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            Duke Index

          

          DUKE NAME, JOB DESCRIPTION: THEIR NEPH CHILDREN

        

      

    

    
      Pharzuph (Far-zuf), Lust: craving for carnal pleasures of the body; sexual desire outside of marriage : Kaidan (Ky-den)

      

      Rahab (Rā-hab), Pride: excessive belief in one’s own abilities; vanity; the sin from which others arise

      

      Melchom (Mel-kom), Envy: desire for others’ traits, status, abilities, or situations; jealousy; coveting: Blake

      

      Mammon, Greed: desire for earthly material gain; avarice; selfish ambition: Flynn (deceased)

      

      Alocer (Al-ō-sehr), Wrath: spurning love, opting for destruction; quick to anger; unforgiving: Kopano (Kō-pah-nō)

      

      Kobal (Kō-bal), Gluttony: consumption of more than one’s body needs. Sloth: avoidance of physical or spiritual work: Gerlinda (deceased)

      

      Astaroth, Adultery: breaking marriage vows; cheating on one’s spouse: Ginger and Marna

      

      Jezebet, Lies: being dishonest or deceptive: Caterina

      

      Thamuz (Thā-muz), Murder: taking a life: Andre and Ramón

      

      Shax, Theft: stealing: Marek

      

      Belial (Beh-leel), Substance Abuse: physical addictions; primarily drugs and alcohol: Anna

      

      Sonellion, Hatred: promotes prejudices; ill will toward others; hostility: Zania

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Auras

          

          COLOR MEANINGS AND DISTINCTIONS

        

      

    

    
      Pink: Love. Lighter pink represents comfortable, familial love, while darker, hotter pink represents passionate love

      

      Red: Lust

      

      Yellow: Happiness. Buttery, pale yellow represents contentment, while brighter yellow represents joy

      

      Orange: Excitement

      

      Pale Green: Gratitude

      

      Dark/Bright Green: Envy/Jealousy

      

      Lavender: Peace, contentment

      

      Dark Purple: Pride

      

      Pale Blue: Hope/Relief

      

      Dark Blue: Sadness/Grief

      

      Gray/Brown: Negativity

      

      * Shades of gray depend on the severity of the emotion. Light, hazy gray represents mild negative emotions, such as embarrassment and irritation.

      * Medium grays/browns represent harsher negative emotions, such as shame, guilt, fear, and anger. Dark gray (nearing black) represents deeper negative emotion, such as fury and depression.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          EMERGENCY SUMMIT, 1748, ROME, ITALY

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Unbeknownst to the Roman community, 666 earthbound demons were making use of the infamous Colosseum. Twelve of the fallen ones, the Dukes, were present in their human forms, while the others hovered as spirits, blotting celestial light from the night sky.

      Rahab, the Duke of Pride, took his place in the center, exhilarated by the attention his presence commanded. He looked out with vehemence on thousands of Duke descendants, the Nephilim race, who had been summoned to the meeting from all corners of the earth.

      “Let us officially open this summit,” Rahab ordered.

      A reverent combination of hissing and chanting filled the Colosseum—the ghoulish melody issued from the Dukes and the spirits overhead as they flapped their massive wings in unison. A chill spread across the expectant Nephilim audience as Rahab poised himself to reveal the purpose of their gathering.

      “It has come to our attention that two of you Neph no longer find it necessary to focus on the work for which you were bred.”

      Not one of them moved.

      Rahab turned his stare to a teenage girl in the crowd, who flinched as if stung by his cruel gaze. She averted her dark eyes, a black lock falling from her upswept hair as she shrank back.

      “Come forward, daughter of Alocer.” At these words from Rahab, the girl gave a violent shudder.

      “Femi?” Duke Alocer made his way to the front, forehead creased with displeasure as he sought his daughter.

      “Father…” Femi whispered so low that normal human ears would never have caught it, but every being in the Colosseum that night heard.

      “Come here,” her father said. “What have you done?” Femi made her way to him, in layers of Egyptian silk.

      “Father, have mercy on me, I beg you. I carry your grandchild.” Alocer paused, and his forehead smoothed over.

      “Is that all?” he asked. “You know you will not survive the birth.” She lowered her eyes again and nodded. Alocer turned to Rahab.

      “This is commonplace, Rahab.” He did not bother disguising his irritation. “Pregnancy is hardly a worthy reason to call forth an emergency summit. The girl is a hard worker and is not long for this realm now.”

      “Ah, yes.” Rahab turned his sneer to Alocer’s daughter. “So this pregnancy is a result of your hard work. You conceived while in the act of leading a human to sin, hm?   Is that right, girl?”

      A look of horrified realization crossed Femi’s face as she searched the crowd, meeting only blank and hostile stares. She collapsed to the ground at her father’s feet and sobbed, kissing his toes and ankles. Alocer stared down, bewildered.

      “Who have you been with?” he asked her. She shook her head, hair dragging on the ground around his feet.

      Rahab bent down and yanked Femi by the hair, forcing her to look up. “Answer your father. Tell him!” Femi only cried harder and screamed as Rahab’s fingers pulled tighter. “Fear keeps her silent, and so it should, because the father is not human. He is one of them—” He pointed to the Nephilim. “One of her own kind.”

      A collective gasp rose from the crowd, followed by quick whispers and a hush. Duke Alocer’s eyes narrowed to thin slits as he searched between Femi and Rahab.

