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   “For it was not into my ear you whispered, but into my heart. It was not my lips you kissed, but my soul."
 
   --Judy Garland
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

  
 
*~*Chapter 1-The Fight*~*
 
   Present Day:
 
   My traitorous heart explodes with the force of an atomic bomb inside my chest, or at least that’s the only way I can describe it. I force myself to take slow, deep breaths, hoping I don’t pass out. It’s funny how things are linked together: your eyes, your mind, your heart. For example: you watching two guys fight, your mind registering those two guys as your best friends, the guilt that it’s your fault that they are fighting, the fear that one might die, and the loss thereof. It’s an onslaught of emotions that I’m apparently not strong enough to overcome. I realize now that I should never have snuck out to meet Shadow today, because Gabriel has been so suspicious lately. I should have trusted my instincts, but I was too anxious to get out of here. To fly over the walls with Shadow and never look back, to be with the one I love. The one I'm forbidden to love. 
 
   My mom always told me that there was a cause and effect. She said to make wise decisions or deal with bad consequences. Only two months of being away from her and I've already forgotten her smartest advice. Now, it's all come down to this: me standing on the edge of the city, watching my fiancé and the love of my life fight. Wanting to leave, but needing to stay. I'm caught between duty and devotion, how cliché.
 
   The sky is growing darker with rain clouds and the wind is becoming more forceful, stirring up the dirt from the ground so that I have to shield my eyes. 
 
   “You don't know your place, you freak! You don't cross me; I'm the Overlord's son!” Gabriel’s voice echoes off the wall that traps us in here and he lands a nasty looking right hook to Shadow's nose. I hear a loud bone-crunching sound. Shadow is so focused on the fight that he barely grunts. He ducks to avoid Gabriel's next blow and jabs him in the stomach instead, causing Gabriel to sail backwards through the air a few feet and land on his back. 
 
   “And you don't know who you're messing with! I don't care who you are; you and your father mean nothing to me. Do you hear me? You're the only thing that stands between me and everything I want.”
 
   Shadow straddles Gabriel, throwing alternating punches to his ribs. I have to do something before he kills him. I run towards them as fast as I can I throw my hand up screaming, “Stop! Stop!”  Neither of them listens to me. Suddenly, with a determined look, Gabriel reaches up and grabs Shadow's throat, the muscles and veins in his arm bulge as he squeezes. Luckily, Shadow grabs his wrist and jabs his locked arm before Gabriel can strangle him. Another bone-crunching sound renders the air and Gabriel's agonizing wail rattles my soul.
 
   I fight the panic that's surging through my body, but it's no use. I can't take it anymore. I don’t want either one of them to get hurt. I shove Shadow off Gabriel as I finally descend upon them and Shadow frowns at me when he lands, looking hurt and confused, and a bit crazy with the blood pouring down his broken nose and a few other places.
 
   Gabriel gives me a small smile before turning his attention back to Shadow. “Is everything you want my mate?” he growls in a deep voice through gritted teeth.
 
   “She is not yours. You think everything belongs to you! That it's all yours for the taking, you spoiled bastard! Did you know that she loves me? That we've been meeting to be together since before your stupid vows?” Shadow stands up spitting dirt out of his mouth and wiping his bloody nose with his forearm. It must hurt because he grimaces. He looks at me with an apologetic expression and I just stand here frozen and shocked. I don’t know what to say.
 
   Gabriel pauses at the admission. His shocked expression doesn't hide the horror I see so plainly in his searching eyes. He seems to realize some things finally adding up but that make no since but it’s so totally absurd.
 
   I sigh and let my shoulder slump a little. I didn't want Gabriel to find out this way; I didn't want to hurt him. Guilt burns through me like acid.
 
   His stare bores into me, begging me to deny it. He's always wanted me to love him, and I have always wanted to, so badly. We're the perfect couple after all.  We’re supposed to be the leaders. I should choose Gabriel, I'm supposed to choose him, but for some reason it was never my decision. It was always out of my hands. Love chose and conquered me in the name of Shadow. If I can’t be with him then I don’t want to be at all. Like light and dark, there can’t be one without the other.
 
   “Well that isn’t what she told me last night,” Gabriel yells at Shadow and then spits defiantly. “Because what she said last night sounded a lot like “I love you, Gabe” and it sounded like that right before we bonded.” He fixes that smoldering gaze back on me again. I can tell he doesn’t want to believe it and feels proud of himself for turning the argument around a little and making Shadow feel like crap. 
 
   Shadow stands up, leaving Gabe still lying in the dirt. I glance at Shadow and can tell that hurt his feelings and at the same time made him madder than hell. 
 
   But poor Gabriel just lies in the dirt. He has always treated me so perfect and he doesn’t deserve this. He deserves the truth. And maybe at the same time I can free him of some guilt, after all, I’ve only got myself to blame. The silence has grown uncomfortable and I can’t take that beseeching gaze one second longer. I nod my head in confirmation. Yes, I am a terrible person. Hate me if you want to. I am scum. Lying there on his back, head in the dirt, his pained expression is too much for me to bare. He sighs and closes his eyes as raindrops lightly start to fall. He clutches his broken arm as if to comfort himself. 
 
   The rain increases and a sob escapes my tightly sealed lips. My composure fails and I let loose tears as if a dam has burst. I can’t tell the difference in the rain and the tears running down my face, and it's an adequate description of the pain that I feel. That there is no rain, it's just all my tears and soon I will drown in them. 
 
   Gabriel's booming yell startles me as he jumps up and shoves Shadow in one powerful motion. Shadow, caught off guard as well, flies backwards through the air while Gabriel gets to his feet and releases his wings. Shadow hits the wall so forcefully that the concrete crumbles around him. Gabriel and his majestic white wings run towards him delivering a battle cry that will probably echo through my mind for the rest of my days, just as it echoes off these walls.
 
   Shadow is an excellent fighter; I've seen him train in hand to hand with the weapons that I made him. One of the main characteristics of all Demons is that they're naturally born fighters. However, I know Gabriel has trained with the Guard since he was a toddler and I’m worried. But before I can panic even more, Shadow is on his feet in the blink of an eye, black wings spread and fangs bared.
 
   “You will pay for this, you abomination. I will enjoy nothing more than cutting your ugly head from your disgusting body!” Gabriel's voice sounds chilling and utterly evil. For some reason, I don't think I'll ever see the sweet, caring boy he was again.
 
   And it's all because of me, I berate myself.
 
   They rise into the air together, a blur of white and black feathers and sun-kissed skin slicked with water sloshing off of it. Rain droplets fly everywhere as their wings beat the air to stay up. I wonder if I should hate myself for thinking how beautiful it looks, and wonder if they could ever be friends in the future. They would get along so well if I was never in the picture. But then again, they would never even speak to each other if I wasn’t in the picture. A gleam of silver interrupts my twisted musings and I wonder what it’s from. The realization hits me like a ton of bricks and my eyes widen in horror. Gabriel has a knife in his hands and Shadow has no idea. 
 
   “Stop!” I yell. “Gabriel, no!”  My throat is scratchy and a little hoarse and I am not even sure if he hears me.
 
