beer for Bree and an ice-cold bottle of water for me, and I down it in a few quick gulps.

      Ellis leans in. “Good show, Skyla. Gage has been pouting in the corner with Wes all night, eating his heart out at what he’s missing.”

      “Glad to hear it.” I glance around for the sulking sultan’s wife, the queen of mean, and spot her dancing with Michelle, Lex, and Nat, shaking their stuff as if we rewound the clock a good seven years. This could easily be the first party I stepped into on Paragon sans the stretch marks. Near the kitchen I spot Laken, Coop, and Logan, and a fire ignites within me. “I think it’s time to open up a few gifts.”

      I take off in their direction and am intercepted by Lex as she pulls me into her circle.

      “It’s done.” Lex gives me a spontaneous five. “I mailed your wedding invites. Don’t do anything stupid and putz it up. I expect to see a bride and groom at Whitehorse come December thirteenth.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it. Thanks, Lex.” I glance to Emily. “And, Em? I’m putting it out there in advance, no visions, no paper, no pens, no pig’s blood allowed at my wedding. I don’t care if you spew green vomit because you can’t wait to draw on the side of the bowling alley. I’m taking a hard pass on the prognosticating.”

      “Done.” She shrugs. “I have nothing on the horizon anyway. Which is sort of weird considering I haven’t had this feeling since before you came to town.”

      “That’s because the Barricade is toast, and I’ll be on top again by the new year. Things are finally looking up for our people.”

      Nat shakes out her hair, and I’m pretty sure she just sprayed her sweat our way.

      “You know you’ve got me, Messenger. I’m a lifer.”

      “Thank you,” I say, wiping my face.

      “Me, too,” Em grunts it out like a threat.

      Michelle looks injured as she looks my way. “Liam is doing it. I guess I will, too. Even if we’re not meant to be together, I don’t want to die in some government holding cell.”

      Lex nods. “Carson and Carly, the Winters, even Kresley is on board. It’s crazy how fast everyone is turning on the Barricade.”

      “Not me.” Chloe snaps her fingers in the air. “My husband has a bomb he’s ready to drop. I’d hate to find myself on enemy lines once he does.”

      My stomach sinks as she says it. The thought of Gage doing something else, something far more destructive than ever before is my worst nightmare. Then I remember who I’m fighting for and how far we’ve come. I spot Marshall walking into the mouth of the grand room and excuse myself as I make a beeline over.

      “My”—he muses, his lids hooded seductively low—“if it isn’t the birthday princess. Would you like to come to my chambers where I’ll remove your clothes and twist your—”

      “No,” I deadpan. A simple kiss will do. I point to my cheek and he scowls.

      “How about a kiss from yesteryear? The mouthwatering delicacies that came equipped with a vision. I have one for you.”

      “No thank you. In fact, I just turned Em down flat, too. Well, actually, I asked her not to share any at my wedding and she mentioned she was fresh out of visions for me. She said she hasn’t felt this way since before I showed up on the island.”

      His lips part as he cranes his neck in Em’s direction. “What’s this?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care. And if that vision you have for me is going to rob me of my sleep, I’ll take another hard pass.”

      “No, Skyla,” he says with a morbid level of concern in his voice. “The vision was of the two of us naked in my bed. It’s something we’ve already partaken in a time or two. Just wanted to offer you a beautiful memory and open the door to creating more.” He manages to say every sultry word while staring over at Em with a look of concern.

      I wave my hand over his eyes. “I’m down here. Who cares about Em? Thanks for the heads-up on what you were going to show me. And if you can give me eight hours of uninterrupted sleep, I’ll take off all my clothes right now and walk naked to your bedroom.”

      A dull laugh pumps through him. “I’m afraid there won’t be much sleeping while you are a guest of mine in that capacity. Measures will need to be taken to reprogram what those Olivers have taught you. I assume it will take no more than six months to fully revise your neuroplasticity.”

      “Marshall!” I swat him playfully on the arm. “You’re an animal.”

      “I can be a beast when needed,” he purrs loud and strong like a ferociously large cat. He takes up my hand, and those feel-good vibes are right back where they belong and stronger than ever. “On our wedding night, you will open for me, Skyla. You will display yourself, and it will be a feast for my eyes, a feast for my senses, a feast for my—”

      “I get it,” I say as that sweet spot between my legs begins to spasm involuntarily. “And if I stand listening to you any longer, Logan is going to kill me.”

      “Him I wouldn’t worry about.” He nods just past me, and I glance back to find Gage and Wes grumbling about something while looking this way.