      “That’s right.” Tiny specs of foam formed at the creases of Rahab’s smile. “Suspicions were raised by one of my very own Legionnaires, and confirmation was made by a fellow Neph.”

      “Who was it?” Duke Sonellion asked, icy hatred in his crystalline eyes. “Who will we punish?”

      Rahab raised an eyebrow, anticipation drawing out. “Yoshiro, son of Jezebet.”

      “That cannot be!” The eyes of Duke Jezebet shone deep red as he stepped forward to face Rahab. He was the smallest of the Dukes at the moment, but his quickness and sharp eyes lent him a powerful presence. “Where is the Neph who has made this claim?”

      “I regret to say she took her own life after revealing this hideous truth to us.” Rahab settled a hand over his heart.

      “Yoshiro has faithfully served our cause!” Jezebet shouted, ignoring the Duke of Pride’s antics.

      “We shall see about that,” said Rahab. “Come forward, Yoshiro.”

      The crowd began to part. All turned toward Yoshiro as he came through, taller than his father, carrying a thin sword on his hip. The young man’s chin jutted upward at Rahab, his look of defiance shocking all of the Dukes.

      “Stop right there,” Rahab said. “Lay down your weapon, or it will be taken from you.”

      “Stupid boy!” Jezebet chided him. “Lower your eyes. Have you no sense? You are to work against humanity, not waste away your days with a sister Nephilim!”

      Yoshiro looked at Femi, who still lay in a pile of grief at her father’s feet.

      He set down his sword.

      “This is my doing,” Yoshiro said to the Dukes. “She is a victim.”

      “How very romantic.” Rahab’s voice was softly mocking. “But must I point out the obvious? Her life was forfeited the moment she conceived. Pity.”

      Rahab paced for a moment, eyeing the distance with a dark smile. “Did you know some half-million humans perished in these very walls?” He crouched and touched the soil, letting it run through his fingers. “These grounds are thirsty for the blood of their youth. It is the perfect venue for our own games, wouldn’t you say? I do so hope that our two little gladiators will attempt to escape…”

      He paused and stood, raising an eyebrow at Yoshiro and Femi, who were stunned into stillness, as if disbelieving that their secret had been made known and their lives had come to this. Several Dukes laughed without true humor, while the remaining Nephilim moved farther away, placing as much distance as possible between themselves and the unfolding events.

      “Well?” Rahab threw out his arms, a cruel smile on his lips as he called to the couple. “Now’s your chance. Run!”

      Femi rose to her feet with a sob and pushed her way through the Dukes to Yoshiro. They grabbed hands, and together they sprinted the length of the broken Colosseum, flanked by pestering spirits who gave chase above them. Several Dukes cheered with malicious glee at the sight.

      “You.” Rahab scanned the crowd and pointed to a male among the outskirts, snapping his fingers. “Son of Pharzuph.” The straight-faced young man stepped out with a bow slung across his shoulder, his red badge bright against his dark clothing.

      “Kill them both,” Rahab commanded.

      The Neph set his jaw and hesitated only a moment before nodding. He took an arrow from the quiver on his back and readied his bow. Despite the cool night, a bead of sweat rolled into his eye, and he bent his head to his sleeve, wiping.

      “They’re getting away, fool!” shouted the Duke of Hate.

      The boy homed in on the running couple using his extended sight and auditory senses, then with a rise and fall of his Adam’s apple, he let the first arrow fly, followed immediately by the second.

      His aim was perfect. For two heartbeats, the Colosseum was ghostly quiet as Femi and Yoshiro fell, limbs draped across each other in a macabre heap. The son of Lust’s bow arm went limp at his side, and he moved back into the crowd, head lowered.

      “That’s it, then?” hollered Thamuz, Duke of Murder. “Where’s the sport in a quick kill, I ask you?”

      Rahab chuckled. “Be still, Thamuz. I suppose we shouldn’t expect excitement when we have a Lust Neph doing a job meant for your family.” Most of the Dukes laughed at this until the Duke of Pride faced the descendants again. “Consider this a reminder to you all!” Rahab’s voice rang out to the fringes of the Nephilim. “Your single purpose is to carry forth sin to humanity. If you choose to do otherwise, you forfeit your time on earth. And if you choose to forget your fate, rest assured that I will not. Now go! Leave us to our summit.”

      The horde crammed together, shuffling and shoving to exit the presence of the Dukes, giving the bodies a wide berth.

      Jezebet and Alocer stood with stony expressions as the Nephilim filed out.

      Rahab cracked his knuckles and stared at the backs of the last retreating bodies. “For centuries I’ve said those unpredictable half-breeds are more trouble than they’re worth, but you lot insist on having them. They’re an abomination—as stupid as humans but as dangerous as wild animals.”

      He smiled to himself before whispering his next thought out loud. “Even God himself has forsaken and forgotten them.”
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        Hope is the thing with feathers

        That perches in the soul,

        And sings the tune without the words,

        And never stops at all . . .

        ~Emily Dickinson
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      I promised myself I’d never do the work of my demon father—harming souls—tempting humans to abuse their bodies with drugs and alcohol.

      I’d been naive to make such a vow. I’d been naive about a lot of things.