   Gabriel's still so in tune to me. He still loves me, and I've hurt him so much. I can see it in his eyes as he glances at me, to decide if killing Shadow is worth it. It is cause and effect. I think he knows he will lose me forever if he kills Shadow. Still, he pauses to weigh the consequences.
 
   “Halt!” a deep voice commands, and the earth rumbles with the movement of feet as the Guard arrives just in time. “Cease immediately and separate!”
 
   I drown in relief as they both land beside each other a few feet away from me. A beautiful shower of black and white feathers dances toward the ground all around us and my eyes follow the black ones to the dirt and watch the rain pound it into the ground without remorse. It’s pretty though.
 
   They’re both breathing hard, chests rising and falling with force. Gabriel clutches the knife so hard his knuckles are white and Shadow’s black spiky hair is plastered to his face. A mixture of dirt, rain and blood runs from down his face and she tosses his head to the side to flip it off. He’s so beautiful.
 
   I look toward the approaching Guard and see Wraith and Kaia in the front next to the conniving Overlord. Kaia looks at me questioningly; she never knew of my love for Shadow. She wouldn't have approved, even though she's my best friend. 
 
   “Captain,” Wraith looks at Gabriel, “what's going on here?”
 
   Gabriel clears his throat and glances at me, most likely deciding whether or not to sell me out for being with another kind behind his back. I'm fed up with it all anyways: the rules, the laws, the way everything is decided for us and we're forced to act like pawns to the authorities. I have no doubt he's going to have them take Shadow, and probably have him killed for being a half-ling. They’ll make an example out of him just like they did his parents. The injustice is flowing rampant through my mind and I know I don’t want to live without him in this unfair society.
 
   Gabriel stands taller and puts his shoulders back acknowledging his second in command, Wraith. “Commander, this demon,” he spits the word, “has broken one of our most sacred laws. He has hidden his true nature from us and deluded us all for eighteen years. He's a demon-angel half-ling!” He lets disgust drip off that last word.
 
   Gasps fill the air all around us as everyone looks to their friends with horror. 
 
   “Furthermore,” Gabriel adds taking control of the audience’s attention, “he has deceived my bride and attacked me personally in doing so.”
 
   I catch Wraith glancing at me to see my reaction. “What would you have us do, Captain?” He glances back to his best friend.
 
   Gabriel has a happy gleam to his eyes. “As is our law, he's to be taken into custody, interrogated, and tried for death, Commander.”
 
   “Shadow,” the Commander asks, “do you have anything to say?”
 
   Shadow sends me an apologetic look and then shakes his head at Wraith.
 
   What? No! I panic. Why doesn't he tell them that it's not his fault? It's his parents! It's mine, it's everyone's fault but his! I almost admit the truth, spill it all right here and now, but if we're both taken then our chance of escape is almost nonexistent. No, I have to stay because I’m the one that’s going to save him. 
 
   It hurts knowing that he is protecting me. He doesn’t want them to know I planned on escaping because I would be punished, probably killed. He’s always sacrificing himself for me. 
 
   “Alright then,” Wraith motions for Shadow to join him by nodding his head once to the side. He turns toward the Guard, “take this Demon to the dungeon.” He commands the Guards.
 
   This very moment, everything I have come to love is being yanked right out of my grasp and stolen from me. My hearts explodes into an infinite number of tiny pieces inside my hollow chest. I'm not sure why they call it heartbreak when it feels like every other part of my body is broken too. 
 
   Out of nowhere, pain blasts through my chest like fire and I stumble backwards. Someone yells my name off in the distance but all I can hear is the pounding of my heart and inhalation of my breath. Darkness bleeds into my vision but I catch something out the blurry corner of my eye when I look down, but someone yells my name again as I hit the ground and it distracts me.
 
   “Alexia!” 
 
   That sounds like Gabriel’s worried scream…
 
   Slowly, with my pulse pounding loudly inside my head, I look down to see what they’re all so petrified about. Why they're all looking at me like this.
 
   A red arrow?
 
   One of those poisonous arrows is sticking out of my chest.
 
   I don't know if it's because I finally see it, or because the poison finally reaches my heart, but everything starts spinning into a spiral of colors just before it all goes dark. 
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_2_Saying_Goodbye]*~*Chapter 2-Saying Goodbye*~*
 
   Two months earlier:
 
   My parents used to tell me stories about the world before the plague hit. They said it was full of life and splendor, magic and wonder. It was lush with green trees and bushes, bright and colorful with flowers in bloom. There was plenty of water flowing in rivers and lakes throughout the lands, sparkling in the sun.
 
   In their stories, the different kinds lived in harmony with each other. They were even friends with humans, faeries, wizards, and wraiths. Those four species are now completely extinct. 
 
   Once, when I was younger, and our desert was suffering from a drought, I asked my parents why the rivers and lakes disappeared outside the walls. They said the war between the kinds destroyed them, dried them all up.  
 
   They told me about the creatures hallucinating and talking crazy, spitting up blood. They turned hateful and mindless. The infected ones no longer had a conscience and didn't think coherently. More than one third of us died from the plague, and those that didn't get the disease ended up fighting against each other, making the dwindling numbers scarce at best.
 
   Now, we have what is a poor excuse for a planet, with burned down trees, empty lakes, and dead corpses lying throughout the lands. It's all a dead, deserted, life-less memory of what once was. At least that's what they tell us.
 
   Sometimes, I wonder what's beyond the walls that surround our desert, the walls that surround the whole domain. I look out my window, into the vast expanse of the dry desert, with its blistering heat and fiery sun. There are no trees out there, no water...everything is just brown and dry. It’s nothing more than dust and dirt. 
 
   I close my eyes and let the wind caress my skin and sail through my hair. I imagine that the world beyond these walls is free from arranged marriages and authorities, unlike the world of rules and laws that I was born into without choice. 
 
   Often, I have thought of escaping these walls when I get my wings. It would be so easy to just fly right over them. Soon I may have that chance because I turned eighteen today and am now a fully matured Angel, capable of releasing my wings for the first time. I have longed to fly for as long as I can remember. Day after day, I’ve watched my parents and the adult Angels soaring through the sky as graceful as ever. 
 
   A knock at my door distracts me from my thoughts. “Come in.” 
 
   “Oh my gods, Alexia! I am so excited!” My best friend exclaims as she barges in my room. “You better tell me you’re all packed because I can't wait any longer!” She claps her hands excitedly as her big grin reaches her eyes.
 
   Kaia and I have grown up together; she lives in the suite next door to mine. Our parents have also been friends since before we were born. We are the same age, same height. We have the same interests. However, where I am reserved she is wide open. I am shy, she is outgoing. Like they say, opposites attract, and we have been together for eighteen years like conjoined twins.
 
   “Yeah, I'm excited.” I say, unenthusiastically. “I'm almost finished packing, just a few more things.” 
 
   “Seriously, Alexia? You know that you can't lie to me. I know you too well. We've been waiting to meet our future husband our whole lives, and you're going to be all depressed when that day is finally here? Where is my best friend, and what have you done with her?”
 
