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Grey stood at the back of the crowd, soaking in the leftover energy from the concert. His head pounded from the effects of second-hand smoke and the pulsing music he could still feel in his bones, but he’d enjoyed every minute of the show. Lucifer was a local band, but they were gaining quite a following—which was a huge accomplishment these days. 

Their music had a haunting quality to it. It made Grey’s chest ache and his breath come short with the urge to add his own forever-silenced voice to their sound. He pushed the urge down, along with the tears, and told himself to get over it already. Man up, he thought bitterly.

Though the last song was long over, Grey stayed for a while and watched people file out of the stuffy auditorium, the final chords still echoing in his mind. Energy pulsed over him like ocean waves, as if he were feeding off the emotions of the people around him. Only music could ever manage to wake him up like this. It made him feel more alive than he had in years.

Grey slouched against the dented paneling, his baggy jeans and blue hooded sweatshirt cloaking him in mediocrity. He took advantage of his relative invisibility to watch the people around him—men, mostly. The few women who were present stuck out like a sore thumb, thanks to the neon armbands that marked them as government approved visitors from the mainland. 

Sighing at his weird mood, he skirted around the edges of the crowd and followed a trickle of people out the back door, past a pair of bored cops in overly stiff brown uniforms, and into a well-lit brick alley. The city of Tera was clean. There was virtually no crime, and the local government was determined to keep it that way. Etna Island—just off the shore of Delaware—had been quarantined and shut off from the outside world, but it wasn’t lawless. The mayor had been thrust into the spotlight pretty much overnight, and he was very careful to ensure that his constituents didn’t get any more negative publicity. The government officials wanted off this burg just as much as the rest of the population, and that had less chance of happening if the rest of the world saw them as a bunch of criminals.

As he walked down the sidewalk and through the thinning stream of people, Grey was watchful. He breathed in a whiff of sea air that floated to him from the bay a couple streets over. His eyes skimmed brick storefronts and manicured ornamental trees with leaves starting to show that first tinge of orange that heralded the end of summer. Some part of him still expected something extraordinary to happen, even while the cynical part of him scoffed. It was the anniversary of The Change but so far, nothing was different from any other day in the last four years. People wandered to their cars or off to the bar or the diner down the street. Disappointing.

Grey slowed to a stop, distracted by a bank of TV screens in a shop window. They were big-screen numbers with all the latest high definition, mega-what’s-it technology. They probably cost more than he and his dad—displaced and packed together in their single-wide like a couple of sardines—spent on six months of groceries. 

He watched the nightly news with a sort of numb feeling. Grey didn’t pay much attention to the newscaster. Or the weatherman. Not a chick in the whole bunch. Not a single girl in the whole town—or the whole damned island for that matter—who wasn’t a “tourist.” His eyes followed the scrolling text at the bottom of the screen detailing the tragedy that had occurred on the island on this date four years ago. Grey, and probably every other man on the island, had been hoping for some sort of breaking news. That someone had found a cure for the condition. That everyone would be getting their lives back. 

No such luck.

Grey’s sneakers scuffed against the concrete as a man accidentally bumped into him in passing. The guy gave him a little push. “Hey man. Watch where you’re going.” 

Apparently, Grey’s emotions had a hair trigger tonight. Irrational anger flared up as he compared his short, skinny frame to the other guy’s beefy physique. As usual on the island full of men, Grey’s girly looks were like a neon sign that shouted, “Step on me!” A sigh shifted him, and he and kept walking, pushing down his irritation. Ejaculatory male outbursts were a great way to let off steam, but in the end...it never really got rid of the restless frustration inside him. You’d think it would get better with time, but rather than fading, the anger and helplessness only seemed to get worse with every passing year.

Grey hunched into his hooded sweatshirt. Summer had been too cold, and it was fading faster than it should. The chill tang of rain hung in the air. The scent-memory brought back images of waking four years ago to the sound of rain outside his window and the low rumble of masculine voices raised in anger. And to the slow, dawning realization that something was incredibly wrong.

On a drizzly morning four years ago, the residents of Etna island had awakened to find all the women gone. Mother, sister, daughter, grandmother, aunt—those terms weren’t used anymore. All of the females on the island had somehow turned male.

Yeah, it was as ridiculous as it sounded. Utter fucking nonsense. Impossible. But, aside from sounding like something out of a bad manga...it wasn’t a laughing matter.

Lives had been turned upside down and families fractured. Morphs, as the women-turned-men were called, went into hiding. Unexpected change was known to bring out the worst in human beings, and it sure as hell did this time around. The anger quickly resulted in a backlash of reactive discrimination and chaos. People moved or disappeared, confused, afraid, and lost in the aftermath. For the first few years, the island had been strictly quarantined, cut off from the rest of the world in case whatever had happened proved to be contagious. Whatever had happened here wasn’t catching, but try telling outsiders that. 

Recently the government had begun to allow a few visitors to the island—mostly paid females to keep all the testosterone-laden residents happy—but they had to undergo a bunch of health screenings and sanitation measures before and after “exposure,” including a thorough STD check. They were, after all, usually what amounted to high paid prostitutes.

Locals still weren’t allowed to leave. 

Grey turned east and headed toward home. Another year had passed and none of the population had sprouted breasts or lost their Adam’s apples. He knew better than to get his hopes up, but he just couldn’t help it. Every year he hoped for a miracle, a way to finally escape his water-locked prison. Every year he was faced with bitter disappointment. 

This wasn’t the life he had envisioned for himself. He’d had dreams once, when he was seventeen years old and starry-eyed, many of them centered around graduating and going off to college, making a life for himself on the mainland. So much for that. With every year that passed, Grey grew into an adult—and realized that he would probably be stuck here for the rest of his life. 

He came to the end of a row of three-story brick buildings that housed the business area of old town. He rounded a corner and his steps slowed. A group of men were loitering around, laughing and goofing off. Jocks from Island Community College, by the looks of it. They didn’t seem like the type to enjoy Lucifer’s particular brand of moody rock. They were too apple pie and football. And to top it off, they were probably drunk or stoned—there wasn’t much else to do when you were confined to a tiny, sausage-covered island for the indefinite future. Grey glanced at them and kept walking, trying not to make eye contact, trying to stay under the radar, for their good as much as his own. Because he was in a foul fucking mood.

“Hey sweetheart,” called a massive, bovine-looking specimen. His thatch of brown hair stuck up at angles, and his eyes were slightly unfocused in the soft streetlight. Piss drunk. Great. 

“I didn’t think there were any girls free tonight,” the idiot said with a leer.

Grey met the eyes of the blond guy standing behind his heckler. Cameron. Grey couldn’t quite shake his teenaged infatuation with the hot jock. Cameron’s dark blue eyes weren’t cruel like the other men around him. His sculpted, angelic features were drawn with a sort of tired resignation. He knew Grey was about to get his ass kicked. It was pathetic, really. But standing up for him would probably only make his cronies mad, then make the beating worse. It was how things went with all the testosterone in the air.

Heat rose up in Grey’s cheeks. He couldn’t stand looking weak in front of his old high school crush. So he did the one thing he was good at. He ran his mouth.

“I don’t know what you’d want with a woman anyway.” Grey laughed, the sound hard and brittle in the night air. “Why don’t you just admit that you’re a morph and go find a housedress big enough for that gut of yours, sweetheart?” He shook his head and turned away, as if he might possibly just be allowed to escape after that.   

The big guy’s bellow rang out behind Grey, over the laughter of his friends. “I ain’t no damned filthy morph!” It was the worst insult Grey could have flung his way. So disgusting, to be a woman trapped in a man’s body. As if a whole subset of the population hadn’t been dealing with being trans before this whole mess. The anger inside Grey seethed, rapidly nearing its boiling point. 

The catcalls behind Grey grew louder. He called back over his shoulder, waving a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry. I get it, I get it. You’re just trying to make up for that pin-dick of yours.” 