      Bass boomed through the darkened room where we all danced. I’d climbed onto the coffee table, feigning unawareness of the eyes on me: mostly friendly but some lustful, some judgmental or envious. Tonight, my place on the table was less about being in the spotlight and more about having the best view. I’d witnessed a demon whisperer prowling, and I needed to keep an eye out. It’d been a whole week since I’d seen one—the longest stretch since the New Year’s summit.

      Jay and Veronica were around somewhere. My two human best friends had been an official couple for four months, finally having made up after the New Year’s party where he kissed my Neph friend, Marna, a daughter of Astaroth, the Duke of Adultery. Marna had a crush on Jay, but she’d kissed him knowing he and Veronica had strong feelings, maybe even because she couldn’t resist trying to break their bond, though they didn’t know anything about that. Still, the events of that night had become a taboo subject among my human friends.

      I searched for Jay and Veronica now, but they must’ve been in the basement, playing cards. They would want to go home soon, but I couldn’t be caught leaving a party so early. It wasn’t even midnight.

      There it was—the whisperer. My heart caught in my throat, but I kept dancing.

      The lively, fun atmosphere thickened into something dark and sinister as the vile presence moved along the ceiling like an oil slick. Needles of dread stabbed at my gut. After all this time whisperers still gave me the creeps. The spirit surveyed the crowd, scowling at the smiling partygoers and lashing out with biting whispers. Dancers became agitated with one another. A girl ran out, crying. Drinks spilled, voices rose, and shoving began.

      I stepped down from the coffee table and headed for the kitchen. The demon changed its direction to follow. I pretended not to notice people trying to stop me and talk to me as I moved through the crowd.

      Within seconds the dark whisperer loomed over me and said, “Daughter of Belial, this party is too tame.”

      I gritted my teeth and fought back a visible shiver as its voice oozed into my brain like slime. I wanted it out of my head and away from these people.

      “Yeah, I know.” I sent my telepathic response to the spirit. “But that’s about to change.”

      I received a warm reception in the kitchen. Raised glasses and shouts of my name.

      My peers had forgiven me for my past awkward offenses. The quiet old me had been put to rest. They’d embraced the party girl when she came to life unnaturally six months ago, like a bloom forced open by prying fingers before spring.

      “What’s up, y’all?” I plastered on my most playful smile.

      One week after the summit, demon whisperers began to stalk me. For six months. Every. Day. No doubt at the order of Rahab, the Duke of Pride, after what had happened at the demon summit in New York City. But the visits abruptly stopped a week ago. I thought maybe it was over. Maybe I’d proven myself and they’d leave me alone. Wrong.

      I’d shocked my own self with my sudden and fierce will to live. My eyes had been opened that night when the angels came with their message. I was meant to live and fulfill a purpose. The demon Dukes had taken so much from me already—my former dreams and aspirations. I refused to hand over my life after all I’d been through, so I came out fighting, despite my sensitive, angelic side.

      Ravenous for life, I’d searched for trouble with a sort of desperation. If there was a party, I was there. I drank sometimes—but mostly just pretended—I dressed to the trends, got three piercings in one ear and two in the other, plus a belly ring, and let the übercool stylist do whatever she wanted to my hair as long as it stayed blond. Very blond. Because blondes had more fun, right? I appeared to be having a blast.

      Funny thing, appearances.

      “Will you make us some dirty kisses?” one girl called out. I smiled.

      I’d made up a shot at a party and named it the dirty kiss. It’d become my signature drink, requiring the drinker to lick chocolate syrup from the bottom of a shot glass.

      I gave a disappointed tsk with a smack of my lips. “I don’t have the stuff tonight. But I’ll make you something good, don’t worry.”

      They cheered, and I was ashamed by the thrill I got from their attention. I turned toward the fridge, stomach churning. I’d gotten good at putting on a show under the stress of a demon’s eyes. Right now, I knew it was slithering above the people behind me. The sooner I could get rid of it, the better.

      And I was in luck. Two half-full bottles of liquor were in a cupboard, and a variety of juices were in the fridge, even a bottle of cherries. I got to work and grabbed a tray, placing plastic cups in rows and filling them equally with a mix of juices. I would have skimped on the liquor, but the stupid whisperer was hovering over me, watching, so I had to put a normal amount. I topped each one with lemon-lime soda and a cherry.

      I had no idea where the party host was or if the liquor was off limits, hidden away by their parents, but none of that mattered. I held up the tray and said, “Shooters, anyone?”

      They all hollered with excitement like I was their hero.

      Egged on by the demon’s dark whispers, all sense of decision-making among the partiers became suddenly muddled as they received messages urging them to do what felt fun. Designated drivers reached for shots. Curfews were forgotten. Hands felt for bodies that weren’t theirs to touch. It hurt to keep a smile on my face as I watched the spirit work and the people break so easily. It took all of my own willpower not to mentally force them to ignore those whispers with my own powers of persuasion. Do what you know is right, I yearned to tell them.

      The demon’s gurgling cackle rang in my ears for only me to hear. So much ick.

      The tray was empty now. The party had begun.
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      I woke with thumping behind my eyes and a dry mouth. I reached for the water by my bed and was chugging the contents when the events of last night floated to the surface of my sluggish memory.

      A beer bong. A drunken kiss in the bathroom between me and some random guy. People getting sick in the bushes outside. Arguments with people who’d been drinking and wanted to drive anyway. A guy from school, Dylan, wrestling his keys from me and stumbling to his car with his girlfriend, Ellie.