   Ironically, I'm happy yet sad. I have known this day would come for a long time, when every eighteen year old must go to the Grand Mecca and get a job, and a mate. We are arranged in a marriage that's the best match for us. We must think of our kind, they tell us, and do our part to help it thrive, by having many children with our most compatible mate.
 
   “I don't know, Kaia. I feel torn. It's hard to explain, but I am excited to meet my mate.” 
 
   I don't really want to go to the capital, with its overcrowded streets and conflicts between kinds. I wish we could stay here with our families and choose our own husband. I'm just nervous that they won't mate me to someone I like. I've always had a rebellious mind, thinking for myself, questioning everything the authorities tell us. These are things I would never tell anyone though, not even my own parents. Angels are supposedly the most loyal and honest kind, and even the other kinds don't question the rules. At least, not out loud. 
 
   I do look forward to meeting different kinds and boys though. I have never met either. They keep boys and girls under adulthood separated, along with different kinds; just another way the Overlord and his authorities control us like pawns.
 
   Kaia seems to accept my answer. “Alright, well if you're sad to leave, just remember it's only three years; and it'll probably be the best three years of our lives!”
 
   I nod and finish packing the last of my things. “Alright, I think that's everything,” I tell her and walk to my closet. I kept my favorite outfit in the closet, so that I wouldn't accidentally pack it. I grab the faded blue sweater off the hanger and bend down to pick up my overly-worn jeans. With my back to her I change into both and look around for my favorite shoes. 
 
   “They're over here, Lexi,” she dangles my scuffed white sneakers by her pinched fingers and a straight arm, keeping them as far away from her as possible.
 
   If it weren't Kaia, I'd be embarrassed, but I find no shame in my scuffed white sneakers with her. She knows we aren't as well off as her family. My sneakers don't compare to her new suede, pink heels, but she doesn't care. I tuck my brown hair behind my ear and mumble, “thanks,” as I walk over to save them from her grasp.
 
   I sit on my bed next to her and bend down to put them on. I've had these shoes since I turned sixteen. I remember the day I got them, how stark white they were, reminding me of the whitest, fluffiest clouds. They looked so good with my favorite blue sweater that Kaia gave to me brand new the year before, because it was too small for her. So, it became my favorite outfit and we don't shop much where the Angels live in the desert. 
 
   “I hear they stock our dressers with new clothes in the City!” Kaia exclaims happily.
 
   “Good, I think we both know I need a new outfit or two,” I smile bashfully. 
 
   It's finally time to leave and I can’t stall anymore as I take one last look back at my room. The tears I've held back threaten to finally spill over but I blink hastily and stave them off.
 
   I don’t want this to be goodbye. However, life hasn't turned out to be fair. Imagine that.
 
   I will miss my white canopy bed with the fluffy comforter, my blue walls with clouds painted on them, and my precious window with the breeze and the view of the Angels soaring through the desert sky. Only one tear escapes my eyes and runs down my cheek.
 
   I take a deep, shaky breath and wipe my tear off. I turn back around, and go downstairs to say my goodbyes. 
 
   I can only hope that whatever lies ahead of us is better than what we're leaving behind.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_3_Leaving]*~*Chapter 3-Leaving*~*
 
    
 
   “Oh Alexia, I’m going to miss you so much!” My mom reaches out to hug me. Tears threaten to fall out of my eyes, but I look up and try not to blink. Don't cry, don't cry, this is a happy thing, I tell myself. I will be strong.
 
   “I’m going to miss you too mom, dad.” My lip quivers, and I bite it when I look over at dad. He is always the calm, controlled strength in our family. I am blessed to have such great parents.
 
    “Three years will fly by before you know it, honey. And you will probably end up wanting to stay after that. It's funny that way,” he smiles over at Mom, “I have no doubt you will feel the same way when you meet your betrothed.”
 
   “Dad, do you always have to be so optimistic? I'm trying to feel sorry for myself, but you won't let me.” I joke, lightening the mood.
 
   The doorbell echoes throughout the house and I know our time for saying goodbye is up because our transporter is here. Mom sulks off to open the door with her shoulders slumped. I feel like I should say some last parting words of wisdom, but my mind is blank. I don’t know what to say. I have never said goodbye before.
 
   “Girls,” Mom calls from the door, “your transporter is here to get you.” 
 
   I roll my eyes and look at Kaia. “Okay mom, we're coming, just one second.” I bend down to pick up my carry on and look at dad one last time. “Alright, here I go...” I mumble mostly to myself, but loud enough so dad can hear. “Bye dad, I’ll see you in three years...I love you.”
 
   He stands to hug me tightly. “It’s not goodbye Alexia, it’s just see you later.”
 
   Then why does it feel like it is?
 
    Kaia and I walk to the front door, and take turns hugging my mother.
 
   “I Love you mom.” I try to make this hug last infinitely long, but mom pats my back, hinting the hug is over.
 
   She pulls back and kisses me on the forehead, “You both have turned out to be such beautiful Angels and we are so proud of you. I can’t wait to see you and your new husbands when you return!” She hugs me one last time.
 
   I turn to the transporter and try to hide the shock on my face when I see that it's a Nymph, a boy Nymph. He seems a little older than us, maybe twenty five. I take in his sleek, sophisticated style, ogling him from the polished loafers to the tie around his neck. I know I'm being obvious, and a bit forward, but I can't help myself. He looks just like a human. I saw one in a history book once, the picture was faded and crinkled but they looked just like Angels without wings. Like me and Kaia. When I look up to meet his eyes, I feel paralyzed. I feel like a stranger in my own body, on the outside looking in. Everything feels fuzzy and dream-like, and in the back of my mind I know why. He has me enthralled. 
 
   It’s physically impossible to look away when a Nymph makes eye contact with you. It's called enthrallment. I remember reading this when I read about all the different kinds that live in the domain. It also said that Nymphs are selfish creatures, and have the ability to enthrall certain kinds with eye-lock, but not all kinds are susceptible to it. Apparently, Angels are not so lucky. Well that's just great. 
 
   Suddenly, he looks down and holds his hand out, “It's a pleasure to meet you both, I'm Aeron.” 
 
   I feel the invisible tie between us break away and I'm free to move my eyes again. Free to think on my own. I wonder if he will do this to Kaia and I steal a panicked look at her. She is just smiling a huge come-and-get-me smile. I grab her hand and briskly walk past him into the hall, ignoring his held out hand. He clears his throat and mutters something that better be an apology.
 
   On the way out he finally breaks the silence, “I would apologize about earlier. I didn't mean for it to happen, but you’re easy on the eyes.” His silky voice makes it hard to pay attention to what he's actually saying.
 
   Some of the ice already forming in my heart melts with the compliment and I sigh in forfeit. I guess I can forgive him; he seems sincere. 
 
   “Oh...well, I accept that, thank you for the apology. I may have overreacted a bit anyways. I'm just nervous.”
 
   “What happened?” Kaia asks.
 
   “Well, you were too busy smiling at him to notice, but he used his power of enthrallment on me,” I said smugly.
 
   “Oh,” she says, baffled and glances over at him.
 
   He raises an eyebrow, taunting her to say anything at all. At least someone can shut her up.
 