The streetlight changed and a group of people started to cross the road. If Grey timed it right, he could take off when they passed, before this got ugly. He ignored the dark part of him that wanted it to get ugly. The part that wanted to destroy something, just to prove he could—the part that wanted to prove that he still had some kind of power over his life. 

He didn’t quite make it. The big dipshit lunged. Grey sighed and danced out of the way. He might be small, but he was quick. You had to be, on an island full of alpha male bullshit. 

Of course, that just ticked the other guy off. Grey sucked in a breath right before the meathead hauled off and punched him. He dodged easily. Ah well, Grey thought, I guess I got what I really wanted, after all. When the meathead threw another punch, Grey dodged again, stepped in close, and landed a solid uppercut to the guy's beefy jaw. 

The jock's eyes rolled up and he staggered. Damn. Not quite a knock-out. One of the other guys stepped in to help his buddy, but a kick to his stomach sent him back to the rest of his cronies, where he thought better of interfering. Grey stood upright and took in a deep breath of cool night air, gathering himself, finding that place where everything—all the worry and fear—just...turned off. 

He grinned, four years’ worth of anger taking over, as if he were a man possessed. This was going to be fun. 

The guy he was fighting had regained his senses—or what passed for senses in that mushy, walnut-sized brain of his. His piggy little eyes turned mean. 

Cameron’s voice called out. “C’mon guys, knock it off.” But he didn’t sound too anxious for it to end. 

Grey couldn’t blame him, really. It was probably the first decent entertainment they’d had in weeks. Everyone on the island went a little stir crazy from time to time. He shook out his arms and rocked onto the balls of his feet, his grin never fading.

The big guy lumbered toward him again, and Grey landed a lightning-fast series of blows to his torso—the soft place below his belly button, his paunchy gut, diaphragm. The guy wheezed and gasped, lips pursed and gaping like a fish out of water. 

Grey laughed as he dodged another slow punch. Other men always assumed that small meant helpless, easy prey. The idiots never guessed he had spent the last four years at the dojo trying to channel his rage and suppress the anger that always seemed on the verge of consuming him. Grey hooked a foot behind the oaf’s knee and sent him sprawling. His opponent pushed himself back up on his feet, snorting like an enraged bull. 

“Oh, now you’re dead,” someone called from the sidelines. Grey extended an arm and flipped them off. 

But he was too cocky. He let himself get distracted. A fist caught Grey in the solar plexus. His breath shot out and fire lit through his belly, then the other massive fist hit his face and he crumpled. Ah damn. The idiots were right. What a girl.

It took a minute for Grey to stop seeing black sparkles and get himself back together. By that time, the other group of people had crossed the street and joined the jocks. A black-haired guy with a lip piercing and a lot of eyeliner was arguing with Cameron. He seemed vaguely familiar somehow, but the ringing in Grey’s head made it hard to think.

“Wow. You’re so cool Cammie,” the dark-haired one said in a smooth voice. “Beating up smaller guys on the street. Mom would be so proud.”

Grey pushed himself up to his knees and managed not to puke. Now would be a great time to hightail it while no one was looking. But he got distracted. The dark-haired guy had a guitar case slung across his back. He and his friends—a shorter blond and a tall, lanky brunette—were dressed in dark clothes with lots of leather and heavy jewelry. 

Cameron just laughed at the new guy. They fired a few more sarcastic shots at each other, and the tension diffused, just like that. The dark-haired guy’s group had a sense of humor. Something Cameron’s bunch was completely lacking. 

Of course, maybe a sense of humor was hard to find when you were an aspiring football star whose time for fame was running out, since you were confined to a tiny island for the rest of your life. Jocks like Cameron had nothing to look forward to but watching their gut grow as they dreamed about what life could have been. 

Well, join the fucking crowd. It wasn’t like anyone else in this place wanted to be stuck here either.

Grey stared at Cameron's broad back and the streetlight glinting off the jock’s golden hair as he and his thugs disappeared into the night. Once again, Grey looked like an idiot. You’d think he’d be used to it by now. He dabbed at his split lip with a corner of his t-shirt. Not that he’d ever had a chance at someone as perfect as Cameron to begin with. It was all just childish shit from another life. Why he still clung to those old dreams, he had no idea. Maybe Grey had taken one too many blows to the head over the last few years of picking fights.

A pair of well-worn black boots blocked his view and Grey pulled himself back to the here and now. He was surprised when the newcomer crouched down in front of him. The black-haired guy rested his elbows on his long legs and stared at Grey with dark blue eyes, made all the more stunning by heavy black eyeliner. “You okay?” His speaking voice was deep and rich, just like when he sang.

Grey shrugged and pushed himself to his feet. “Sure.”

One of the other guys, the blond with the tattoos and a boyish grin, slapped Grey on the back, making him jump. “You were really kicking some ass for a minute there. But it wasn’t a fair fight. That guy was like five times your size.”

Grey forced a laugh that reminded him of his bruised guts and pushed his hair back out of his eyes as he stood, his brain finally coming back online. Lucifer. The band wasn’t famous, but they were pretty well known among the indie set on the island. Some people said the band would have made it big if it hadn’t been for The Change and the quarantine that followed. Grey had attended a few of their shows in the last few months. Enough to recognize the group when he ran into them on the street—if he wasn’t busy getting his ass kicked at the time.

The dark-haired guy stood up. Grey searched his memory and finally came up with a name. Luca, their lead guitarist and back-up vocals. “That’s my idiot brother for you,” he said in a wry tone. “Though...usually he would have at least enough brain cells to stop something so...not sporting.”

Grey looked at Luca in surprise. He had silky, shoulder-length black hair that had mostly managed to slip free from its short ponytail. His face was handsome, edging into beautiful, with high cheekbones and long lashes ringed with eyeliner. His lip, eyebrow, and the entirety of one ear were pierced. He didn’t look like someone who would get along well with the jock crowd. “That meathead is your brother?”

Luca laughed. It was an easy sound, and Grey thought it must be something he did often, though it was at odds with his goth-punk image. It was a bit jarring, when everyone on the damned island seemed to be so irritated all the time. “Not the one you were pulverizing, no. The other meathead. My brother was the blond one who looks like the poster child for fraternity ass-hats.” He rolled his eyes. 

Cameron? Grey stared at Luca, the guitarist for Lucifer, trying to reconcile his dark hair and pierced face with the all-American blond perfection that was Cameron. It seemed completely implausible, and yet...there was something familiar in his face, in the set of his broad shoulders.... Somehow, he could see a resemblance in there somewhere. “Huh.”

Intelligent response, Grey. Good job. Very cool.

The group was getting restless. A few of the people who were tagging along with the band started to move off down the street. Grey had turned and taken a few steps in the opposite direction, intent on ending the night’s embarrassments, when Luca called to him. “Hey!”

Grey turned, his shoulders tight. Now what? 

Luca beckoned to him, impatient. “We’re going to The Corner Pocket. You coming?”

Grey sucked on his split lip, considering. The lip was still tender, and he probably had a black eye. Crawling back to the little trailer he shared with his dad had all the appeal of eating slugs. He really didn’t feel like explaining to his father, once again, why he was always getting into fights. It wasn’t like he was a kid anymore, but his dad seemed to have missed that fact somewhere along the line. “Sure.”

Grey joined Lucifer’s group, feeling self-conscious and out of place. They all joked and laughed as they walked along the rain-damp sidewalk, the tall, lanky bassist and the shorter blond drummer ribbing each other the whole time, and some of the tension in Grey lessened. The guys seemed okay, and he was surprised when Luca dropped back to walk with him.

“What’s your name?” Luca's deep voice was warm and friendly. Just the same as when he was up in front of an audience, thanking them for coming out. It was kind of cool to know that wasn’t just part of the act.