      I bolted upright in bed and clutched my mouth to keep from spewing the water.

      Oh, no. Dylan drove. Oh, no, oh, no, oh, no.

      With shaking hands I grabbed my cell phone from the nightstand. It was only nine in the morning, probably too early, but I didn’t care. I texted Ellie to see if they’d made it home safely, then held my breath until she texted back, saying they were fine.

      With a ragged exhale, I slid down from the bed and hit my knees, leaning my forehead in my palms. I hated this—this life of being a Nephilim. What would happen the day someone wasn’t okay? When a night of partying with Anna Whitt resulted in tragedy? It was hard to believe I lived a blessed existence in comparison to other children of demons. My father was a “good guy,” but he sure played the role of bad demon to perfection.

      Feeling steadier, I rose and went to my dresser, taking out a small black-handled dagger. I faced the thick plywood board I’d rigged against the wall with a painted life-size body on it, now covered in punctures. My adopted mom, Patti, found the thing gruesome. I began a therapeutic round of throws, using memories from the past half year to fuel me.

      My father’s ally, the demon Azael, ironically also the messenger of Lucifer himself, came to me that night six months ago when I’d found out Kaidan Rowe had moved to L.A. Rahab has issued an order for all Neph to be under watch until further notice. Your father is also under investigation. Good luck to you, daughter of Belial.

      I hit the palm of the target’s hand with the dagger. My entire junior year had been sucktastic, especially the second half. I went from being an honor roll student to barely squeaking by for a semester while I was so depressed. I was doing well again, but nothing like I’d been before. It’s funny how knowing you would never be able to pursue your dreams could kill your motivation to keep up the GPA. Instead of obsessing over homework now, I spent half my time learning to sling sharp objects. I retrieved the knife and aimed again.

      For six months I’d been hounded. I had to constantly remind Patti not to show affection, and it broke my heart. We’d developed a sign for when spirits were around: a scratch to my chin. She’d leave my presence so they couldn’t see her colors. They couldn’t know she cared.

      The knife sank into the target’s elbow with a thud. And so it went around the body.

      I hadn’t cried in six months, since that day I stood at Lookout Point. Fear and trauma had taken their toll. I used to hate my tear ducts—thought tears made me weak. I’d taken their cleansing relief for granted, like so many other things.

      Thud.

      Somewhere in the world my father was busy keeping up his facade as the Duke of Substance Abuse. But he had still set up lessons for me in self-defense right after the summit. And not the normal kind. These were grueling, hard-core lessons that defied my peaceful instincts, given by a man with a ponytail named Victor who didn’t like to talk.

      Thud. In the eye. If only Kaidan could see me now.

      I hadn’t spoken with any of the Neph. No word from Kai. In the deep recesses of my soul, worry threatened to reach up and pull me under. He could be dead for all I knew. I put us all in danger six months ago.

      Thud.

      I had my choice of defense maneuvers I could have studied. Victor wanted to focus on Judo grappling and hand-to-hand combat since I apparently had the flexibility, strength, and endurance for it. He’d seemed surprised by my interest in knives, and I wasn’t about to tell him that it made me feel connected to the boy I loved. I wondered what Kaidan would think if he saw me aiming for the throat and hitting it dead-on. Would he be proud or appalled? Did he still care? I’d seen through a chink in his emotional armor when he stood at the summit in New York, prepared to fight for my life.

      Thud.

      Six excruciating months without smelling the sweet, outdoorsy scent that seemed tucked into each memory of him. Six months of living a lie to the outside world.

      When the dagger landed in the dummy’s heart, I left it there and sat hard on my bed.

      Even with all its terror, the events of the summit had been incredible—heaven sent down angels to spare my life. If they hadn’t shown and intervened when they did, there would have been three additional deaths that night: mine, Kaidan’s, and Kopano’s, who’d also stood to defend me.

      I sighed and picked up the phone to call Jay. I owed him an apology for yet another crazy night.

      He answered right away. “What’s up, girl?”

      “Hey, you,” I said, surprised he didn’t sound upset.

      “Feeling okay?” he asked.

      “Um… yeah, mostly.”

      “Dude, it’s kinda freaky that you’re calling, ’cause I was just about to call you.”

      “You were?”

      “Yep. Can you come over? I want you to hear something.”

      He sounded excited. Maybe he was finally getting used to my changes. “Sure, I’ll be there in about… twenty?”

      “See ya then.”

      When I hung up, Patti peeked into my room.

      “It’s safe,” I told her, holding up my bladeless hands.

      She grimaced at the impaled target. A sheen of blue sadness tinged the aura around her torso, but when she turned her face to me, a pretty vapor of pale pink surfaced in its place. She crossed her arms.

      Patti’s strawberry curls were held back with a clip, although some had escaped and framed her lightly freckled face. As always, a silent guardian angel stood just behind her, watching our interactions with calm assurance. The observations of humans’ guardian angels had become a reassuring staple in my life.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Are you going somewhere?”

      “I’m going to Jay’s.”

      “Oh, good.” I heard a smile in her voice. “I haven’t seen that boy in ages. Tell him I miss him, would you?” She smoothed my hair back and kissed my cheek.