   We reach the courtyard in the front of the Angel's living complex and stop at an unusual looking aircraft. He motions to it, “It's called a rotojet, newest technology in flying machines. Just walk up to that platform and take a seat anywhere you like.” He speaks loudly over the hum of the rotojet. 
 
   We step up onto the platform and it rises to the door of the interesting little flying machine. Unsure, I walk through the door behind Kaia and find myself inside a space that seems a lot larger than the aircraft seemed from outside.
 
   We sit down in two seats next to the window. Kaia gives me the one beside it, remembering my love of window views. This view will be immaculate from the air.
 
   I glance around to see where Aeron's at. He's sitting diagonally from us. I notice for the first time that he has really pretty eyes. They're a vivid gunmetal gray color against his pale skin. He is well built, and has a lot of confidence. If I were a guy that looked like him, I guess I would be cocky too. He arches his brow without looking up. 
 
   “I can feel you staring at me, Alexia. Unless you want a little repeat of earlier, I suggest you not tempt me to look up.”
 
   Kaia elbows me and I quickly whip my head around to pretend like I'm looking out the window. Embarrassing! I shouldn't press my luck. So far he has avoided looking me in the eyes again. Nymphs! Who knows what else he is capable of?  That question turns the gears in my mind, and I realize that I don't know much about him. I feel so curious to know more. 
 
   “So...Aeron, what kinds of creatures can you look at without paralyzing them, and taking away their free will?” I joke sarcastically. Kaia turns and gives me an exasperated expression. 
 
   “Would you stop it already?” She reprimands me in a whisper.
 
   He thins his lips and tilts his head, thinking.
 
   “I can enthrall any kind other than Demons, and Shifters.” He adds, smiling even bigger, showing his straight white teeth. 
 
   Ugh, that's disappointing. Is there anything good going for the Angels? 
 
   “How old are you?” I ask. 
 
   “How old do you think I am?” 
 
   “Twenty five?” 
 
   He laughs and it’s a deep, rumbling sound, “You are a naïve little thing aren't you?” 
 
   He insults me and then compliments me so much it's giving me whiplash. I don’t say anything else. I don’t want to know anything about him if he's going to act like this. My arms are crossed and my lips are pursed.
 
   “I've offended you again. I forget how sensitive Angels are. Forgive me, I meant no harm.”
 
   “No you didn't, I'm fine.”  My tone of voice suggests it's definitely not fine.
 
   “To answer your question, I’m two hundred years old. I'm usually with other Nymphs and Demons, so I'm not used to an Angel's sensitive nature.” 
 
   So basically, he hangs out with evil company. I can't remember what I know about Demons other than that, and it's probably not much because my parents, and my kind for that matter, really don’t like them.
 
   “What are Demons abilities? I can't remember.” 
 
    He leans his head back against the head rest and closes his eyes. 
 
   “Well for starters, they are bad company for Angels.” 
 
   I huff and roll my eyes. I suddenly have a mental picture of him hanging by his tie. I look to Kaia for help and she just shrugs her shoulders.
 
   “I want to know about all the different kinds. Don't you think we need to know about our future neighbors and friends? Yes, so we might as well start with the Demons.” 
 
   He sighs loudly, trying to show his frustration. 
 
   “Demon’s don’t like rules, and they keep to themselves. They are good at fighting, and they drink blood to survive. Their eyes turn red when they are hungry or with intense emotion, and they bond to their mate for life. They are born with a birthmark symbol, usually on the back of their necks, that once bonded their mate will also have somewhere on her body. Tattoos and piercings are a way of life. Let’s see…..oh, they can talk telepathically to their mates. I think there are more things of course but I can’t remember everything.” 
 
   “Okay, good to know, thanks.” I reply. Chew that up and swallow it why don’t you, Alexia? 
 
   “What about you Angels? Is there anything interesting?” 
 
   “Well, we obviously fly, after we finally release our wings at adulthood.” Kaia chimes in.
 
   “Other than that, we're fiercely loyal and once we consummate our marriage we can never be with another. It is a sacred bond that can never be broken, but by death. And only a few Angels have been able to read each other's minds after the bond as well.” I finish.
 
   He looks shocked. He cocks his head and keeps his eyes looking over my shoulder, not directly looking at me. Thank you for small miracles.
 
   “It's interesting to know that an Angel and a Demon, two totally opposite creatures, have something in common…” he adds silkily.
 
   “Pfft.” I snort. “I doubt that seriously.”
 
   Kaia holds up her hand. “Yeah, that’s just crazy talk.”
 
   He nods his head and smirks. “You both bond for life and form mind-links.”
 
   And all I can say is, “hmm…”
 
    
 
   *~*The Grand Mecca*~* 
 
   The Grand mecca is a beautiful sight to take in. It's a different kind of beautiful though. It's not naturally so, because there are no trees, no rivers, nothing of that sort. It's all tall buildings with creative sculptures and shiny creations that reflect everything, including the sun. As we fly through it, the clouds, the skies, and our rotojet are all reflected in a thousand windows. It's like seeing everything twice. The sky is more beautiful, the clouds are multiplied, more fluffy and many more of them. There’re two suns, or four, or a thousand, depending on how many windows you look at. It's breathtaking. I've never seen anything but the vast expanse of the desert, the dry dirt and scattered shrubs and cacti. I shut my eyes and imagine myself flying in between the maze of buildings, seeing my white wings reflecting in all the windows. It would be heaven. 
 
   “So what do you think?” Aeron asks.
 
   “Yeah, it is, I can’t wait to be flying through here,” I muse wistfully. 
 
   “Me either, it's so dreamy,” Kaia whispers, eyes wide as saucers.
 
   “Well it won't be much longer, Angels. Once you two get settled they'll put you and your chosen mate together on the waiting list. As soon as it's your turn, you will make your first flight together and release each other's wings.” 
 
   In our world, Angels don't grow wings. They're formed inside us, and that's where they stay when they're not released. When we reach adulthood and our wings are fully formed, we must make our first flight with another Angel, whom then puts their hand on our back to release them. It's kind of like magic. Only another Angel has the power to release them for the first time.
 
   “Well, if that's the case, bring on the arrangement ceremony. The faster I'm betrothed, the faster I get my wings!” Kaia says triumphantly.
 
   I just lean my head back against the seat and stare out the window at the beautiful blue high-rise we're headed to.
 
   *~*~*~*
 
   Up on the twenty first floor of a beautiful high rise called the Aerie, he instructs one of us to look into the eye scanner. I do, and then hear a snick and a thunk. The door opens to a luxurious condo, with gold gilt on the walls and dome ceilings. There's a striking painting on the dome that reminds me of a picture of the Sistine Chapel that I saw in a book once. Except this one is of Angels soaring through the air. It's of a family flying together, and they seem so happy and perfect. It's what I've dreamed of since I was born, and it's painted on my very own ceiling. 
 
   “This is your new home; it's where all the Angels live during their three year stay. Each condo houses four Angels, or two couples,” he smiles. “However you want to look at it. I hope it’s to your liking.” 
 