      “Well, well,” I say. “It looks as if he can’t take his eyes off me tonight. I’m guessing someone else wants to take a bite out of me in all the right places.” A spear of heat bullets through me all the way back down to the sweet spot as a memory of Gage doing just that rides through me. But I’m sure that has nothing to do with why he’s looking at me. I’m pretty sure he’s furious with my magnificent wartime maneuvers. “I’d better find Logan. I think I overheated on that dance floor, and I could use a little relief.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” he calls out as I stagger back out into the crowd.

      There’s not a person on the planet who can tell me that my errant baby hormones don’t cause an avalanche of wanting dirty sex in a corner. Mama wants what she wants, and right now she wants to impale herself over Logan Oliver’s smoking hard body while he whispers the dirtiest things he can into my ear—preferably of the dirty things he’s about to do to me. Just yesterday, our lovemaking had been cleared to resume its normal baby making frequency by Doctor Ezrina, and we’ve decided to wait until tonight to continue our flesh feast after an all too long and rather exhausted hiatus.

      “Skyla?” My name comes from the right, the echoing cry of a female, of a soft voice that sounds hauntingly like my own. I glance over and note a pale blue glow that only grows brighter as it leads to the formal living room. The bodies are fewer in here, but that’s where I see her, standing in the corner. Had I passed her at any point, I would have thought I was walking by a mirror.

      “Rory?” I whisper her name like a secret. At one point in time I would have thought it was my mother, but I’ve since grown to tell the difference. My mother sparkles both inside and out, a reflection of her arrogance and pride most likely.

      “Skyla.” Rory takes me by the hand, and a tingle emits from her to me as she leads me out of the room. Her body, her hair glows with an ethereal aura, soft white light with a pink and blue patina. “Happy birthday to my beautiful, beautiful sister. Was it all you’d hoped it would be?”

      “It’s been a wonderful day. Logan will make sure it’s an even better night.”

      “Well, let me start it off on a good trajectory. I’ll let my sexy soon-to-be brother-in-law finish you off with a bang.” She winks my way, her cheeks glowing pink as if she manufactured them to do just that. We circle around the foyer and to the lip of the party where the crowd has only grown thicker.

      I spot Mia and Rev making out in the corner, and as much as I don’t care to see it, I’m happy for them. They truly do seem to be genuinely in love.

      “There she is,” Rory whispers.

      “There who is?” I glance in the direction she’s squinting in just as Chloe and the rest of the Bitch Squad head this way. Okay, so they’re not all bitches, not anymore, but the nickname still has a rather nice ring to it.

      Chloe bounds up with Lex, Michelle, and Nat.

      “What’s going on?” Chloe looks to me before glancing to my side, and her eyes widen when she sees my doppelgänger. “Well, well, if it isn’t the coward of the celestial sphere. Long time no see. Rory, is it? Come to wish your sister a happy birthday? How adorably boring.” Chloe makes a face. “Ellis just hooked us up with some premium shit and we were about to get high by the fountain just like the good old days. You’re both welcome to join us.”

      Rory steps forward. “We would love to. But why don’t you ladies join us first?” she says, navigating us down the elongated hall to our left that leads to mysterious rooms and gyms and shopping complexes for all I know.

      Nat skips alongside me in an effort to keep up. “Where are we going?” Her fingers move spastically over her phone.

      “I don’t know. Who are you texting?”

      “Bree. She’ll slice my balls off if I let her miss this.”

      “Tell her to bring Laken,” I whisper.

      And in less than ten seconds, the two of them are running down the hall just as Rory leads us down the stairs and into a darkened room to our left, to the theater the Harrisons had installed not too long ago. The only light illuminating the room is the enormous screen up ahead, glowing a soft shade of lavender like a paper lantern.

      “Ooh!” Michelle wiggles her fingers as she and Lex take a seat in the middle. The chairs are all comfort chaise lounges, and the carpet is lush and crimson. It’s chilly in here, and the faint scent of popcorn permeates the air.

      Rory steps to the front of the theater as I take a seat with Laken to my right and Bree to my left. Chloe is seated on the other side of her looking smug as usual.

      “Ladies, welcome to the show.” Rory lifts her hands, and her hair illuminates soft as the flicker of a candle. “Tenebrous Productions presents a featured delight that’s been a year in the making. And once you partake in this cinematic wonder, you will know how far a girl is willing to go for her sister. Never has there been a deeper bond. Remember this, Skyla. I did it for you. I did it for our people.” She looks to Chloe as the light from the screen begins to dim. “The girl you’ll see isn’t my sister. It’s me. These are the sacrifices I have made for my people.”

      Laken leans in. “Should we be afraid?”

      “Yes,” I say without hesitation. I’m downright terrified, down to my bones.

      The sound of light instrumental music begins to play, something heavenly, easy for the senses before the music dims and we’re treated to a vaguely familiar scene, and as soon as it becomes clear what it is, my stomach drops.