      I turned and gave her a big squeeze. This was one thing other Neph didn’t have—a loving nurturer to accept them without condition. Patti had picked me up from many parties in the middle of the night over the past few months. I hated that she had to witness all of it.

      “I will, Patti. Thanks. Love you.” I grabbed my car keys from my dresser, eager to get some fresh air.

      It was weird driving to Jay’s house. I hadn’t been there in a while. Things were different since he’d gotten a job and a girlfriend, and since I’d become party Anna. I guess nothing could stay the same forever. Jay still kept his hair cropped short or else it would turn into a thick, blond sponge. The primary change in his appearance had come when Jay grew two inches this spring and his softness disappeared.

      He stayed busy as an assistant deejay, and he’d just started an internship with an Atlanta radio station for the summer.

      The car crunched over pinecones as I pulled into the driveway of his one-story brick rambler. A giant weeping willow stood hunched over, its curtain of leaves dragging the sparse grass of Jay’s front yard. I regarded it like an old friend as I walked to his door, breathing in the summer scent of honeysuckle. Nobody ever knocked at Jay’s house. I let myself in and took the worn-carpeted hall to his room.

      “Nice,” he said when I walked in. He was sitting at his computer with his guardian angel standing directly behind him in soft, white light. The angel nodded at me in greeting, but otherwise kept his attention on Jay. I sat down in the empty chair next to him and got a case of the raging tingles at the sight of the word on the screen: Lascivious. Kaidan’s band.

      Jay smiled and said, “Their debut single is finally out. The album’s almost done.”

      “They really made an album?” Last time I’d stalked them online, there wasn’t much to be found. But this was good. It meant he was losing himself in the music. He was okay.

      Jay laughed. “Well, yeah. What’d you think they were doing out there in L.A.? Actually, it’s only being released in California to start, but I got my hands on the censored radio version. Wanna hear it?”

      I shrugged as if I didn’t care. “Um, sure.”

      I wondered if Jay could hear how loud my heart was pounding. He clicked on a link, and my plan to act uninterested disintegrated at the sound of the first note. I leaned forward, hanging on every beat like it was a lifeline to the person holding the drumsticks.

      The sound was more mainstream than their usual stuff, but it still rocked. I held my breath as the lyrics began.

      
        
        I tried to warn you, but girls never listen.

        Got your innocence insured? ’Cause it’s ’bout to be stolen

        Right out from under your nose. Prepare to curl your toes.

        I’ve got a one-track mind. You’ve got a nice behind.

        Chorus:

        I had a good thing goin’, all numb in my shell,

        Then you took me by surprise, and now I’m scared as hell.

        I don’t wanna feel for you, I don’t wanna feel.

        If feeling means hurting, then I don’t wanna be real.

        You crank up my lust, girl, you tame down my rage.

        You let your inner vixen roam out of her cage.

        The moment our lips met, I saw it in your eyes,

        But you were seeing me, too, I now realize.

        Chorus

        What do I want from you? I want everything.

        And I’m not gonna share—This ain’t a casual fling.

        You can be my bad girl, I’ll even be your good boy.

        How’d the tables get turned? F*** it, I’ll be your love toy.

        Chorus

      

      

      I snorted at the “nice behind” line, but the rest of it gave me tingles of discernment.

      “What do you think? Good, huh?” Jay asked.

      I swallowed hard, wishing for a glass of water. “Does it say on there who wrote it?”

      He looked at me funny. “Michael usually writes their songs, except for singles they get from other sources, like ours. Why?”

      “I’m just curious. Some of the lyrics—” I stopped.

      A look of pity crossed his face. “Oh, you thought…”

      “No. Never mind.” I waved a hand like it was silly. How embarrassing.

      “Well, let me just check.”

      He clicked around until he found the jacket information for the album. “Yep, says it was written by Michael Vanderson, lead singer.”

      “Cool.” My throat itched. “Thanks for letting me hear it. Are there any, um, pictures? I mean, like, an album cover?” I looked at the computer instead of at Jay. I didn’t want to catch him or his guardian angel looking sad for me. Jay did some more clicking around.

      There they were. The lead singer, Michael, was in front wearing his signature tight clothes. The rest of the band was staggered behind him. And there was Kaidan—farthest from the camera in the back. He stood with his feet apart, thumbs hooked in his pockets and head tilted downward. His hair, which was buzzed short last time I’d seen him, had grown out enough to hang in his eyes, dark brown and slightly wavy at the tips. He wore all black, but his eyes peeking up through the shadows of his hair were a vivid contrast in striking blue. I grasped my necklace’s dangling turquoise charm and shivered. He was even more gorgeous than before. This mysterious, dangerous-looking image of him seared itself into my mind.

      Jay’s chair squeaked, and I pulled myself from the computer, heart pattering. Geez, why was I standing so close to it? I glanced around his room, making certain no demon had sneaked in and caught me. I never felt completely safe from their cruel eyes.

      Jay lounged back in his chair. Judging by the mix of light gray negative feelings in his aura, now was not the best time to ask him to forward me a copy of that cover so I could crop out the other guys and zoom in on the drummer.

      “Can we talk?”

      “Of course.” I didn’t like his sudden serious demeanor.

      “You know I love ya, right?” I moved my head up and down, preparing myself for another lecture. “I just… I feel like ever since you and Kaidan were together, and then he moved away, you’ve been different.”