“Grey,” he said, darting a glance at the guitarist. He was a good-looking guy, even with all the crazy clothes and makeup—in fact, Grey was seeing the resemblance between Luca and Cameron more and more. And it wasn’t doing great things for his state of mind.

Luca grinned, the small hoop in his lower lip glinting in the streetlight. “You look like you could use a pick-me-up, Grey.”

When they got to the bar, Grey ordered a cold drink and soaked his split lip. Definitely preferable to being at home, even if he did still feel restless and out of sorts. He plopped down on a stool in the corner, near a wall that was plastered from floor to ceiling with metal beer ads, movie posters, and random seventies-era paintings. Sighing, he watched the other guys playing pool and flirting with a couple government approved “tourists,” his eyes following the path of a well-endowed brunette in a red dress as she sauntered around the pool table. 

The women who visited the island were sort of like escorts. They picked up guys, and the guys bought them drinks and gifts and basically catered to their every whim just for the chance to be in the presence of the opposite sex. Some of the women really were prostitutes, but no one made a stink about it. It kept the men on the island from brawling—mostly. Plus, they probably made more money in one night than Grey did in a month or two at his job at the local bookstore. The woman struck a sultry pose as she lined up a shot. Grey wondered if anyone else in the place actually noticed how bad she was at pool. 

He watched her heavy breasts bounce as she struck the ball with more force than necessary, then he turned back to the bar, depressed. A flashing sign for a local craft beer, Poseidon's Brew, hung over the mirror behind the bar. Luca's lean reflection was highlighted in neon blue as he approached, and for a second there, Grey had the insane, disorienting sensation that they were underwater. 

The guitarist slid onto a stool beside Grey and watched the crowd. “Do you play pool?” 

Grey shook his head. “I suck at it.” He twirled on his stool to look at the room again. “Though...that doesn’t seem to matter much here.”

Luca laughed, his eyes on a slender blond "tourist" in a short sundress. “Not at the moment, no,” he agreed.

The boat had just come in that afternoon. The whole island was like a bunch of horny sailors awaiting the arrival at port—though the gender roles were kind of reversed. The blond saw Luca looking and gave him a slow, welcoming smile. Luca shook his head and turned back to the bar to get his drink, an unreadable expression on his face.

The woman’s eyes shifted to Grey and she raised an eyebrow. He ignored her and spun on his stool like a little kid. He looked a lot younger than he actually was, and sometimes it worked to his advantage. Like his non-descript clothing, it gave him invisibility. 

He had expected Luca to go over to the woman, but the guitarist seemed content to sit there sipping his drink. Finally, he waved to the bartender and nodded toward Grey, a bit of an amused smirk lifting one corner of his lips. “The little guy here will take one too.”

Grey raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. He also didn’t point out the fact that they were probably the same age, and that size notwithstanding, he could likely kick Luca’s ass. He was too broke to pass up a free drink. He took the coke the bartender handed him without complaint. 

Luca elbowed him and stood. “C’mon, I’ll teach you how to play pool—someone in here should make an honest attempt.”

Grey snorted but followed him anyway. He took a sip of his Coke and coughed. Rum. So much rum. Luca smirked at him and Grey pretended nothing was wrong. Drinking really wasn’t his strong suit. He'd have to limit himself to one, to make sure he didn't end up spilling his guts to the room at large. 

Lucifer's bassist and drummer, Matheus and Ethan, drifted over to offer pointers on Grey’s awful game. Matheus had one long arm around the busty woman who’d been playing pool with them before, and the lanky guy was all dark smolder, his hazel eyes full of flirtatious promise. He saw Grey watching them and winked, giving him a little half smirk.

Grey tried to pay attention to playing pool, rather than the demonstration of just how much smoother the other guys were around the women. Luckily, Grey was a quick learner. Luca’s rich bass murmured instructions, and Grey learned to block out the others’ less than helpful commentary. A few more drinks appeared in his hand like magic, and the pool balls actually started going where Grey wanted them to. He was surprised how much he was enjoying himself. And by the realization of how long it had been since he had actually enjoyed anything. 

They had been at it for a while, and Grey was lost in the buzz of alcohol, sarcastic banter, and general hilarity. He stood up from his last shot, proud of himself for sinking the eight ball, and felt the soft press of a body against his back. The busty tourist slipped her arms around him, caressing his chest through his t-shirt. Grey’s eyes met Luca’s across the pool table and the guitarist smirked. For fuck’s sake. Grey probably looked as ridiculous as he felt, like a kid in the clutches of an exotic dancer. 

He turned and searched for a good place to put his hands. The woman pressed herself closer and he felt a twinge down below. His mind might rebel, but his body said it knew exactly what to do. She tangled a hand in the hair at the nape of Grey’s neck and he chuckled softly. Everyone loved the curls. Maybe he should shave his head. 

The woman’s other hand slipped lower, coming to rest on his ass. She smelled like expensive floral perfume, and her breath was warm in his ear. The government spared no cost to make sure the island wasn’t torn apart by repressed male urges and all the other buzz words people threw around. 

“You’re adorable,” she breathed. “Pretty guy like you. I could eat. You. Up.” She nipped delicately at his neck. 

Grey reached back and gently pulled her hands off his butt. Adorable. He was adorable. Not hot, or sexy, or anything even remotely manly. He looked young and soft, like an easy mark—maybe someone who would be so thrilled with the attention, he’d shower her with cash and gifts. 

He was tempted to take her up on her offer, just out of spite. But it would only be to prove a point, and Grey had enough wits left in his alcohol-soaked brain to realize that wasn’t him. He pushed her hands away and forced a grin. 

“Believe me, sweetheart,” he said, giving her cheek an insulting pinch, as if he were talking to a child. “You couldn’t handle this thing if you tried.” Thanks to her molestation, it was pretty obvious that not all of him was small. 

The woman gave a “hmph!” and an impressive hair toss, then sauntered away to find more willing company. Grey let out a breath, depressed all over again. His buzz was starting to wear off, he had a hard-on, and everyone was staring at him. Great. He downed the last of his drink and headed for the door.

Luca put his pool cue away as Grey passed. Stretching, the guitarist let out a jaw-popping yawn. “I’ve gotta get going too. Stuff to do tomorrow.” He waved to Ethan and got a cheery wave in return. Matheus was too busy soaking up the attention of both the other tourist and a pretty, blond-haired guy to notice. “See ya tomorrow,” Luca called to Ethan. Then he snagged his jacket off the back of a nearby chair, grabbed his guitar case, and followed Grey out the door. 

Grey took a few breaths of the chilly night air, willing it to calm his body and mind. He moved over to make room when Luca fell into step beside him. The musician probably lived in one of the brick row houses up the street, a far cry from Grey’s trailer park. Maybe the bandmates lived together. It was common these days for people to share rent. Jobs were sparse, and...frankly, it helped people feel less isolated, if they weren’t living alone.   

“This was cool,” Grey said absently, just for something to say. “Thanks for letting me tag along.”

Luca smiled, open and genuine, and...real. “Yeah. No problem.”

They continued along for a while in silence as Grey tried to focus on walking a straight line down the sidewalk. Something about his metabolism made alcohol his kryptonite. Luca nudged him, apparently mistaking his concentration for melancholy. “Hey. Don’t worry about earlier—my brother and his idiot friends—they won’t mess with you again.” He gestured back toward the bar. "And none of us are going to judge you."

“What?” Grey glanced at him and stumbled a bit. God, why did he even try to drink? 

Luca shrugged. “I know it must suck to be...well, to have guys picking on you all the time for something you can’t help.” He gave Grey a crooked smile. “You should hear the crap they say about me. And I choose to be a loner.”

Grey sighed. “It was my fault for being a smart ass,” he said. “I just get so pissed off sometimes.” He threw his hands up in the air. “Oh, look at the girly guy!” he intoned. “He’s so skinny. Sucks at football. Hell, he’s probably gay. He doesn’t deserve to live.’” Grey rolled his eyes. “And then there’s the women. ‘Oh he’s so cute. Looks clueless. Probably pretty desperate. Let’s see if he’s rich.’”