      It’s the master bedroom at the house Gage and I bought. Our first house, our last. The very last place I made love to my husband before he lost his head quite literally.

      Chloe saunters out of the bedroom in a silky black negligée and slips it off her shoulders, exposing us to her naked form. Gage flashes before the screen, looking angry, sick. He rolls over and the scene cuts to Chloe rocking herself on the corner of the mattress, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      The next scene is in the butterfly room. There I am—wait, no, not me. It’s Rory looking hauntingly like yours truly and Gage pressing his lips to hers. He’s on her, taking her from behind, hard and heated.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      The same scenes repeat on a loop. Chloe begging for attention, Gage shutting her down. Gage going down on my sister. Gage taking Rory over every inch of that butterfly room, and tears streak down my face as I watch it. I can’t look away. I can’t believe what it’s telling me.

      Gage pulls Rory’s head back, rough by the hair. “Say my name. Tell me you love me.”

      Rory looks right at him, and if I didn’t know better, she was doing her best impression of me while she’s at it.

      “I love you, Gage Oliver. It’s only ever been you for me.”

      My heart sinks as she says those words. His eyes soften just enough to let me know he wants to believe them.

      An entire montage plays out of Rory and Gage going at it. Seasons change, and Chloe tries again and again to seduce her husband, but he’s not having it. Gage is satiated over and over by my likeness.

      In the next scene, Chloe and Gage are raging at one another all through the house. Chloe is chasing him in the nude. Emma is there in the background. But Chloe is unceasing as she shouts over at Gage, demanding him to have her. She chases him into the street, naked, shouting her anger into the dove gray Paragon sky.

      The music shifts to something heart-stoppingly loud, an incredible drumming that you can feel in your chest, pulsating through every bone in your body.

      The throne room appears. There I am on what should have been our wedding day. Gage and Chloe enter the unholy room with a bed laden with roses. He takes her and they lie down on the mattress. The room, the walls catch fire as a blaze rolls to life all around me. And I scream—at the top of my lungs I cry out in anguish. But the focus shifts to the figure of a man standing behind me, far past me in the distance. We zoom in on his face. It’s Wes, his best man that day, with tears rolling down his face.

      Implying, implying…

      Oh my God. Why is Wes crying? Why would Wes cry?

      My heart stops cold as I see the color of his cobalt blue eyes.

      “What is this?” Laken pulses to life.

      “Rory?” I call out as the screen goes white once again, the music cuts out, and we’re met with the stale sound of our breathing.

      All eyes shift to Chloe.

      “That bastard.” The words hiss from her lips in a broken whisper. Tears slick her cheeks, but the anger brewing in her eyes is as deadly as a fire.

      Chloe bolts out of her seat and I follow. I can feel the rest of the girls in flight right behind us.

      “Skyla.” Laken’s voice trembles with rage.

      But I don’t answer her. I do my best to beat Chloe to the punch as we weave through the crowd at lightning speeds looking for him, anxious to let him know exactly how we feel.

      There they are close to the kitchen—Wes, Coop, Ellis, Logan, Brody, Liam, Marshall, and Gage. A celestial lineup of the testosterone who’s who.

      Chloe spots them at the very same time, but I implement every ounce of Celestra speed in me and practically float over, quick as a poltergeist.

      I grab onto Gage, and his eyes widen a notch.

      “How dare you lie,” I riot in his face. “How dare you sleep with my sister pretending it was me. You killed me for nothing. It hurts no less knowing the truth.”

      His mouth falls open as he tries to assess the damage.

      “That’s right, Gage,” I pant violently. “You never slept with Chloe. Not even on your wedding night. You don’t have any children with her, and you never will. Everything for nothing. Tell me why you did it, Gage? Why did you throw us away so easily?”

      Chloe knocks me to the side as she takes him by the shirt.

      “My turn.”
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      Shit.

      Chloe pulls me in, her jowls quivering as she growls right at me.

      “You unholy piece of celestial shit,” she seethes the words from clenched teeth. “How dare you try to pull one over on me. How dare you make me believe you loved me. That you chose me. You asked for time, and I gave it. You tried my patience, wore me thin, but I loved you right through it. And now the world knows exactly how you’ve humiliated me.”

      Her nails dig into my flesh, and she pulls me down and screams into my face at the top of her lungs.

      All of her fury, her white-hot rage blows over my skin like a nuclear fallout. And I deserve it. Hell, I deserve all of it. Yes, even from Chloe.

      She releases me with a thrust, landing my back against the hard granite counter.