      Yep. My voice came out in a rasp. “I know I’ve changed⁠—”

      “’Cause you got the good girl syndrome.”

      This again. When a good girl tries to change a bad boy, but instead the good girl is the one to change. “No.”

      “Yes, you did.” He faced me full on now. “See, me and Roni have talked about it. You thought you could change him, and maybe you even did a little. But in the end he moved and changed his number, and it made you feel like you weren’t good enough. So you changed yourself to try and be the kind of girl he’d like. Right?”

      “Uh…”

      I envisioned Veronica and Jay psychoanalyzing me. What they were saying made sense…for a human situation. How could I explain? A conversation of this nature required careful steps, like treading through a minefield. I’d made a choice not to lie, in general, so times like this were tricky.

      “I did hope he’d change his ways,” I said. “And then, yeah, I ended up changing my ways instead.” But not because of him.

      Jay nodded, all knowing. “Roni says you need closure.”

      “I don’t see how that’s ever going to happen,” I admitted.

      “She says the only way you’re gonna get closure is to find another guy. And not just kissing dudes when you’re drunk.”

      “Not this again,” I groaned.

      “What about that Harvard guy?”

      “Kope?” I got a cozy feeling when I thought of him. “We’re just friends, and we haven’t talked in forever.” I needed to squash this. “I really don’t want a guy right now, Jay. I’m okay.” I gave him a playful nudge.

      “Okay, fine. I don’t know if a new guy is the answer anyway. Personally, I think you need to talk to Kai if you want to get over him.”

      Jay had no idea how much his words pained me. I wanted nothing more than to talk to Kaidan. I gritted my teeth and stared down at a stack of old CDs on his messy floor.

      “Listen,” he said. “I don’t really know what I’m talking about here. You act happy and stuff, but it’s like… you’re not. Not really. I can’t figure you out. You go out all the time and party it up, but you yell at me if I try to have a drink. And by the end of every night you’re, like, trying to fix everything that went wrong. You made me drive seven people home last night!”

      Whoops. “Sorry,” I whispered.

      “Nah, it’s cool. I don’t care about that. I care about you, and why you’ve got this split-personality thing. I feel like you’re hiding something, but I can’t figure it out. All I can think is that it all goes back to Kaidan.”

      I chewed my thumb cuticle. Jay was right, but he could never know the full truth, no matter how badly I wanted to tell him.

      “Do you think maybe if you saw him again you might be able to get closure or whatever?”

      There was an expectant tilt to Jay’s voice.

      “I don’t know,” I began with care. “Maybe. But I have no idea when I’ll see him again.”

      “Yeah, well… Roni told me not to tell you this, but I feel like I should.” More nervous hand rubbing to go along with his hazy, nervous aura. “They’re gonna be in town next week.”

      My stomach lurched. Breathe, breathe, don’t lose it. “Um.” I cleared my throat. “Why will they be here?”

      I knew all of their families lived in the Atlanta area—Duke Pharzuph had uprooted Kaidan from England to Georgia—but I didn’t know if the band had a gig in town or something.

      “I guess just to visit home. But they’re doing a signing at a music store in Atlanta on Thursday night. Roni’s seriously gonna kill me for telling you.” He rubbed his palm nervously over his short hair.

      Kaidan will be here.

      “Thank you, Jay.” I couldn’t keep the tremble from my words.

      “I just hope it won’t make things worse. I’ll go with, if you want.”

      I nodded, still glued to the seat and fighting for control.

      I’m going to see Kaidan. Pure, foolish hope and joy cartwheeled through me.

      Jay rubbed his chin and stood, kicking his book bag out of the way. He picked up a pair of jeans off his messy floor and gave them the sniff test. “Man, I don’t feel like going to work today,” he grumbled.

      Me either, I thought. And hopefully, if no spirits showed tonight, I wouldn’t have to.

      I stood up. “I’ll go and let you get ready.”

      He stuck out his hand, and I slapped mine into it with a weak smile. “You’re always looking out for me, Jay. I’m sorry for how I’ve been lately.”

      Jay pulled me in for a hug. “Let’s get you some closure, huh?” Closure…

      What I wanted was Kaidan Rowe in my life. To see him again could be disastrous. Or miraculous.

      I guess we’d find out soon enough.
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      Thursday evening I drove to Atlanta with Jay next to me and Veronica in the backseat. She wasn’t happy I was going to see Kaidan, but she also wasn’t about to miss out on all the excitement.

      I chewed the inside of my cheek and glanced furtively around the skies. It was dangerous and stupid to try to see another Nephilim when we were all under suspicion. I promised myself I wouldn’t stay long, but I had to see him. An image of Kaidan reaching for me through the pandemonium of the summit’s aftermath flashed through my mind. That devastating look on his face when the cab whisked me away. Would we dare to touch tonight? Hug? I didn’t know if I’d be able to hold back.

      The three of us made our way inside. My body stilled as I scanned the many faces in the crowd, and I fought for control of my senses when I caught a glimpse of him amid the people. The air in the room thickened, my heart expanding in my chest, too big to contain. He smiled politely at the fans crowded around, but not the kind of smile that made his eyes crinkle at the corners. I soaked in every detail—his hair curling up at the ends around his ears and neck; his snug, blue designer T-shirt and dark jeans. Unlike in pictures, in real life I could see Kaidan’s red badge—the supernatural starburst at his sternum that labeled him as a Nephilim inclined toward Lust.