Luca snorted. “Really though,” he insisted. “Cameron isn’t that bad. It’s just when he’s with those idiots. It’s like he loses brain cells. Usually he’s an okay guy. I don’t know what his deal was tonight.”

They shuffled to a halt in front of a tidy brownstone row building that probably housed several apartments. Grey plopped down on a bench under the branches of a scraggly maple tree. The leaves were still clinging to the tree, but they were getting sparse. He was sobering up slightly—and wondering why Luca wanted him to think his brother was so amazing. Grey already knew Cameron was amazing. Who didn’t? He also knew the guy wasn’t about to start dating a guy, no matter what the current fucked-up situation on the island. This conversation was just weird. 

Luca sat down next to him, stretching impossibly long legs clad in faux-leather and about a bazillion buckles and snaps. Grey glanced over at him in the yellow light of the streetlamp. “Are you drunk too?”

“No.” Luca sighed. “Maybe a little. Look, I know it must be hard for you. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t win him over. He’s really into women, but...you never know, sometimes people can be...more flexible than they think, given everything that’s happened around here. You seem like a really cool guy.” He squinted at Grey. “And you really are pretty.”

Grey stared at him with his mouth hanging open. He had trouble forming words. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t—”

“Idolize my brother?" Luca interrupted with a grin. "He is all you’ve talked about since that first drink...you really can’t hold your alcohol by the way. Though, it’s kind of cute how you wax poetical about wide shoulders.” 

Grey put his hands over his face and groaned, earning a laugh from Luca. “I saw the way you looked at him earlier. Like your whole world was crushed. I recognize that look. It’s exactly how I felt when my last girlfriend dumped me." He shrugged. "It’s the way everyone looks at him—though mostly it’s the women.”

Grey sat back and groaned, mortified. He hadn’t meant to be so obvious. He didn’t know what to say. 

Luca put his hands behind his head and looked up at the black sky beyond the skinny branches. “Everyone has secrets, Grey.” He sounded too serious, and Grey was glad when his tone shifted back to laid-back punk. “I’m having the guys over tomorrow. Ours is the one with the red door.” He hiked a thumb over his shoulder toward the building behind them. “Cameron will probably be there—we're roommates. You should come.”

Luca reached over and ruffled Grey’s hair. “You might as well let him know how you feel. It’s been years. I don’t think you’re going to just change back one day, if that’s what you’re waiting for.”

Grey choked. “What?” 

Luca knew? He knew, and he had been treating Grey like a guy all night. Grey began to wonder if he was really that transparent, or if this guy just had amazing powers of observation. Grey had always tried so hard not to let it show. He knew how badly people reacted. How ugly it could get. So he was always careful to try to blend in.

Luca flashed his charming, lop-sided grin. “I can’t even imagine how hard it is being a morph. God, that would suck!”

Grey finally found his voice. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not a morph. I’m just a normal guy. Well...apart from the whole liking men thing.” 

Luca shrugged, but Grey thought he seemed a little disappointed. “Really? I thought for sure....” He sighed. “Well, it doesn’t matter. We all had fun tonight.” He stretched and stood. “It’s been a long day. I’ll see you tomorrow about nine or so.”

Grey stood and stared at him. “I can still come? I mean...after all of that?”

Luca looked back. “Well, yeah. I did invite you, didn’t I? Besides, you might actually be a good influence on my idiot brother. Who knows?” His eyes clouded for a moment and his smile dimmed. “He’s different lately...I think it’s all getting to him, you know?” Then he seemed to snap out of it. “See you tomorrow.”

Grey suppressed a smile. He wanted to thank Luca, wanted to tell him how sweet he was under all that hardware and eyeliner. But Grey wasn’t a girl. Not anymore.

He turned and gave Luca a casual wave over his shoulder as he headed home. 
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Luca tried to keep a calm front, but inside he was seething. What had gotten into Cameron lately? Those idiots he hung out with were like a bunch of bored animals, always looking for an unfortunate toy to play with. That wasn’t Cam. He was better than that. Luca couldn’t help but feel his brother was slipping further and further away from him since The Change.

As Luca stepped up onto the stoop, he glanced over his shoulder toward the goons’ latest victim. The guy walking away from him was a prime target for their crap. He was a head shorter than Luca, broad shouldered, but compact. His heart-shaped face and green eyes were framed by a tumble of brown curls. A pretty guy like him was just asking for it where bullies were concerned. Luca smirked. Too bad for them this pretty guy could apparently handle himself. The look on that jock’s face when his target landed the first punch had been priceless.

Luca's smile slowly faded as Grey turned a corner at the last streetlight and disappeared from sight. His speed during the fight, that liquid way he moved—Luca should have known something wasn't right. But it wasn't until they were on their way to the bar that the reason for the man's unusual pull was suddenly obvious. When Grey had stepped around a wet spot on the pavement and his arm brushed Luca’s, a tingle of magic had passed through Luca’s aura.

There was more to this guy than he let on. At first it was so fleeting Luca thought he’d imagined it, but as the night progressed, he'd watched the gorgeous man draw the others in the room right to him like a magnet. But Grey didn’t even seem to know he was doing it.

Luca sighed. He should probably let his father know something was going on. The old man liked to be aware of any magic in the area. But Luca felt responsible somehow, particularly since his idiot brother was involved. He knew he would end up responsible for the new guy, one way or another. Might as well keep an eye on him until he figured out exactly what he was. 
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Miles away, on the other side of the island, the goddess rose from the sea. 

The creature floated on her back in the clear water, her flaxen hair fanning out about her, blending with the silvery glint of moonlight on water. The waves buoyed her up, then down, like lover’s hands sliding over her perfect body. She flipped over and glided effortlessly through the cool waves to a nearby rock. Sliding onto its surface, she pulled her shapely legs up and rested her chin on her knees as the waves lapped about her perch. She grinned. In times gone by, she had been mistaken for a mermaid. A smitten sailor would only make that mistake one time in his life. 

Human men had begun to lose their appeal over the last hundred years or so. They were good servants—if prone to annoying bouts of jealousy—but nothing more. She sneered as she thought of the last human to stir in her the vile emotions that their kind went on about—feelings that inspired them to write poetry, wage wars, or risk dying for. Sickening things, emotions. They made one act as if she wasn’t herself. She would never understand why the gods were so obsessed with such weak creatures purely because they were susceptible to such sickness. Souls. As far as she could see, a soul was like a disease. 

Much more useful was the power that came with being born of the elements, wild and free, unhindered by weaknesses like love. She compressed her lips as she stared out at the moon-kissed waves. 

Her derision for those poor creatures who suffered from the human condition was precisely what had landed her here, on a frigid little island in the middle of nowhere. 

While Arianna endured the cold caress of the Atlantic, her sisters often basked in the warm tropical waters of the Mediterranean or the Caribbean. But while they kowtowed to the gods and hid from the humans in the depths of the ocean, she was free to be herself. No one watched too closely here. No one cared to steal her territory. She lived as a queen in her little corner of the world, while others of her kind were mere shadows of a long-forgotten race, kept in the gilded cage of the warm waters and the dubious favor of the gods. 

Arianna had created a paradise for herself, an unending supply of men—of servants and worshippers. She stretched, feeling very satisfied with herself. The gods insisted that their kind not mettle in the affairs of humans. Of course, they all dabbled with the odd human here and there, but nothing to effect humanity in any noticeable way. She had broken that rule, and someday she would be punished. She relished the thought of a face-off with the pompous beings that called themselves gods nearly as much as she feared it. 

Arianna shook herself and refused to fret over what may or may not come to pass. The gods wouldn’t stir themselves to act. They were notoriously lazy these days, and there were whispers that they were fading, losing power in the face of the humans’ lack of belief. Just one more reason the gods were stupid for being so attached to the creatures. Humans were only tools, livestock. 