   “It’s so beautiful...It's absolutely...perfect.”  I turn in slow circles taking it all in. A huge balcony with tall, wooden double doors draws my attention. It's open to reveal a spectacular view of the city...from the twenty first floor. There is no rail around it either, just a short ledge, about two feet high. When we learn how to fly, this will be how we enter and exit, I instinctively know it.  
 
   “It's everything I always thought it would be! It’s amazing!” Kaia runs to me and shakes me, she is so excited.
 
   “Well, I will leave you two to get settled but meet me in the Lobby in one hour so I can take you to your job introduction.” He turns to leave with a formal bow and then we are left to get changed and settled into our new room.
 
   Kaia runs over to one of the rooms and I go to the other one. They each have heavy white double doors with large gold handles. 
 
   “I’ll take this room!” she yells from across the condo.
 
   “Alright, that’s fine,” I consent. My room is huge and right in the center of the room is a huge, wooden poster bed with white curtains on each post. I walk over to the closet and to my amazement it’s bigger than my room back home. There are two sides, one for me and one for my future husband. I know this because they already have several different clothes hanging up for us. I can’t believe the selection of shoes that I now have. They definitely want us to dress up because there’s not one pair of jeans or sandals. All wedges, heels and dresses of all types. I can do this, I tell myself as look through the clothes and find what I’m going to wear to the job introduction.
 
   *~*~*~*
 
   In the Lobby, one hour later, I am dressed to impress, or so I think. I have on a light blue mini skirt with white suede knee high boots, and a soft white silk shirt that makes my dark hair stand out. They must have known exactly what sizes we wore, because the clothes they provided fit both of us perfectly. 
 
   I don’t usually wear makeup, but Kaia made me put on some eyeliner and mascara for this little fiasco. She thinks we need to look our best because our husbands will be there somewhere.
 
    
 
   We wait for Aeron off to the side and I bite my fingernails because I'm anxious. “You two clean up nicely,” a familiar voice wrests me from my bad habit.
 
   “Thanks,” I say as blood rushes to my face. I've never had an outfit this nice, so I don't really wear it proudly enough. Kaia winks at him and curtsies, as comfortable as ever in expensive clothes.
 
    
 
   “Well, if you're ready, follow me.” He turns and starts walking in the direction of the exit. 
 
   We follow him outside to the awaiting rotojet. 
 
   “Until you learn how to fly, this will be your means of transportation, unless, something is close enough to walk to, of course.” 
 
   We nod our heads in understanding, get on and sit in the same seats next to the window, awaiting the beautiful view.
 
   *~*~*~*
 
    “I put in a good word for both of you with the Overlord.” Aeron says when the rotojet lands. “He says he'll match you with the highest ranking male Angels.”
 
   The Overlord is the founder of the domain. He brought the few creatures that survived the war together to start anew. Bit by bit they molded our crumbling planet into a small bit of hope; a fresh start. He thinks this entitles him and his authorities to control us in every aspect of our lives.
 
   “Thanks, Aeron. That was really magnanimous of you.” Kaia flirts, trying to use big words. She's always thought that the way to get a guy's attention was to be smart. She said her mother used to tell her that to get her to study, so that when she goes off to the City, she would attract a smart boy as well.
 
   I nod in agreement of her thanks as we all head toward the huge auditorium. All I can think about as the time draws near is that I want to decide who I marry. I hate the authorities and these stupid rules. I hate it all, especially what we have become. I kick a pebble with my white suede boot and it scuffs it, reminding me of my white sneakers. 
 
   Kaia gives me the evil eye. “Look Alexia, I don’t know what your deal is today, but if you don't knock it off I’m ditching you.” 
 
   I realize I've been throwing a temper tantrum since we left this morning. I haven't been myself and I've been taking it out on my best friend. “I'm sorry, Kaia. I'm just...” I blow air out of my mouth in frustration, “...nervous I guess. Sorry to be such a wet blanket. I'll snap out of it, I swear.” I make a pity me face.
 
   “You know I can't stay mad at you when you do the sad face! This is so not fair!” She laughs.
 
   “Ahem,” Aeron interposes, “Sorry to interrupt you ladies, but this is where I must bid you adieu.”
 
   “Thanks Aeron, for everything. It's been a pleasure!” Kaia stands tall on her tippy toes and kisses his cheek right in the middle of the crowded plaza.  
 
   He straightens suddenly and his eyes widen slightly in shock. He clears his throat, “It's been my pleasure, I'm sure.” He adds with a bow. “Alexia.” He nods in finality before he turns and walks away. 
 
   Right then, an announcement comes over the speakers, telling us to come in and take a seat. Kaia and I grab each other's elbows and walk inside.
 
   “Is this when we find out who we are arranged to marry?” Kaia asks anxiously.
 
   “No, I think this is when we find out what job we have. Hopefully it's something together.” I can't imagine not having Kaia by my side, after eighteen years of having her there.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_4_The_Boys]*~*Chapter 4-The Boys*~*
 
   Inside the job corps, I am given a number by the guard at the door to an assigned seat. I get number 234. Kaia gets number 235. We're standing in line to go through the doors, and it's moving so slowly. When I reach the door, the usher takes my number and points to the general area of my seat. My seat happens to be close to where we stand now, here in the back. 
 
   It's a huge auditorium, with big screens so you can see whoever is going to be on stage clearly from wherever you sit. The walls are made of alternating strips of concrete and steel, and the ceiling is at least fifty feet high. 
 
   I find my seat, right on the end, next to the aisle. No one is in the seat next to me, or the one beside it.  As I wait, I take in everything around me. I guess they seat us in sections by kinds, because I only see Angels all around me. I scan the auditorium for a glimpse of a Demon, or some boys at the least. A poke on my shoulder distracts me from my search, but when I look to see who it is no one is there.
 
   “Gotcha!”  A familiar voice surprises me.
 
   I turn to my left to see Kaia with satisfied grin on her face.
 
   “So how about you let me squeeze by so I can get to my seat?” She points to the seat two seats away from me.
 
   “Kaia, are you ever serious?” I twist my legs to the side so she can get past me to her seat.
 
   She smiles and shakes her head at me as she sits down. “I'll be glad once this job nonsense is over with so I can meet my future hubby!” She grins mischievously and looks around. 
 
   “Oh. My. Gods!” She hisses before her jaw goes slack. 
 
   I turn to see what she's looking at and behold the most beautiful Angel I've ever seen. He looks like a fairy tale prince. He's tall, maybe six feet two inches. He has awesomely messy, honey-blonde hair and piercingly blue eyes. To top it off he has to have the best nose I have ever seen and thin lips that look good on him. With that sun-kissed skin and those broad shoulders all the girls are eating him up. His muscles are sinewy and well-honed, and I really can’t see an ounce of fat anywhere. He seems very confident and has a devil-may-care attitude as he smiles a set of straight, white teeth walking down the aisle with his chin held high. 
 
    “That's Gabriel.” Kaia whispers excitedly into my ear. “I heard he is the Overlord's son, and he is so sexy!”
 
   “He’s coming this way!” she squeals happily.
 
   I am determined not to look back to see how close he is to us, but Kaia is making quite an obstacle about it and my cheeks are heating with embarrassment. A male clears his throat next to me a few seconds later. That's my cue, so I turn to acknowledge whoever it is, and I'm hoping it's not Gabriel, but of course, this is not my lucky day.
 