      “That day you chose me over Skyla in the throne room? I thought it was a joke—that is, until you took me to that glass room and made love to me thoroughly, incomprehensibly, convincingly, but once we hit the island, you were stone-cold. A man without needs. An open wound, with no suture and no cure. And even then, I loved you. On the day we exchanged vows at Demetri’s, I was the happiest I had ever been. A dream wedding with Gage Oliver, the boy I pined for. The one I let mold me into a monster. I became whatever was necessary to be with you. I all but sewed my vagina shut for you. And here I thought you had planted a child in me. Those days were magical. A dream within a dream. I walked this island with a pride I nurtured from the inside out. I was so very pleased to show the world, to show Skyla a tangible piece of our love. It was my way of saying to her, See? You were the mistake. It was me he was destined for all along.” She slaps her hands over my chest three times hard, and it feels as if she’s about to blow a hole in it. I wish she would. I wish to God there was a way to end all this misery.

      She tips her head back with a marked aggression. “And I suppose in a twisted way that was true. I was your destiny”—her eyes meet with mine, glowing with wrath—“so you could use me and make a spectacle of me the way you did.” She turns and glares at Skyla, tears congealing over her eyes, too afraid to fall. “I’m sure you’ve extracted a sick sense of satisfaction from this.” Skyla opens her mouth, and Chloe holds a hand up silencing her. “I will seek vengeance.” Her eyes meet with mine once again—her voice is even, yet tight, her breathing measured. “I will destroy you, Gage Oliver, and everything you stand for. And do not grow cocky in the fact you think you are indestructible. I know where your heart is buried, in those boys, in that woman you tormented for the entire last year. I know how to carve out your beating heart and kill your immortal soul. I will weigh my options as needed. But, for now, my chief concern is taking you out. You can kiss your crown goodbye. I’m siding with Celestra.” Her voice is threadbare when she says those last few words as if it pained her that she ever left. “Whatever it is you’re afraid of—and you are running scared, I have seen it in your eyes all these months—I will make sure that your worst fears come true. It will be my pleasure.” Chloe’s chest rises and falls with her every breath. “Wesley”—her eyes never leave mine—“take that river rat you spawned the night you raped me and drown it, bury it alive, do with it whatever you wish. I don’t give a damn. But do not under any circumstance so much as mention it to me.”

      “Chloe,” Brody barks.

      “Oh, shut the hell up,” she roars right back. “Help me get my things from that godforsaken house. I’m going to your place.”

      “All right.” Brody slaps the back of his neck. “If that’s what you want.”

      “It is.” Her eyes harden over mine. “I am not done with you, Gage. Nobody creates a mockery of me and lives to tell about it. And since you are impervious to death, I will be exceptionally creative with your punishment.”

      A familiar giggle emits from the right, a ghostly cackle that I’m guessing is for my ears only.

      “Remember, Gage, what we spoke about.” Rory’s voice sounds as if it’s coming from another dimension entirely.

      I glance over and see the witch that turned my world inside out.

      Yes, I know exactly what we spoke about, you whore.

      She gives a little smile. “I’ll keep my end of the bargain. You keep yours. It’s the only way, Gage. Deep in your heart you know it to be true.”

      My ears clog up with the sound of my beating heart as if it needed to.

      Rory can’t be trusted to uphold air, let alone a promise.

      But, like she has been for so many months, Rory is simply a means to an end.

      Chloe steps up close, her rage has completely permeated her, and she looks sublime in her hatred for me. Her hand strikes me hard on the cheek, a Celestra fortified response, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say it hurt like hell.

      She turns to leave, and Laken grabs her by the wrist.

      “Not yet.” Laken pulls her back. “You’ll want to hear this firsthand.” She turns to my brother. “It’s your turn, Wes.”
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      “Laken—” I start as I try my best to pull her in, but she bounces out of my grasp.

      “Don’t you touch me.” Her voice seethes, and that’s all I need to break my heart.

      It’s happening again. Through my own foolish measures, I’ve got her hanging by a thread, and Coop is already inching his way over, wasting no time in moving in for the kill.

      “How could you?” Her voice is faint as she shakes her head, but there’s no sign of disbelief in her eyes. She knows deep down in her heart it was wholly possible. “Don’t answer that. Your devotion to your brother, to the cause, to the ridiculous Barricade that does nothing but torment the Factions—it propelled you forward to pretend to be him. Whatever twisted reason he concocted to have you do it, you bought it hook, line, and sinker. Which makes me wonder if in some way you are just as desperate as he is. I’m no longer concerned with the why, Wes. I’ve seen the outcome of the story, one too many times. You will always choose the Barricade over me—over your fidelity to our family and me. Our joke of a family.”

      “What?” My hands gently wrap themselves around her arms, and she gives me a good push the hell away from her. “Laken, you know I love you—I love our family.”