Maybe she would let one of her lucky servants try to pleasure her tonight. If he succeeded in distracting her, she could be generous. Perhaps her interest in men hadn’t completely died out after all. They still had their uses, as long as they were reminded of their place.

She smiled to herself as she slipped into the water’s cool embrace. Without a trace of human conscience, she struck out toward the island to feed.

She stepped from the frothy waves onto the damp, packed sand. Her gauzy blue dress clung to her curves, a bare whisper of a garment. As she walked, the fabric dried in the breeze. It went dancing about her long, shapely legs to the wild tempo of the wind. Long tresses whipped this way and that, a cyclone of pale blond. 

She stretched out her arms and breathed deep of the island air. The sea was cooling, but she wasn’t bothered by its chill. Her gem-bright eyes glittered with anticipation as she gazed inland at the city that was hers. She hummed a sultry tune as she skipped toward the boardwalk. She could almost feel the hungry eyes of the men—her men—on her even now. Surely no other woman was as worshiped and adored, no other goddess so blessed, as to have an entire island of men at her disposal. 

But as she approached her city, something irritated her. It buzzed over her skin in an unpleasant hum, then was gone. Her eyes narrowed. 

Someone was where they should not be.
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Grey stepped outside and shut the door of his 1970’s single-wide, giving it a last hard pull to make sure it latched. The trailer was a relic, but it had been dirt cheap, and he and his dad could usually manage to fix anything that needed fixing without shelling out a ton of cash—all important considerations when the island’s economy had tanked after The Change. The measly allowance the government had doled out to assist the first couple years was a joke. It had barely covered a couple months’ rent.

He headed out of the trailer park, passing under the decorative wrought iron arch at the entrance. Grey had always thought that thing would look more appropriate at the entrance to a cemetery. 

Luca and Cameron’s house was only a couple blocks away, though in terms of the change in scenery as he went, it might as well have been miles. Grey’s stomach was a fluttery mess at the thought of hanging out with Luca and Cameron. He nearly tripped over his own feet on the way up the front steps like some idiot schoolgirl drooling over her first crush. 

A harsh cry drew his attention, and he looked skyward, drawing in a deep breath as he watched a gull wheeling overhead. The stupid things were everywhere.

He turned his attention back to the red door in front of him. Breathe, Grey. Don’t be dumb. Grey had been aware of Cameron peripherally through school, but they hadn’t ever really met until high school, when they had a handful of classes together. They had only spoken a few times, and Grace—as Grey had been known then—had been overcome with painful embarrassment every time. But for some reason, she had never quite gotten over the crush. The night before The Change, Grace had vowed to herself that she would tell Cameron her feelings before they graduated and Cameron went off to the mainland on a sports scholarship. But when the next day dawned, everything was different. 

For a while, Grey forgot all about Cameron in the wake of more pressing developments, like waking up in a new body—with a penis. But Cameron didn’t go away to college. He couldn’t, thanks to the quarantine. Grey still saw him around town, and occasionally on their shared college campus, but since Grey couldn’t act on his feelings, he bottled them up. Just like every other emotion he’d had to hide since The Change. 

Deep inside, he still imagined that one day he would turn back into a woman. Then maybe he would make Cameron take notice. It was a stupid thought. Even if everything was back to normal, Grace was beneath notice. She hadn’t known Cameron before, and was really not likely to have the balls to fix that situation now. 

But in a lot of ways, it was like Grey was frozen at seventeen. Like this life now was all just a bad dream he’d wake up from any minute. So, the teenage fantasy lingered.

Grey took a deep breath, gave himself a reality check, and knocked on the door. He had to stop acting like a lovesick kid. Whatever strange event had caused The Change—and theories ranged from biological experimentation to heavenly judgment and everything in between—it didn’t look like it was going to happen again. If he still wanted Cameron to notice him, then he was damned well going to have to do something about it, no matter what the circumstances. 

Grey was surprised when the object of his obsession answered the door. He had been expecting Luca. “Uh, hey,” he said nervously, giving Cameron a corny wave. “Luca said I should come by.”

Cameron stepped back and waved him in. “They’re in the living room.” 

The jock was wearing a t-shirt with the Island Community College logo on it, and his short, scruffy blond stubble and messy hair were a shock. He always looked so clean cut at school. Grey felt a wash of warmth at this glimpse of Cameron with his guard down.

He could feel Cameron’s eyes sliding sideways toward him as the jock led him down a narrow hallway and into the house, toward the sound of masculine laughter. He knew he was quite a sight. One eye was black, and his lip was scabbed but still swollen—not that he was expecting to win Cameron over with his looks or anything. 

If that was even really what he wanted.

Grey remembered all too well what Luca had said about Cameron liking women. Hell, the jock had dated at least half the cheerleading squad when they were in high school. Grey still had to wonder why a guy would try to hook his very straight brother up with another man.

“Hey,” Cameron said quietly, jerking Grey out of his train of thought. “I’m sorry about Jordan.” Grey stared at him blankly and Cameron gestured. “The guy who did that to your face. It was between you guys, but Luca chewed my ass about it. He was right. I should have tried to stop it. It wasn’t a fair fight.”

Grey stuffed his hands into his jeans pockets and shrugged. “Not your problem.” He grinned and his split lip throbbed. “Besides, I could have taken him if I hadn’t let myself get distracted. My own fault for being so dumb.” 

Cameron raised his fair brows as he looked down at Grey, clearly skeptical. He was every bit as tall as his brother, well over six foot. Grey wondered what they fed the kids in this family. 

They reached the living room and Cameron kept walking, headed through the room and into the kitchen, where a couple of his cronies hung out in a cloud of cigarette smoke, arguing over some sports play. Grey’s spirits dropped a bit. It looked like Cameron wasn’t hanging out with Luca and his friends after all. 

The members of Lucifer were sprawled around the living room on beanbag chairs and the sumptuous gray suede sectional, laughing and yelling at the game they were playing on the TV. Grey took in the eclectic room with curiosity. Sports team logos and pictures of game day crowds were interspersed with music posters and a couple of oil paintings of stormy ocean scenes. Grey wondered at the casual blending of artsy class and all-America man-cave that defined the day and night personalities of the brothers who shared the space. Luca jumped up and grabbed his beer off an end table. The eyeliner was absent tonight, and his hair hung in glossy disarray around his sharp jaw. It made him look softer somehow, less like an aspiring rock star, which made Grey feel suddenly all off-kilter again. 

“Hey, Grey! Come over here and give it a try.” Luca gestured at his abandoned controller and pulled Grey into the room with a long arm around his shoulders. "If someone doesn’t kick his ass, Ethan is going to end up as cocky as Mat. I’ll never be able to stand the two of them.” 

Grey took in the smug expression on the drummer’s face. Ethan was the happy-go-lucky one of the bunch. It was weird to see him looking so serious. He pushed his white-blond hair out of his eyes and laughed. “Ha! Good luck.”

Grey shrugged and tried not to be too obvious as he checked out the tattoos that covered the drummer’s muscular arms in an intricate swirl of blues, greens, and black. “Sure, you’re on.”

He grabbed the controller and sat cross-legged on the floor, but when he really looked at the screen, he realized that they were playing in teams. Football. Grey was pretty good at video games in general. It was a popular hobby when you were stuck on an island. But he hated sports games. He expected Luca to take up the other controller for his team, but instead the guitarist winked and yelled toward the kitchen.

“Cam! Help me!”

Cameron came out of the kitchen to see what the racket was about. Arching a brow, he snorted. “This is gay. Go play real football.”

Grey didn’t miss Luca’s almost imperceptible wince at his brother’s choice of words. “Cam. What have I told you about that damned word?”