      Kaidan spotted Jay through the crowd. They both froze, and a feeling of expectancy crackled across the room.

      Look at me, my heart cried. Jay sent a nod to Kaidan, who returned it stiffly and paused before his eyes skidded to mine, connecting with a jolt. He stood, staring with surprise and anticipation. My heart felt as if it had catapulted across the room.

      Veronica grabbed my hand. “Oh, my gawd!” she whispered, covering her mouth. “He’s staring at you!”

      For someone who hated him, she sure sounded excited. But Kaidan had that effect.

      He seemed oblivious to the people still trying to talk to him as his eyes were on me. He stood, and with that sexy stride of his, he started walking around the table, never looking away from me. Kaidan wore an expression of pained longing similar to the one he had that terrible night when Dad dragged me from him at the summit. Only the panic was missing from his eyes now.

      A pretty redhead stepped in front of him. He blinked and looked down at her as she spoke.

      My body leaned forward, and Veronica squeezed my hand, keeping me steady.

      “Want us to come with you?” Jay asked. I shook my head.

      The store manager announced it was closing time, ratcheting up my nerves. People got louder as they said their goodbyes. The redhead made no move to leave.

      On either side of me, Jay and Veronica gave my hands encouraging squeezes before they left. I was surprised Jay hadn’t wanted to greet the band, but tonight was business for him. The business of helping me.

      I moved forward, watching as the band guys gave Kaidan fist bumps and exited through the back of the store. The redhead smiled the whole time she chatted.

      He exhaled when he saw me, and that dang girl never paused in her talking, now touching his arm.

      I came around the table and paused behind him, just a few feet away. His shoulders were larger, and the muscles appeared to twitch under his shirt as I drew closer. I knew he could sense me. The old energy was alive between us. I was aware of him, of every detail about him, just as I’d always been. And I could tell by the tightness in his body that he was hyperaware of me, too. Now if I could only get rid of the girl. She typed her information into his phone, and then he tucked it in his back pocket.

      “It’s listed under Red,” she said. My blood rushed wildly.

      “Thank you, Red,” he said. “Lovely to meet you.” It sounded like a goodbye to me, but she didn’t budge, her hand on his arm now roaming up to his shoulder.

      “Excuse me,” I said to them as politely as I could.

      The girl peered around him at me. “Do you mind?” she asked me.

      Kaidan opened his mouth as if to diffuse the situation, but I stood my ground.

      “Yeah, actually,” I said to her. “I need to talk to him.”

      Kaidan pressed his lips together as if suppressing a surprised grin, and the girl’s eyes popped at my nerve. He turned to her, and when he did, her cocked knee brushed his thigh, and her aura burst red.

      “Well, it was nice meeting you,” he said. Again.

      She beamed and put her thumb to her ear like a phone. I wanted to escort her out of the store myself, though I knew I had no reason to be upset with this girl. Finally she left with a backward flutter of eyelashes and a red-hot aura. Who could blame her?

      I took a breath to compose myself and leaned forward to grab a pen and paper from the table. He read the question as I wrote: Is your father in town?

      “No.” His voice was smooth as he crumpled the paper in his fist. “Is yours?”

      The intensity of his sudden stare was an assault on my senses. I’d forgotten the force of those blue eyes, even brighter as they reflected the azure of his shirt.

      Shaking myself out of it, I registered his words. Why was he asking about my father? My dad wasn’t a threat.

      “No.” I couldn’t look away from his eyes, which held overwhelmingly intense emotion.

      Yeah, well, two could play that.

      “Give me your phone.” I held out my hand.

      His lip quirked up, and he fished out the cell, placing it in my open palm. Holding his eyes, I scrolled to “Red’s” entry and deleted her contact info before passing the phone back. He stepped closer, warmth radiating between us as his starburst widened and thumped.

      Like a heat lamp, his eyes traveled down the length of my body. I stood very still to let him browse. The sleeveless cream shirt was lower cut than anything he’d seen me wear—it might’ve shown cleavage if I had any. The short brown skirt and cute wedges made my legs appear longer. Watching him look me over, I flushed. I wanted him to look. I wanted him to see all of me. Nobody else could make me hot like that from a single look. Nobody. His eyes reached my face again, traveling to my ear and the double forward helix piercings, then across to the freckle above my lips.

      I swear a growl came from his throat.

      I opened up my sense of smell and breathed deep. Kai’s invisible cloud of pheromones went straight to my head, threatening to buckle my knees. Zesty and sweet. Alive and healthy. A wave of nostalgia blanketed me. As I stepped closer and tentatively touched his arm, wanting to erase every other girl’s touch from his skin, he grasped my wrist and held it.

      He stepped even closer, not letting me go. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      I nearly faltered from the sting of his words and the fire in his eyes, so close to mine. “I know.”

      He still held my wrist at his shoulder, and I felt his thumb caress the tender skin beneath my palm. I shivered, and he set my hand on his shoulder, running his fingers down the length of my arm.

      When his fingers reached my shoulder, he slowly dropped his hand to my hip and asked in a low, conflicted voice, “Then why are you here?”

      “Because we need to talk.”

      “Talking is overrated.”