      “Stop it!” she bellows so loud her voice sounds as if it’s shredding her vocal cords on its way out. “You slept with Chloe!” she shouts so loud the words deafen me. “And worse than that”—she pounds her fists on my chest—“you did the unthinkable. I had other intentions with you tonight. Wes, I had Charlie take a paternity test. She’s not yours.” She turns to Cooper. “I’m so sorry, Coop. I found out a couple of weeks ago, and I’ve been trying to figure out how to best straighten this out.” Her eyes flit my way once again, and there isn’t a hell of a lot of sympathy in them for me.

      “Oh my God.” I close my eyes, wishing the entire damn world would disappear. “Laken. You have to believe me when I say that only Ezrina knew the true results. She’ll vouch for that. I did not know, and I’m sorry.”

      Laken shakes her head. “No. I’m sure you’re right. She will vouch for you because you have her by the DNA. You know she loves Tobie, and I’m sure you arranged to have those results favor you no matter what the answer might have been. Guess what, Wes? A technicality is still a lie.” The words spear from her loud as a gunshot. “Because of your insecurity, you made Cooper lose out on the first year of his daughter’s life.” Tears rain down her face. “And I still wasn’t going to leave you. My love for you and Cooper was equal up until that point. That was what I had finally concluded—stay with Wesley. I thought, we have a brand new baby. Our own child. I know that you love me, Wesley. I will never doubt that. You will never have to prove that to me. You were my best friend growing up, my first love. You will always have a place in my heart, but for the same reasons I parted ways with you at Ephemeral, I’m leaving you now. You simply cannot change.” She cups the side of my face for a moment, and her touch stings as much as her words. “Tonight, I was going to tell you that I knew the truth about Charlie. And then I was going to ask you to leave the Barricade. I came with an ultimatum. But I can’t even give that to you now. Your actions with Chloe all those months ago have proven that you cannot deprogram yourself. My God, the Barricade owns you. The Counts killed your body all those years ago and they stole your soul that same night. And I am so very sorry I ever got to witness it. I am so very disappointed in you.” She swallows hard, and her chest bucks. “I’m leaving you, Wes. I don’t believe in the Barricade and its barbarous ways. Some days I even wonder if you truly understand what you’re fighting for. Power isn’t anything. They say it’s lonely at the top for a good reason, Wes. Because it is. There is nothing up there—no one to care for you. The golden carrot you’re chasing—it isn’t real. Don’t try to make this up to me, Wes. Nothing you do or say will change my mind. I just hope one day you wake up and do the right thing. Leave the Barricade and run as far away from it as you can possibly get.” She turns to Coop. “Please, forgive me. I would like to stay at your place if you don’t mind.”

      “Our place,” he corrects. “Your home has waited for you, Laken. Let’s get out of here.”

      I watch as Coop wraps an arm around my wife, drops a kiss over the top of her head, and they disappear into the crowd together.

      The music ratchets up a notch as loud and inviting as a seizure, and yet all I hear is the sound of the world crashing around me.

      Hell.

      I’m already there.

      I look to my brother and meet with his stone-cold eyes. Here we were so frightened of spending eternity away from those we love, away from Laken, and I’ve already lost her. I’m damned either way.

      Yes, eternity is a hell of a long time, but I would much rather have Laken’s respect for five golden minutes than an infinite amount of time spent with her loathing, her horrific disappointment in me.

      Laken sees me as a coward. A liar. A thief. And she’s not wrong. Not on a single count.

      A hot tear rolls down my cheek as I look around at the familiar faces, all bearing their judgments over me.

      Chloe steps up and spits in my face, hot and thick sludge right in my eye.

      I wipe the slime off my skin and blink over at her.

      Chloe Bishop, the cheated, the victim—not that she sees herself that way nor should she. What was given to her was as close to any form of comeuppance the world has ever doled her way. Nobody here will cry a river for her, nor will they for me.

      But Laken. She is determined to never be mine again, and it’s far more than I can ever bear to think about. I would do anything to have her smile my way once again and mean it. I would do anything to trade the words I’m so disappointed in you—and turn them into something sublime—like the words, I am so proud. That is what my itching ears yearn to hear from Laken. At best, the most she will ever give me again are words in any capacity.

      Laken, what have I done to us? We had it all. Heaven on earth.

      I glance to Gage and a red-hot rage infiltrates my bones.

      I pull him in hard until we’re nose to nose. “You did this. You and your threats. You knew you had me by the balls. You had no problem throwing my relationship with Laken under the bus to save what?” I howl in his face. “You could have had her. You could have had Skyla and the Barricade. Everything was yours for the taking. You were never that bright.” I let go without any fanfare. I’m not embedding his back into the wall. I’m not spitting in his face or decking him. I’m going low, and I’m yanking hard and fast.