Cameron rolled his eyes so hard it was a wonder they didn’t get stuck that way. “It’s just a saying. Chill the fuck out.”

Grey was touched by Luca’s concern, but he didn’t care. It was what it was. People spouted shit without thinking all the time. Still...it was gutsy, calling other people out like that. Made Grey kind of wish he wasn’t such a coward himself.

It took a bit of begging on Luca’s part, but eventually Cameron sat down beside Grey, grumbling all the while. His friends came to lean over the back of the couch, smirking at the not-cool group of emo musicians playing kids’ games—but funny how they weren’t too cool to want to watch. 

“Not fair!” Ethan whined. “He’s a jock.”

Grey grinned at him. “Oh, suck it up, princess. It isn’t real football. But you are about to get your ass handed to you.”

Luca met Grey’s eyes and winked. Grey flushed and turned his attention back to the TV screen, trying not to notice the brush of Cameron's knee against his as he leaned forward, intent on the game. He could smell Cameron’s cologne and it made his nose twitch, the smell a bit too sharp and overpowering in the small space.

“Shit!” Cameron turned a murderous blue glare on Grey. “What the hell are you doing, dude? Don’t just sit there. Pay attention!”

Matheus laughed as he lounged on one end of the sectional like a long, lean cat. Lifting a hand, he covered his mouth, his expression never changing and his eyes staring right into Cameron’s. “Douche bag,” the bassist coughed under his breath.

Cameron flushed with anger. Apparently, he and the broody brown-haired bassist didn’t exactly get along. “Eat me,” he snapped, earning a snicker from his group of friends.

Luca reached out and smacked his brother in the back of the head so hard he almost fell off the couch. “Leave Mat alone and play.”

Cameron looked at Grey with a grin that made his stomach do a little flip. “Don’t screw it up this time, cupcake.”

They won. But Grey would be lying if he said he was sad when Cameron wandered off to go do who knew what kind of boring jock stuff with his jock friends. By that point, he was too busy listening to Ethan as the enthusiastic drummer waved his hands and hopped around, telling a story about their first gig and the rickety makeshift stage that had almost killed them all. Matheus shook his head as he looked up at the blond. Then he met Grey’s eyes and winked. “The best part was when idiot here knocked his drums over on stage.”

“I did not!” Ethan insisted, picking up a throw pillow and launching it at Matheus’s head. “You tripped on the pedal and almost faceplanted into the crowd!”

Grey laughed, picturing the two of them completely destroying their first gig. Luca flopped down beside him on the couch and handed him a soda. “They were both acting like idiots. It sounded like I had a herd of rhinos tromping around behind me while I was trying to play and concentrate on backing Steff up. But in their defense, the damned stage was tilted.” He held up one graceful hand and canted it at an angle. “And every time one of us moved, it tilted back the other way. Steff really did fall off the stage.” He snorted, his blue eyes twinkling with laughter. “It looked like he was trying to stage dive, but there wasn’t anyone there to catch him. He sprained his wrist and we had to listen to him bitch about it for a month.”

Grey grinned at Luca. “I bet he has a different story. Where is he anyway?” The singer hadn’t been at the bar last night either. 

Luca’s smile faded a bit and Matheus and Ethan stopped trying to kill each other with the pillow. “He doesn’t usually hang out with us much anymore, outside of practice.”

“He’s an asshole,” Matheus provided helpfully, not looking one bit guilty for talking about his bandmate. 

Ethan shook his head and gave Grey an apologetic smile. “Being in a band is more work than most people realize. Sometimes...people’s personalities don’t mesh.” He shrugged. “Or they drift apart.”

Luca sighed. “It’s my fault. We got in a fight. Mat and Ethan took my side. So now we’re getting the silent treatment.” He waved it away. “It’ll pass.”

Later that night Grey stood at the front door with Luca, not knowing what to feel. How to accept that he’d actually had fun. “Thanks for inviting me,” he mumbled. Lame.

Luca laughed. “Sure. You can hang out whenever.” 

Matheus brushed by on his way out, arching a brow at Grey. “I guess we can tolerate him. If we have to.”

Grey rolled his eyes. It was like saying something nice might physically hurt the broody brunette. Ethan grabbed one of Grey’s shoulders and gave it a squeeze. “Don’t let Mat scare you off.” His bright, sky-blue eyes were earnest. “Promise?”

Grey laughed. “Um...sure?”

Ethan nodded and hurried to scramble into Matheus’s car before his ride home left him standing on the sidewalk. 

Luca held the door for Grey and crossed his long arms over his chest, suppressing a shiver. His blue eyes slanted toward Grey, a keen look there. “It’s getting colder all the time. Have you noticed?”

Grey shrugged. “The cold doesn't really bother me.” Were they really talking about the weather? Grey rubbed the back of his neck and looked at his sneakers. There was so much more that he wanted to say, but it didn’t seem like anything a guy would say, so he let it go. 

Luca’s eyes lost that sharp look, and his easy smile came back. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one was close by. “Cam normally wouldn’t tolerate Matheus for that long. It’s kind of cool to be able to have him hang out with the band. Believe it or not, he and I are usually really close. He’s been kind of distant lately. And idiotic. So...thanks.”

Grey mumbled something appropriately non-sentimental and left. But there was a glow inside him, and it wasn’t from hanging out with Cameron. It had been a long time since he’d felt accepted like that. It was surprisingly nice to just be one of the guys. 
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A couple days later, Grey brushed a hand along the rough red brick front of the Tera Shoe Emporium. He rarely ever had a day off work and his college classes at the same time, and he was enjoying the novel feeling of having nothing to do today. 

The historic downtown area of Tera was one of his favorite places on the island. While there were other small villages and sub-divisions scattered across the island, Tera was the main hub. And the historic area here carried the flavor of all the people and times that had passed through. The streets were lined with adjacent brick row buildings of different heights and colors. Some sported scrolling gothic revival trim, others had a colonial feel, and a few had been giving a modern facelift, but they all housed a wide variety of shops and restaurants. Caged ornamental trees were interspersed with stone and iron benches where idle shoppers could stop and rest in the ocean-scented breeze that beckoned them from Seaway Drive the next block over. This little chunk of town was a lifesaver with its variety and flavors of other places. They had to have variety here. It wasn’t like the islanders could go looking for change anywhere else. 

Jealousy rose up, as it often did, for the people living on the mainland, where life went on as normal. Grey reminded himself, for what had to be the millionth time, that it was actually a good thing that Etna Island was the only place affected by The Change. While the residents of Etna would just as soon not be the only ones suffering, the ramifications of a worldwide “gender homogeny,” as some idiot scientist had named it, would have been devastating. If The Change had affected all human beings, it would have meant the death of the human race. The men would slowly age and die off with no more children to replace them, their only thin hope the temporary result of lab grown test tube babies. The whole world was happy that it had only happened here—and the quarantine was designed to keep it that way.

But it was hard to be thankful about that when you lived on the island. Especially when you watched the news or read the paper. Many countries and cultures were sympathetic to the situation, though even the most sympathetic were still politely careful, following the quarantine and travel restrictions to the letter. There were lots of groups around the world who viewed the whole mess as some sort of judgment from God. The Christians prayed for the island while secretly being glad they weren’t in the same boat, the Catholics absolved the islanders of their sins as if they had done something wrong, the Buddhists viewed the mess as a challenge for the islanders to better themselves. But some of the more extreme religions—east and west—called for anything from eternal damnation to the mass extermination of all morphs on the island, dismissing them as degenerates, transvestites, and sodomites.

Grey glanced toward the harbor, briefly visible as he passed an alley between two buildings. It was no wonder that most islanders wouldn’t leave, even if they could. Why risk it? At least here, the morphs were relatively safe. There would always be the assholes, but most people on the island accepted morphs, or at least made an effort to act like they did. After all, everyone had friends, lovers, or family members who were morphs. 