   “I'm Gabriel, and you are--”
 
   “I'm Kaia; it’s nice to meet you!” She interjects. 
 
   He was looking at me, but he politely leans in front of me to reach her and sticks his hand out to shake hers. He looks back to me expectantly.
 
   “I'm Alexia.” I feel embarrassed for Kaia, the way she is so obviously smitten by him. However, she is not at all embarrassed. 
 
   “Well Alexia, Kaia, it's nice to see that there are beautiful Angels around this place after all.” He looks at me and winks.
 
   Blood rushes to my face. This boy is way too beautiful to be real, and that voice he has is a lethal weapon. It’s so smooth and sexy. Definitely upper class.
 
   Kaia smiles and then laughs, as if what he said was funny, and I fight my self-control in a battle not to roll my eyes.
 
   I smile weakly and he sits down next to me, between us. Great, I bet every Angel in here is going to hate me just because my seat is next to his. I look around and everywhere my gaze lands someone is staring at me with malice in their eyes or jealousy clearly written on their crude expression. There goes any chance at popularity that I may have had. What's so special about him that he has everyone in the auditorium swooning over him? 
 
   I sneak a peek at him and catch him looking at me, and he just smiles unabashed when our eyes meet. I feel myself blush and want to curse because I know he will see the effects of his handsome smile and his ego will get even bigger, if that's possible. Right now, I hate having stupid pale skin that shows even the tiniest bit of a blush. 
 
   “I think it's cute.” He murmurs. 
 
   “You think what's cute?”  I ask cautiously.
 
   He lifts his hand and trails his finger down my cheek. “When you blush.” he says softly. 
 
   On second thought, he is kind of dreamy. I can see why the girls fall at his feet now. Surely, there's something I don't like about him, no one is perfect. I decide to try to find something I don't like about his appearance. He has on fancy white shoes and dark jeans that cover muscled thighs. He's wearing an embroidered white button down but he's rolled the sleeves back to his tanned forearms, showing off a diamond watch and attractive hands.
 
   The announcer comes on then, welcoming us to the Grand Mecca, congratulating us on reaching our transformations, and my attention is forced to the screens to see the speaker. 
 
   He seems average height, kind of skinny and he is also pale. I’m not sure what kind he is but we all look the same right now, mostly. He has salt and peppered hair that’s parted on the side and wears round glasses. Even on the screen I don’t know what color his eyes are because they are kind of small and non-descript. He has a brown mustache that doesn’t match his hair and an upturned nose. He has on a charcoal gray suit and black tie.
 
    He announces that now he’s going to assign us to our jobs, and when he calls our name to stand up and follow the rest of the kinds that have been called for that particular job. His voice is kind of annoying.
 
   I'm getting anxious. I hope I'll be with Kaia. It would be okay to be with Gabriel too, but really distracting. 
 
   “The following kinds are being assigned to the Guard. If your name is called, stand up and follow the rest of the group to that workstation. Then we'll give you an introduction to your new job.” 
 
   He starts calling out names, and I really want to bite my nails, but I decide not to because I don't want Gabriel to know my bad habits. I tap my foot anxiously and look to see how Gabriel is faring. He winks at me when I look. Ugh! 
 
   I roll my eyes, self-control be damned. Could he be any more confident? I hate that he looks good and he knows it. He is the total package and I would be lucky to end up with someone like him for my mate.  I just don’t know how I could relax around someone so perfect and intimidating with all his beauty.
 
   He puts his hand on my leg to stop my nervous leg-shaking, and says, “Relax, Pretty Girl.” 
 
   Ironically, they call his name right then and rescue me from his grip, both physically and mentally. Whew! 
 
   “Well, that's me. Good luck, beautiful. I hope I'll see you soon.” He stands up and I give him a week, shy smile before he turns to join the rest of the creatures called for the Guard. 
 
   After him calling me such a lovely pet name I almost sag with relief in my chair when he’s gone. The temperature in the room instantly cools enough where I can breathe again. My heart is finally beating at a normal rhythm when Kaia reaches over and grabs my wrist excitedly.  Apparently, she's super psyched that he talked to us.
 
    “Well, I think like he likes us! Hell yeah!” She whispers loudly, drawing a stern look from those around us. 
 
   We turn our attention back to the speaker and he calls names for cooks, maids, midwives, nurses, and builders. 
 
   “The second to last job recruitment is for combat. This is an infantry reserve position in case we're ever under attack. The following names please follow suit: Kyrian, Blake, Devon, ...” he continues as I tune back out.
 
   “I don't understand what could attack us? They said there's nothing outside the boundaries...unless they lied to us,” I lean over whispering to Kaia.
 
   She gives me a disbelieving look, “Why would they lie to us?” She asks, “That makes no sense. I think it's just a precaution.” 
 
   She's just like everyone else, like I should be. They accept everything the authorities tell them, as if anyone would ever dare to lie. I don't know why, but I always question everything. I've never really had reason to, but for some reason I have this distrustful bone in my body. Being an Angel, that is a very bad thing.
 
   I tune back into the announcer. “...Boomer, and Shadow. That is the last of the infantry. Now, the rest of the girls will be paired with one of these creatures to specifically make tech and weapons for them, based on their personal statistics. You will be trained to design weapons only for your partner. You may follow them to The Battalion and await your assignments. Thank you, and welcome to The Grand Mecca!” With that said the announcer picks up his papers off the podium and exits the stage.
 
   The last of the boys are walking up our aisle toward where we sit. Finally, I get to see other boys, of all kinds. A handsome, olive-skinned boy with green eyes and brown hair in the front of the line nods his head at me, and I smile at him. I think he's a shifter because the shapes of his pupils are diamonds. There's a big, muscled Angel behind him with shaggy, red hair, and behind him is a Spirit boy with yellow eyes and white hair. A few more average looking boys are passing us now. The last of the line approaches and I sit on the edge of my chair, ready to stand and follow them. I'm waiting until the last boy gets close enough so I can smile at him, maybe even say “hi” as I step out and get in line behind him. But when the last boy in line is so unimaginably gorgeous that all time stands still and you cannot think, cannot breathe, all my thoughts disappear. 
 
    Gabriel was beautiful, but this really is no comparison. This guy is on a whole different level, his looks more haunting and dark-prince of the fairy tale variety. Dark, is not supposed to appeal to me, but he is absolutely stunning, and all I can do is stand there and hope I don't look too idiotic marveling at him. 
 
   He is probably the same height as Gabriel, maybe even taller. His shoulders are a little broader as well as more muscled. He has dark brown skin, like he has been in the sun too long every day, all day and it has an exotic glow to it. His short, spiky hair is as black as night, and is by far my favorite style and color on any boy that I have yet seen. He seems shy with his head down and he doesn't have that egotistical way about him that Gabriel does. His broad shoulders bounce in step to his long strides, although he is very graceful. His biceps bulge out of the sleeves of his black muscle shirt. He has on black leather pants and black boots.
 