      “I’m done,” I pant the words out. “I’m leaving the Barricade. You sink with your ship because I know that is what you are determined to do, but you will do it without me. You cost me everything, and now I’m going to make sure you rot in hell right along with me.” His eyes widen a notch in terror, and I relish the moment. “That’s right. I’m breaking faith with the Barricade. I’m siding with Celestra.” I take off and roar, “See you in hell, brother.”
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      Holy hell.

      Chloe laughs as she steps up with the party at the Harrisons’ still raging around us like a building inferno. Surely, this night has hit its crescendo. It could not get worse—or perhaps better if it tried.

      “Oh, Gage.” Chloe shakes her head at him, her rage refining itself, straining itself through her thirst for vengeance until it’s at its purest form. “We are off to a good start already. Good luck surviving a day without Wes or me to back you. Find a rock—better yet, find a casket to crawl into. You are a spineless, spineless creature that nobody on earth wants anything to do with. The Factions have all but turned on you. There is no hope for you. Do us all a favor and go back to paradise where you belong. But you won’t. And for that I’m grateful. You’ll be much easier to eviscerate when you’re at an arm’s length. And I will do exactly that. Just you wait and see.”

      She takes off with Brody in her wake, and I look to Gage to assess the damage.

      Dudley scoffs. “Entertainment at its finest.” He bows to Skyla. “Ms. Messenger, I look forward to seeing you in the morrow along with the little goats. Thanks to the new developments, it appears we have much to discuss.” His head turns hard to the right with his ear cocked just enough as if he were listening to something the rest of us aren’t privy to. “Mind yourself, my love. Wickedness abounds this fine evening.”

      He steps her way and lands a lingering kiss over her lips, and just as I’m about to pull him off and send him back to paradise himself, he evaporates to nothing, right here in the open as if our people didn’t have enough shit to worry about these days.

      Skyla’s phone buzzes in her hand. “Logan, I’ll be right back. Laken needs me next door.”

      Bree links arms with her. “I’ll go with you. I may not care for Laken in general, but I’m all for her leaving that scumbag.”

      Ellis takes off in their direction. “I need to find G before she hears what an asshole her brother is from someone else.”

      The crowd around us disperses, and it’s just Liam, Gage, and me. Family—enemies all in one.

      Liam takes a breath and expels it slowly. “My parents died at the hands of the Countenance.” He tips his head toward Gage. “And you stepped into the Counts 2.0 without so much as blinking.” He shakes his head. “No way. Wes is wrong. You are not stupid in any capacity. Something sinister is dragging you into the muck and mire, and you are relentless in following along.” He wipes his face down with his hand. “I’m going to talk to Barron, break all of this to him and Emma.”

      “No”—Gage raises a hand, weak with protest—“let me.”

      “You don’t get that privilege.” Liam swallows his emotions down. “You’ve done enough.” He stalks off, and our corner of the room grows cold.

      “And then there were two.” Gage glares my way. “Let me have it. Sucker punch me if you can. I dare you to try.”

      “You won’t get that from me. I figure you have your reasons. You weren’t unfaithful to Skyla—you just wanted her to assume you were. Believe it or not, that feels like a pinhole of light in what’s been a very dark cave we plummeted into exactly one year ago. And believe me when I say I still don’t know what the hell to make of it.”

      “Good. I plan on keeping it that way. Look, I’m not hanging around, so if you’ve got something else to say, get it out. And if you don’t, I’m out the door.”

      “Yes.” I jam the palm of my hand into his gut to keep him from going anywhere. “I do have something I want to say. You are in a shitload of trouble, and I’m not talking with the Justice Alliance, that kangaroo court that has let you off the chain for the last twelve months. I’m talking about the fact Celestra has walloped your ass effectively overnight. Do the right thing, Gage. Step away from the Barricade. If you fall, the Fems fall and this entire nightmare is over. Take off your crooked crown and give Skyla her standing back. Jump off the crazy train. Do it for your kids, if not for anyone else.”

      “My kids,” he mutters to himself and glances around the room with a renewed urgency. “Damn right, I’m doing it for my kids. To hell with Wesley. He’s not taking me anywhere with him.”

      Gage takes off in a fury like a man on a mission. Dear God, help us all.

      I head next door and help Coop load Laken’s things into his truck and mine. It takes over an hour to square away the kids’ things alone, but we get it all done.

      Skyla comes over to me as I seal the tailgate of my truck.

      She offers a pained smile. “Laken is going to need somewhere for the kids to sleep tonight. I’ve got two spare playpens still in their boxes at Whitehorse in the garage.”