The citizens who chose to leave the island despite the ban did so in a more final way. There were lots of reports of suicide. Usually the morph just walked away from it all—straight into the ocean. The bodies never turned up, something to do with the strong tides and ocean currents off the coast. 

Grey wondered how many of his old friends and family had chosen that route. After The Change, there had been a flurried shifting. People moved, changed names, and disappeared, protected by a hastily instituted privacy law that levied a hefty punishment against anyone who pried into a person's gender history. Morphs tended to fall into one of two categories, those ridiculously brave few who refused to accept what had happened and continued to dress and act like women, and those who tried to hide what they were and blend in with the rest of their male society at any cost. 

There was also a very small portion of people who had been trans male before The Change and were mostly happy about their new bodies. They were more able to take things in stride and embrace their new life as a man. But they were few and far between, and while a lot of the media and non-islanders tended to group morphs into the same category as trans people, it was different—yes, there was a lot of similarity in some ways. But treating the two things as identical led to a lot of issues. And most of those issues were created by the morph and trans communities themselves. Morphs weren’t considered “real” trans by a lot of people in the community, and some morphs thought they had more reason to be upset about their unwanted bodies than trans people, since they weren’t “born that way,” making it supposedly more “unnatural.” It was all stupid.

As usual, put a group of people together, and they only saw the differences, when what they should be seeing was how none of them were happy and all of them knew how it felt to be trapped in a lie. It made Grey exhausted just thinking about all the arguments on both sides. Which was why he lived the way he chose to live.

Grey fell firmly into the “blend in” category, as did most other morphs he knew. It helped to blend in if you cut ties to your old life. He had no idea what had happened to the majority of his acquaintances from his previous life. It was better that way. No one could out you if they didn’t know you as a girl. He didn’t tell anyone about his past identity. If felt safer that way.

It was easy to blend in, at least physically. Morphs weren’t just male versions of themselves. Some morph males were completely different than their previous female counterparts. The scientists and doctors speculated that morphs were actually a genetic expression of what would have been if they had been born a male instead of female. Not only was gender different, but also physical traits like height, build, and coloring. Not all morphs turned out as girly as Grey. He avoided looking in the shop window as he passed. 

As a woman, Grey had been boringly average. Now the visiting women seemed to think him “pretty,” and fussed over his chestnut brown curls, heart shaped face, and lean body.

A small group of “tourists” were headed his way along the sidewalk, and Grey just couldn’t stand their admiring looks today. He ducked into the coffee shop on the corner of Seaway and Fifth, randomly looking for a place to kill time. 

As he moved toward the counter, his mind was still on other things, but a deep, smooth voice called him back to the present. “Good morning. What can I get for you today?”

Grey gaped at Luca. The guitarist stood behind the counter in a crisp white button-down shirt and black barista's apron. His dark hair was slicked back into a tidy knot at the nape of his neck, and most of his piercings were gone. Grey hardly recognized him out of costume. His expression seemed entirely different somehow, but at the same time he looked very familiar.

Luca's blue eyes twinkled a bit as he waited patiently for Grey’s order. He had to know how startling the transformation was. But there was more to it than that. Under all the flashy costuming there was, apparently, a man who was every bit as gorgeous as his golden-haired brother. In fact...Grey’s slow brain finally put it all together. They didn't just look similar, they were twins. 

Cameron and Luca were different enough in coloring and body type that it wasn’t immediately apparent. But when Grey really looked, he could see the similarities. It was unsettling, as if all his lustful dreams of the golden boy had been traced over in black ink, given hints of darkness and mystery. But that couldn’t be right, could it? Identical twins would be, you know, identical. Not just really freaking close.

Grey panicked. He wanted to rattle off his order and pretend that he wasn’t flustered, but all the yuppy drink names had him stumped. Why couldn’t he just order a damned coffee? He suddenly felt like a hundred-year-old man trying to decipher some new technology. So not cool. 

“Um...what do you recommend?” he finally managed. Good lord what was wrong with him? True, he never spent his money on fancy lattes, but this was ridiculous.

Luca compressed his wide mouth for a moment, then started tapping things in on the computer screen. “I’ll make something up for you.” He winked as he waved away Grey’s money and ushered him down the counter. 

Luca met him on the other side of the massive espresso machines a few minutes later, two steaming cups in hand as a bubbly copper-haired guy took his place behind the register. “It was time for my break,” he said, leading the way to a table in the back. 

They sat looking out onto a side street while Grey sampled Luca’s creation. Grey wasn’t much of a fancy coffee drinker, mostly because he was too cheap for it. He worked at the used bookstore across town most of the day and took classes a few afternoons a week at the college. This cup of coffee would cost him nearly an hour’s wage. He cautiously sipped at his drink, nearly scalding himself in the process. His eyes widened and he met Luca's grin. 

“You like it?” Luca seemed genuinely happy, the sort of person who loved to create joy for others. Again, Grey thought it was at odds with his rock star image. There was more to Luca than met they eye. 

Grey nodded affirmative to Luca’s question. The coffee was amazing—creamy and sweet with only a hint of espresso flavor. “Is this...raspberry?”

“And marshmallow.” Luca laughed. “It reminded me of you.”

Grey snorted. “Ha, ha.” Fluffy drink for the fruitcake. 

Luca just raised a dark eyebrow at Grey and turned his attention to the street, sipping his own drink. From the looks of it, it was just plain old black coffee. Though, for all Grey knew, it was made from some super special bean that was only grown in one place in all the world and was harvested by Oompa Loompas riding unicorns. Imported in the cleavage of “tourist” runners. Probably cost fifteen dollars a cup.

“I’m coming to see the band tomorrow night,” Grey said, still smiling over the mental image of little orange men picking coffee beans. “Are you expecting a good turnout?”

Luca pulled his attention away from the street and a faint line appeared between his dark brows. “I’m not sure. I think we’ve got a pretty good crowd coming in. But I don’t know how things will go down. We might end up having to cancel.”

“What? Why?” Lucifer was crazy loyal to their fans. That kind of thing was really important when you didn’t have a huge fan base to begin with.

Luca sighed. “It’s Steff. He’s been getting harder and harder to deal with—acting like a diva, driving the rest of us crazy with his stupid demands.” He shrugged. “He’s threatened to leave—not just the band, but the whole island.”

Grey had never met the lead singer in person. But surely, he couldn’t be that crazy. He shook his head. “He can’t do that.” 

Grey wasn’t just being patronizing. Steffen couldn’t leave the island. No one made it off the island. Coast Guard patrol boats made sure that it was nearly impossible, and the island took care of the rest. For whatever reason, whenever someone tried to leave, they only made it about a quarter mile out before they became violently ill and mentally unstable and had to be returned to the island for their own safety—and flying wasn’t any better. Grey had heard that a boatload of men who tried to make it past the coast guard had ended up throwing themselves overboard once they got past the half-mile radius. Nearly in reach of mainland, they had inexplicably turned and tried to swim back to the island, drawn there by God-knows-what. The fools had almost drowned. One had been bitten by a shark. No one tried it after that. Some rich guy had tired a helicopter to take him to the mainland. He had gone bonkers on the ride over, tried to kill the crew with him, then tried to swim back to the island from the mainland. He drowned. They never found the body.

Luca studied the cup in his hands, the line between his brows deepening. “Oh, I know he can’t do it. But that’s not the point. The thing is, we’re all getting sick of him acting this way—threatening us if he doesn’t get his way, drinking like a fish and missing rehearsals, chasing after ‘tourists’ when he should be practicing...he acts as if the band would be nothing without his stunning vocal talent.” He rolled his eyes. 

Grey laughed. Steffen had a good voice. Solid, but not stellar. Everyone who liked Lucifer liked them for their instrumentals or their amazing lyrics. If anything, Luca was the one who could make or break the band. His guitar skill was amazing, and Grey had a sneaking suspicion that the deep, heart wrenching lyrics were his too. 