   I really wish that he would look at me so I could see his face. What color are his eyes? Are his lips full and pouty, or kind of small and sexy? Does he have a nice nose? I want to know so badly, to complete the picture of him that I have on the pedestal in my mind. 
 
   Please. Look at me. I plead in my mind.
 
   At that second, his eyes glance straight up to mine, as if he heard
 
   my command. The knowledge of the telepathy that Demons and Angels can sometimes share with their bonded mates surfaces to my mind, and that’s when I realize that he’s a Demon. I groan inwardly and fight the urge to slap my forehead. Why oh why does he have to be the bane of my existence? Either that or why oh why do I like him so much? And did he hear me pleading for him to look at me?
 
   He gives me a shy, half-smile with the sexiest, sultriest lips I’ve ever seen and glances away again. I should look away too, because those sinfully dark, chocolate eyes might enthrall me, even if he’s not a Nymph. 
 
   Finally, he is right next to my seat, so I stand up. I catch his eyes moving from his shoes to mine, and up slowly. He's discreetly checking me out, and I'm not embarrassed for once, this time I feel relieved, excited. I realize I want this, and feel ashamed of myself. I notice he has a few piercings. He has a little bar through his right eyebrow and two little balls on opposite sides under his bottom lip. He also has black studs in his ears and I wonder if he has anymore anywhere else. I wait for his eyes to meet mine so I can smile at him. When he finally glances at me he knows I've caught him checking me out because he stiffens and swiftly looks down in the opposite direction of me. It might be a trick of the light but I thought I saw a red reflection in his eyes. I step out behind him get a whiff of cedar and spice and it smells amazing. I never knew how much I liked the smell of cedar. I turn around to see if Kaia is behind me, maybe she smells it too? I wiggle my eyebrows at her and she frowns and gives me a disgruntled look. I turn back around and study him from this point of view.
 
    He has a tattoo on the back of his neck of what looks like a flame, with a circle around it. It has extensions but they disappear under his shirt collar. I also notice a tattoo twining around the bicep on his right arm and I wonder if there’s more? I shouldn't be so curious about him, I should be repulsed. I should be aghast. I should be....anything but captivated.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_5_Shadow]*~*Chapter 5-Shadow*~* 
 
   The air smells freshly cleaned inside the lobby of The Battalion. The floors are white tile and there is very little furniture. There're a few counters and tables with different kind of gadgets on them. Along the walls there are molding trays hanging up, for what looks like different kinds of swords and knives. Altogether it's a very open lobby with windows everywhere I look.
 
   The sounds of numerous feet echo off the walls as we follow the usher down the brightly lit hall. Looking up ahead, I see an orange flickering glow cast onto the bare wall, and the heat is definitely rising the closer we come to it. As we take the corner, I see that it's the effect of a large stone pit of flaming liquid iron. I guess it’s used to forge swords and other steel weapons. I notice that boy in front of me; the announcer called him Shadow, has a sheen of sweat on the back of his neck and his black hair is glistening. Is he that nervous? I wonder if it's from the high temperature of the smelting room, but we only passed through there briefly and now the air is comfortable again. I can't help but wish I knew more about him, why he seems so nervous after passing through there. Could he be afraid of fire? I wonder. 
 
   We finally reach a room with a dry erase board on the wall and some tables and chairs. Written on the board are names in pairs. I scan it for mine and almost immediately find it because it is in the middle, right next to Shadow's name. 
 
   “As you can see,” the instructor speaks sternly, “your assigned partners are written on the board in front of you. In a few minutes I will leave you to find your partner, take a seat and get to know them. When I return, I will demonstrate how to forge various weapons of all shapes and sizes. Your first few attempts will be checked by me, to make sure you're getting the hang of it. If you are, you may leave. I expect those of you making weapons to memorize your partner from head to toe, find out their weight, their preferred fighting style, anything that will affect the weapon you will be making them. You will be spending a lot of time with your assignee from here on out. Now, find your partners and take a seat, I will be back momentarily to start.” He walks out of the room with his holier-than-thou attitude. I really resent that kind of attitude, especially on a fat, bald man who thinks he is at the top of the hierarchy.
 
   “Well great.” Kaia mutters. “It looks like we can't be partners. I have to go find someone whose name is Wraith. I mean seriously, what kind of name is that?” She throws her hands up and walks off.
 
   The noise level in the room rises and everyone starts to pair up. I know who Shadow is, so I waste no time scanning the room to find him. He is leaning back against the wall with his arms crossed over his muscled chest, staring at the floor in thought. I start walking over to him but this bimbo girl Demon beats me to the punch. Everyone is paired up now except for the three of us and a Vampire boy looking around for his partner, which would be Bimbo Demon. I approach Shadow and Bimbo is flipping her black hair over her shoulder, flirting her brains out. I stop in front of him and smile shyly. Bimbo so courteously takes time away from flirting him to throw an annoyed glance at me. I smile at her, despite the raging inferno inside me that is begging to slam her head into the wall. Shadow doesn't even look like he's listening to her, so maybe I should just feel bad for the girl. 
 
   “I hope you're Alexia,” he grumbles and nods his head at the dry erase board with our names on it. 
 
   “Well it's your lucky day,” I say nervously, faking confidence.
 
   He snorts and then smirks, and oh, my heart falls through the floor. Now there are two hopeless girls with our tongues lolled out of our mouths panting for the same boy. I wish I was a Spirit girl and could turn invisible.
 
   I'm not sure what to make of that statement. If he's excited that it's me, or if it's just that it's not her. It's quiet now, kind of awkward because Bimbo is still standing here. We both turn to her and wait for her to speak up or leave. This is her hint. If she doesn't go, then she is just asking to be embarrassed.
 
   “Well Lilith, it was good catching up but you better find your partner before the usher comes back.” Man, that deep voice rumbles through my mind like a drug. It’s got a strange accent as well. And I really hate that I like it that much more.
 
   “Yeah, true…alright, well I’ll see you around, Baby.” She winks at him and says something in a different language with the same accent that he had. Then she turns around and catwalks to her partner, swaying those killer hips as hard as she can. 
 
   “Ugh, finally,” he grumbles, “thanks for saving me, you walked up at the perfect time. She's driving me insane lately.” 
 
   “Oh ha ha, you’re welcome.” I smile.  I want to ask how she is but I can’t figure out how to do it without sounding nosy.
 
   “Do you want to sit down and go over all that stuff the instructor wants us to know?” he asks.
 
   “Yeah, good idea. I guess we can just sit here against the wall?”
 
   “Yeah, that's good with me,” he rumbles.
 
   We sit down side by side, both inconspicuously trying to sit far enough apart so neither our legs or our arms touch. I get out the small tech pad I brought from the Aerie so that I can record his stats. I probably don’t even need it to remember though; because I have a feeling I will remember everything about him that I find out. 
 
   “Alright, I'm not sure what you need to know, so just ask me whatever you think will be important,” he tell me. 
 
   “Hmm, I'm not sure either. Um... How much do you weigh?”
 
   “Two forty five.” Yeah, and it’s all muscle too.
 
   “Height?”
 
   “Six, four.” Mmm. So he’s taller than Gabe.
 
   “Preferred fighting style?”
 