      “I’ll get them.” I dot her lips with a kiss. “Why don’t you go with Coop and Laken and help her get settled. It’s only a few minutes out of the way. I won’t be long.” I look deep into her eyes as they shimmer like diamonds in the night. “Things are shaping up for Celestra. We’ve got this, Skyla. Everything is turning around for us. Gage will come around, too. I’m sure of it.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.” She hikes up on her tiptoes and presses her lips to mine as if she were hungry for everything I could give her. She pulls back with her lids seductively low. “I know we went through hell tonight, but I very much plan on cashing in on my birthday gift when we get home. I need you, Logan—more than ever. I love you, Logan Oliver.”

      A soft moan emits from me. “Not more than I love you.” I pull her in tight and hold her like that as long as I can. “I love you, Skyla. More than the heavens love the sun and the moon.”

      She pulls back. “My all-time favorite words. See you in a minute.” She lunges in for another kiss before taking off for Laken’s car.

      I hop into my truck and head for Whitehorse, unsure whether to laugh or cry at the outcome of the insanity that played out tonight.

      Gage and all of the memories we shared growing up flood me all at once—wrestling as kids, t-ball, football, warring over Skyla, fighting for what was right—on the right side of the celestial law. He was my brother. He still very much is. The entire world might have given up on him, but I can’t seem to do it. A very stubborn, loyal part of me refuses to even try.

      The bowling alley comes up at the end of the road, and a dull smile rides on my lips before dissipating. I turn into the driveway across the street, at the house I built for Skyla, and kill the engine. I’m about to open the garage when something catches my eye. The door to the front of the house is wide open, the peach glow of lights emanating from inside.

      My first thought is Lex and Michelle swung by. Maybe they were picking something up and forgot to shut the door, but I do a quick sweep of the vicinity and there’s no sign of anyone’s car. Nev and Ezrina have a private garage off the back. They left the party hours ago, so I’m assuming they’re already asleep.

      I hop out of the truck and run up the porch.

      “Hello?” I shout, caustic and mean in the event I’m about to run into trouble, but my voice comes back to me in an echo. The house looks empty.

      Something is off. Something is very, very wrong.

      A viral panic strikes me, and I run through the kitchen, down the stairwell through the pantry into the Wonderground.

      “Ezrina?” I bellow and run like hell to the lab. “Nevermore?” My voice echoes, desolate and hopeless, and then I see it. Tables are overturned, Gage’s head lies on its side, the glass box that once contained it broken in shards. I step carefully from room to room, the station where Ezrina was working with the serum utterly decimated, and my heart lodges in my throat because I know what this means. The serum, the afterbirth, the stem cells we relied on so very much all up and gone. I stagger to the left, only to find each of those glass receptacles that Ezrina used to house the Viden youth has been shattered to pieces, the room flooded with blue keeping solution.

      “Ezrina?” I run down to their living quarters, the lights are on, their beds unmade as if they were taken by force.

      Ezrina, Nev, baby Alice.

      They were much too dangerous to the enemy.

      And now they are gone.

      The sound of footsteps rustling in this direction grows from behind. I turn just in time to see a bat come crashing over my face and the world goes black.
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      The rain pours down from the sky like a mother’s tears grieving a lost child. I cried those tears once for Gage, and every last ounce of me felt that anguish all over again this night.

      Gage Oliver loves me in his own warped and twisted way. Evil or not, there is something in there that wanted to protect what we had. He didn’t sleep with Chloe—not because he was repulsed from her, not entirely. And now I have a new truth to nurture—a new truth to torment me in the night.

      Laken made a makeshift bed for Charlie on Coop’s couch. We butted the coffee table to it so she wouldn’t roll off. And she took little Wes Coop to bed with her. I guess I can call him little Wesley now that she’s firmly back with Cooper where she belongs. I know her heart is broken over Wesley’s actions, but thankfully, Coop is there to comfort her. His devotion to her never wavered.

      I texted Logan and told him to park the truck in the garage for the night. The storm hit so hard and fast I’d hate for Laken’s things to get ruined. Poor thing has enough ruined already no thanks to Wes—and to Gage. The finger can be equally pointed his way.

      I hitched a ride back to the party with Bree and asked Logan to take the Mustang and meet me here. No rush. I’m sure Logan could use a moment to catch his breath. Get all the mental vomit this night offered up out of his head.

      The music pulses through the walls of the Harrison estate like a heartbeat, the walls pulsating in rhythm to the horrifically loud music. Bodies thrash as the room continues to fill with Paragon youth. Nothing but a bunch of high school kids. They all look so young. That alone spells out that I’m too old for this.

      Bree dances out into the crowd, thrashing her fist in the air, bouncing to the music with Michelle, Lex, and Nat. They seem to be having the time of their lives, and they should. Heck, I should.