Luca gave a wry, lop-sided smile. “Wouldn’t happen to know a good vocalist, would you? We’ve been stuck together on this little burg for too long. I think we’re all ready to just call his bluff this time.”

Grey stared at him, surprised. “You guys are going to kick him out?”

He frowned. “Don’t say it that way. He’s the one pitching a fit.” He rolled his shoulders, easing the visible tension there. “Anyway, forget it.” His expression brightened. “I get off work at three. Do you wanna go stalk my brother?”

Grey choked on his coffee and his face flamed. Tears streamed from his eyes from inhaling the hot liquid.

Luca laughed and pounded him helpfully on the back. Grey tried to school his face into seriousness, but it was probably obvious he was suppressing a smile. Luca winked. “Do you wanna come hang out downtown with us? We're going to hit up the shops and start looking for a Christmas gift for our Dad. He’s old as the hills and he has everything. He’s freaking impossible to buy for.” 

It was only September, way too early for Grey to even think about Christmas shopping. He usually did his meager shopping the week before the holiday. But if it meant spending time with Cameron and his weird brother, he just might change his ways.

Grey averted his eyes and took another sip of his amazing coffee. “Sure,” he mumbled into the froth. 

Later that afternoon, he met the brothers at the coffee shop, and they walked the streets, chatting idly about how cold it would probably get by Christmas if this weather kept up, Cameron's latest athletic feats, and Lucifer's new amp, recently purchased by Matheus to "drown out Ethan's godawful racket," per Luca's re-telling. Grey watched the byplay between the brothers with a renewed sense of awe at their opposing personalities—though neither of the guys were quite what Grey had expected.

Inside a clothing shop, Grey stroked his hand over one of the scarves, surreptitiously reveling in how soft it was. He snuck a covert glance toward the other side of the table, at a pretty lavender one, wishing for the millionth time that he didn’t have to constantly worry what people thought. 

Luca snaked out a graceful hand and snatched up the scarf almost immediately. “You like this one?”

Cameron turned to give the two of them a questioning look, a navy-blue skullcap in his hand. Winter wear was a big hit in all the shops. By all rights, the Island should get a few more sultry summer days before the month was out. But it was unseasonably cold. The last few winters had been more harsh than usual, and the summers far too short. He hoped it wasn’t a new trend.

Grey laughed at Luca’s question. “Yeah right,” he said, ignoring the outstretched scarf. “What kind of guy wears purple?” Though really, it was lavender. Almost pink. Even worse.

Luca frowned. “It is in the men’s section of the store,” he said in a dry tone. 

Grey shrugged and grabbed the black scarf in front of him. “I like this one.”

Cameron drifted over to the opposite side of the store to look at some graphic tees, and Grey followed along behind him. The jock snorted with laughter over a shirt that said, “How many women does it take to screw in a lightbulb?” He handed it to Grey, who flipped it over to read the punch line. “None.”

Ha-ha. Island humor. Grey tossed it back on the shelf and went to pay for his boring black scarf. He and Cameron waited outside the store while Luca took his dear, sweet time. Grey felt like a teenager at prom, all jittery and breathless, rather than the grown-assed man he was. The afternoon sun glinted on Cam’s golden hair and Grey tried not to stare. He wished the weak sun would do something to warm the icy spot of fear and nerves in his heart. Sure, Cam was okay to look at. But what the hell was he supposed to say?

Awkward silence stretched between them as they leaned against a cold stone bench. The caged trees along the quaint sidewalk were losing a few of their leaves, and a crisp breeze carried them skittering along the gutter. 

“So, um...did you watch the game last night?” Grey held his breath, hoping there had been a game. 

Cameron snorted. “I don’t know what’s up with the Ravens this year. They need some serious work.”

Grey let out a slow breath and nodded agreement. That was the Maryland team, right? He suddenly wished Luca would hurry his ass up. 

When Luca finally came out of the shop, Grey stopped trying to make small talk and stared. The punk rock rebel was wearing a pale pink scarf wrapped around his neck. 

“Don’t wear that on stage,” Cameron said, heading down the sidewalk. “It’ll completely ruin your image. You’ll have a bunch of dudes lined up wanting you to autograph their left butt cheek or something.”

Grey glanced at Luca out of the corner of his eye as they walked. Oddly enough, the stupid scarf looked good on him. It contrasted with his dark hair and brought out warm undertones in his clear, white skin. Grey shook his head. Leave it to Luca to have absolutely no shame in proving a point. For a moment, Grey was almost jealous of him for being a real male. Luca didn’t have to second guess everything he did. He didn’t have to pretend he was something he wasn’t. If Luca wanted to wear a damned pink scarf, he would. 

Grey gestured at the bag Luca was holding. “What else did you get?”

He shrugged. “A pair of gloves and a couple gifts for some friends.”

Cameron walked slightly ahead of them, his broad shoulders swaying. He even walks like a jock, Grey thought to himself. Like all those muscles got in the way of normal ambulation. He grinned at the thought. 

“Stop drooling,” Luca whispered into Grey’s ear, making Goosebumps spring up along his arm. 

Grey glared at him. One dark eyebrow arched, and Grey slugged him in the arm. “Shut. Up!” 

The weird part was, he hadn’t been drooling. He’d just been noticing the thing—noting a fact. Luca lengthened his stride to catch up to his brother, and they both chuckled over some crude joke. Grey couldn’t help but compare them. It was hard to believe they were twins. They were both tall and broad, but while Cameron was thick and moved like a linebacker, Luca was lean. He had this almost cat-like stride. Every one of his movements was poised and graceful. 

Grey ripped his eyes away from Luca. What was he doing? Here he was out with Cameron, and he was wasting time thinking about how it would feel to have Luca’s lean body pressed up against him instead. Brilliant, Grey. Just brilliant. Go ahead and get caught being a creep. Lose the one friend you’ve managed to make since this whole fucking mess started. He jogged to catch up to their long-legged stride. 

As he caught up, a store snagged his attention—a knick-knack shop with a beautiful painting of the ocean hanging in the window. Cameron headed into another shop, which was plastered with sports posters and jerseys, but Grey hesitated on the sidewalk. 

Grey glanced between the shop with the art and the sports shop. He knew he should follow Cameron into the guy store, but he just couldn’t do it. Luca paused at his side and looked into the window display. Grey could feel those deep blue eyes on him. 

The guitarist put his hand on the shop door. “I need to check out something in here. I think they have some fishing lures the old man uses.” 

Grey narrowed his eyes at Luca’s back as he pushed the door open and held it. He had the feeling Luca was just making excuses for him to go inside. Why do you have to be so damned nice all the time?

They were greeted by a friendly old lady who was more than happy to talk to Luca about handmade fishing lures. Grey’s attention wandered almost immediately, and he left them talking about how she had wheedled a special pass, valuable as gold, to visit her grandson. His ears perked when the old woman mentioned Luca’s father, hinting that he had somehow helped her get the pass. But then they started in on what feathers worked best for lures, and Grey was lost again. 

He wandered around the store. Everything here was nautical-themed. It was probably a holdover from when the island had been allowed tourists who weren’t strictly government approved women-for-hire. Maybe the shop still did some online business to keep them afloat. Some mainlanders had been really cool about buying island-made stuff to help support the men trapped here.

Grey trailed his hand over a row of books about sea travel, pausing when he came to a shelf of figurines. He picked up a mermaid and studied her bright green tail. As usual, she had gigantic boobs. Did mermaids use those things for flotation devices? Nursing? Would they be considered mammals? 

Grey’s eyes were drawn to a series of paintings done by a local artist. They took up half of the wall, between a piece of anchor wall decor and a resin seagull perched on a weathered piece of wood. He smirked at the seagull. Seagulls for islanders were like pelicans and flamingos in the tourist shops of the south—great money makers for the tourists, but pretty much like rats to the locals.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
-
K
—
g






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