      The way he continued to soak in every detail of me dazed my wits. Now he took my other wrist and raised it. He stopped and ran his thumb across a freckle on my wrist, so tiny I didn’t know how he noticed it. He kissed the spot, his lips soft and hot, making my heart splutter in my chest.

      A sudden thought sent a bolt of hot panic through me. What if a whisperer saw us like this?

      I tried to pull my hands back, but he grasped my wrists and pulled them even higher, draping them around his neck. The look in his eyes dared me to pull away again. Terrified, but so desperate to be close to him, I sank my fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck.

      “I’m trying to talk to you,” I said.

      “Yes, I know. But I’d rather not.”

      In one step he had me against the table, the back of my thighs hitting the edge as he pressed his body flush against mine, every muscle, every bulge apparent against my softness.

      A whimpering gasp sounded from my lips.

      I tried not to stutter, grasping his hair tighter. “I need you to be serious.”

      His blue eyes scorched me. “Oh, I’ve never been more serious.” He leaned his face down to mine, and I wrenched my head to the side.

      “You’re trying to distract me.”

      His lips skimmed my neck. “I’ve no clue what you mean.” Oh, his voice.

      This was his job, I reminded myself. His ability to confound one’s mind with lust was unmatched.

      “I mean it,” I said, hoping I sounded stronger than I felt. “We have unfinished business, Kai.”

      He turned my head back to face him and breathed his next words against my mouth. “I’d say we have quite a bit of unfinished business, little angel Anna.” He took my hips in his hands and leaned his body hard against mine. “Wouldn’t you?”

      “I…” My whole body was shaking. Needy. He’d never been this aggressive with me, and Lord, I felt weak. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

      One of his hot hands dipped down over my hip, cupping the bare skin of my leg, where it slid up. And up. “Right. So, you never think about our unfinished business, then?”

      I was breathing way too hard, and his hand had ventured way too high before I finally reached down and gave it the stiff-arm. “Stop.”

      His hand immediately froze. He was still for a long beat before he ran his tongue along his bottom lip and removed his hand from my leg, which was on fire. Everything inside me was mush. I had to pull myself together and be strong.

      “Don’t act like all you feel for me is lust,” I said, pressing my palms against his hard stomach and pushing him away. “I saw you stand at the summit.”

      His eyes hit mine again, jarring me with their sudden anger, and he moved forward, insistent on caging me in with his fists on the tabletop. “You want to talk about that night? The night you almost got yourself killed? What would you like to hear me say about that, Anna? Would you like to hear how it was the worst bloody night of my life?”

      My eyes burned. “I’m sorry.” All the things I’d carefully planned to say fled my mind. “It doesn’t have to be like this⁠—”

      “Anna, don’t. Don’t do this.” In his eyes was a torment—an anguish I’d never seen before, followed by a resolute hardness. “If you want to finish what we started last summer, I can take you in the back room and get this out of our systems once and for all, but that is all I can offer you.”

      I gave a small wail and shoved him away from me, practically panting with sheer frustration. A satisfied look crossed his face.

      The store manager walked out of said back room and began walking our way. Kaidan held up a hand to show we were almost finished, and the man nodded.

      Before he could talk again, I said, “If you don’t care anymore, just say it.” I knew I was baiting him. I knew he still cared. I just wanted him to say something of substance.

      “It doesn’t matter who bloody well does or doesn’t care,” he ground out. “They’ll never leave us alone. And even if they did, you and I are too different.”

      “We’re not⁠—”

      “We are.”

      “No,” I said. My voice was thick. “I… these past months… I’m not the same.”

      His demeanor softened around the edges. “You’ve been working?”

      I nodded and took interest in my pretty, manicured nails, afraid to let him see the shame in my eyes. “So, we’re not as different as you think,” I said.

      “Really.” I sensed his dry sarcasm coming on. “Have you had a proper romp then?”

      My eyes popped wide, and I caught him flashing a look filled with various dangerous emotions. Envy. Wrath.

      Warmth crept up my neck. “No,” I said.

      I swore his tense shoulders relaxed a fraction, but his next words were filled with teasing menace. “You can turn seventeen, change your look, and be fit and tidy, but that doesn’t mean you’ve changed.”

      What did he just call me?

      Flustered, I blurted, “I’ve kissed lots of guys.”

      Idiot. It was true, but still. What was I trying to prove? My “work” was nothing compared to what he and the others had to do. A kiss was practically innocent.

      At my admission, Kai’s grin froze in place. “Do you still pray every night?”

      I paused, then answered, “Yes.”

      “If you want an equal,” he responded quietly, “go talk to Kope. If you want a shag” —he tapped his chest— “then I’m your man.”

      That same flash of darkness crossed his face again.

      I ignored the shag line, knowing he was attempting to deter me. “I don’t want Kope,” I whispered.

      “Yet,” he whispered back.

      Oh, Kai. Staring at him, seeing his turmoil, I wanted to feel his face, to take away his worries and pain.

      “All you have to do is say the word, Kai, and I’m yours, in heart if nothing else.”

      His head tilted down to me, eyes alight. “You’ll never be mine. And you may be working, but you haven’t changed a bit. Not where it counts.” He tapped my upper chest. “Go live your life.”

      I shut my eyes. I wished I could get inside his head and crawl through the passageways to the secret rooms until I found the one labeled with my name.

      How could I
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