      If anyone should be fist pumping with glee, bouncing on the balls of their feet, it’s me.

      Celestra is right there at the finish line. With Ezrina, Logan, Chloe, and Wes, we are unstoppable. And, in the end, all we needed were Logan and me, our DNA, our leadership, our relentless fight to keep our people safe—okay, so Ezrina was definitely an important part of the equation. After we get over tomorrow’s birthday hump, Logan and I will come up with a way to repay Ezrina and Nev. I’m dying to do just that. A small token of our appreciation. They deserve it all.

      The music ratchets up a notch, and instead of heading toward the dance floor, toward my friends, I go left to the quiet hall Rory lured us into right before she landed us on the back of a hurricane.

      My God, she gave ’em hell tonight. She spent a year screwing Gage, though. I don’t know if I should hug her or deck her. Nevertheless, her plan worked out beautifully. My mother was wrong. I could trust Rory—sort of.

      Without thinking, my feet move back in the direction of that theater. It’s as if I’m being lured in that direction once again by my sister, the memory of that moment already swilling inside of me like fine wine.

      I can’t help it. I want to cradle the memory, savor it. A very warped part of me wants to watch the footage again and again.

      The air is still chilled in the hall leading down to the infamous theater. The faint scent of popcorn piques my senses.

      My hand presses against the door, and I slowly push it open. To my surprise, the screen is still lit—the same footage is playing as if it were my new favorite song. The mood music and the sound of Chloe’s caustic voice make for a haunting backdrop.

      A figure of a man stands in the middle of the empty theater, and I recognize that body, that dark head of hair.

      “Gage,” I whisper as I come upon him, and he turns my way ever so slightly with a dead look in his eyes. But his lips flicker when he sees me.

      “I was hoping you would come.” The words leave his lips, but it’s as if he didn’t mean them.

      “Really?” I’m partially amused, but my heart and my adrenaline spell out fear far more than they do anything else. “Gage.” I shake my head as I step in close to him, my fingers floating to his lips. “You still love me.”

      “Yes.” He doesn’t hesitate with his answer. Instead, he closes his eyes, wraps his arms around me tightly, and pulls me close. Every last part of me drinks down the sensation of his body against mine. It feels like heaven, like every dream come true. “Skyla—” He presses those cobalt eyes to mine with such a powerful intimacy every fragile part of me shatters.

      “Gage.” My hands cup his beautiful cheeks as tears blur my vision. “Are you back? How I love you. You have to know that. I never stopped. Not deep down. I couldn’t. How I will always love you.”

      He swallows hard, nodding as if painfully accepting everything I said was true.

      There’s an ache in his eyes, emanating from the deepest part of his being.

      His hand creeps up to the back of my neck, his fingers digging into my hair, and how I’ve craved his touch. Just one more time. Just like this. That’s all. Nothing more.

      “You have to know that I love you.” His tone is firm. “Everything I have ever done is for us. It’s for you, me, and the boys. For Sage. Eternity is ours. We will sort this all out later. This I know is true. I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry. Happy Birthday, Skyla.”

      His lips crash to mine before I can process what’s happening, and I struggle for a moment before I succumb to the familiar feel of his tongue roaming in my mouth, his hard kisses fueled with passion, fueled with a desperation that I’ve never felt from him before. Gage kisses me as if it were his last kiss on earth—as if it were mine.

      I try to pull back, but he’s too strong for me. Gage, no.

      His fingers clamp over my nose. Gage suctions the air right out of my lungs, and I struggle in spasms, trying to escape his murderous grasp.

      No, Gage. No! I beg of you, no, not this. Anything but this. My God, what has become of you?

      Every fiber of my being cries out for mercy as I struggle and beg for one small breath. My legs wrap around his body as I claw to push him away, but his mouth remains secured over mine. Judas with his deadly kiss.

      My lungs feel as if they’re imploding. A sharp pain sears through them as they’re denied what they so desire, what they need. My mind begins to fade.

      Gage, please. You love me. I know you do.

      His body bucks. I do, Skyla, and that’s exactly why I need to do this. I love you so damn much.

      In a moment, something loosens—my body grows limp, and yet I feel free, lighter than air as I float right out of my corporal frame.

      Gage lets out a roar, a ferocious cry as he looks to heaven with anguish etched over his face.

      And then the unthinkable happens. Rory appears, sparkling and bright, an ethereal illumination in this dimly lit room, and she steps right into the limp body Gage is cradling in his arms.

      I watch as the eyes on my body open, quick and wide, like that of a haunted doll.

      Gage helps her up—the old me, my own body—and she dusts herself off, coughing and sputtering to life, and I zoom in and get a good look at those familiar eyes that were mine just moments before and I see my sister for what she truly is.

      Wicked.
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