   “I like hand to hand mostly. But since you have to make weapons, I guess I'd like to have two swords.”
 
   I picture him sword fighting and really like what I see. His muscles straining under the weight of the sword and with the force he uses to wield them. I look at his arms and chest picturing this and realize he's waiting on me to ask another question. I don't know what else to ask. What else is important for sword making? Surely not the beautiful color of his dark eyes, or his attractive, really- tanned skin tone, or his sultry lips with those hot twin piercings. I could go on and on but he is still waiting on me to speak. He arches an eyebrow and I know that he knows I was checking him out, and liking what I saw. 
 
   “So, what are those piercings called?” I ask staring at his lips. I ask because I really want to know, because they are my new favorite thing, and because maybe that will make him think I was just wondering that instead of how much I want to lick him from head to toe. 
 
   He touches them with his finger, “these?”
 
   “Mmhm,” I nod.
 
   “Snake bites.” His tongue makes an appearance to wet his lip and nudge each little ball, making it gleam all shiny and attractive. I really like shiny things.
 
   “They’re cool.”Hello, understatement. You’re lame, Alexia.  
 
   He looks down at his calloused palm, and starts picking at it.  If I didn't know better I would think he's avoiding looking at me. “Thanks,” he smiles a little. 
 
   “Hey...” I attempt to get him to look at me, “you okay?”
 
   There's a long pause where he just keeps picking at his palms and ignores me. Then he finally looks up at me with eyes that glow like embers.
 
   “Yeah ...I’m fine.”  He looks down again with a depressed demeanor.
 
   Now I remember the faint glow I thought I saw in his eyes at the auditorium and I remember Aaron telling me that their eyes glow when they need to feed or with intense emotion. However, there is one thing I do wonder: why was he so on edge in the smelting room? Demons are used to fire; in fact they are made to live in the hot, fiery conditions of Hell.
 
   Centuries ago, all of the Demons lived in Hell. One day, a war broke out between them, and some of them left Hell to come live up here. They say it's because they were the “good” ones and they didn't agree with how Lucifer was running the place.  At least, that's what I heard, from my parents. 
 
    I always thought of Demons as evil. They were supposed to stay in Hell under Lucifer's command in my mind, and none of them were “good”. But he doesn't seem evil, or bad. In fact, when I even compare him to Gabriel, an Angel, he wins my vote. Shadow seems so humble, shy, insecure, and the total opposite of cocky. I think I like that better about him and it makes me want to save him in some small way. In fact, the way he stares at his hands and his embarrassment over me seeing his eyes glow makes me want to kiss him all better and show him that I accept him. That I like him, just the way he is. I get the feeling he doesn't even accept himself and he's already written me off as someone who will judge him for being a Demon.
 
   “So have you been taught to fly yet?” he breaks the silence. His voice is really quiet now, still seeming sort of intimidated.
 
   “No, we have to wait until we are matched with our betrothed, and then we're put on a waiting list. It could be a while.” I act like nothing is different, because in my mind the fact that he's a Demon hasn't changed anything. That's something I will have to worry about later.
 
   “That's good I guess. I saw an Angel's first flight once. I hope you do better than he did. It wasn't pretty.”
 
   “Really?” Oh great, and here I thought it would just come naturally. “What happened?”
 
   He takes a deep breath and looks right at me with his red eyes. 
 
   “Well, it's a long story, but to make it short, he thought it would just come natural to him, so he jumped off the side of a five hundred and eighty foot cliff, and fell. He fell so far so fast, and he just kept falling. He thought his wings would just expand and carry him off into the clouds, away from the rocky river below. He didn't know that you had to have someone make that first fall with you because no one ever told him that.”
 
   I can’t hide my curiosity. “So what happened to him? Did he die?”
 
   He looks down again. “No he didn't die, but it was close. He fell into the river, on the side where it was only a foot deep. He was unconscious for two days; the next thing he knew he woke up in his bed, with his mom standing over him, dripping blo-....water...into his mouth.” 
 
   I think he was about to say ‘blood’ but I don’t mention anything. I know he probably wasn’t thinking and since it’s what he drinks he accidentally said it instead of water at first.  
 
   “That's crazy! I'm glad he was okay, poor thing. Do you know who it was?”
 
   He pauses for just a second, seeming to think about whether or not to tell me. “No... I don't. Hey did you know we're paired to our mates today?”
 
   Okay...nice change of subject. What the heck? “Yeah that's what I heard. I wish we could pick who we wanted spend the rest of our lives wit though...” I whisper. 
 
   I don't know why, but I feel like I can trust him. I don't think he would tell anyone I said that. Everyone knows betrayal of the society starts in the mind. If they knew I had rebellious thoughts, I would probably disappear and everyone would wonder where I went.  Although, it would be to a containment cell in the prison, and I would be condemned for traitorous thoughts like conspiracy. 
 
   I just hope I get paired to someone kind, thoughtful, tall, handsome, and caring... my eyes veer to Shadow as I describe my perfect mate to myself; one that sounds a lot like him.
 
   At that moment he puts his hand on top of mine, and so quietly that I wasn't sure if I really heard him say it, he whispers, “So do I...”
 
   I see him look at someone to the left right before he says it, so I look in that direction and Bimbo gives me the evil eye. I smile sweetly and give her my most innocent look. She really doesn't appreciate that. Her eyes turn red and she gives me the middle finger. My heart starts pounding with rage. 
 
   Shadow sees our exchange and interrupts our immature little one up game, “Hey, don't worry about her. She’s my ex and she’s not exactly happy about that right now. She's had a pretty messed up life though, and she tries to cover up her insecurities by acting tough and confident.” He lowers his voice back to a whisper for that last part. He’s smirking now and it looks gentle and caring. He gives my hand a pat before he returns his back to his lap. Although when it’s gone I still feel the warmth from it and my hand tingles.
 
   I wonder how long they dated for, and why they aren't together anymore? Does he miss her? That thought makes me sit up straight and analyze why a little surge of jealousy and anger just shot through me.  Before I can finish thinking about it, he looks at me with a questionable expression and then his eyes widen in shock.
 
   “Demons can feel emotions,” Aeron had said. Oh crap. This day can't get any worse. Now I'm embarrassed of feeling jealous over a Demon! And now he’ll feel my embarrassment, and finally my frustration. Gr! 
 
   He clears his throat but I see that he’s trying not to smile. I try to find something to say to fill in this awkward silence, anything at all.
 
   “I'm not scared of her. I was just curious why she keeps looking over here, but I guess that's obvious if she's still into you.” He didn't see me teasing her did he? It was just an innocent, huge, eat-shit-and-die-smile, no big deal.
 
   “I guess she thinks she still likes me, but as far as I'm concerned we're water under the bridge.”
 
   Not good for her. She's losing out big time. Shadow seems like a decent guy, especially for a bitch like her. 
 
   “So anyways, if you need any help with flying,” he switches to a whisper, “I'm your guy.” Then he winks at me! 
 
   Now he's acting more like Gabriel. I wonder where his sudden confidence came from, and then I remember he felt my emotions. Also, I have no idea how he could help me with flying, but already I want to ask him. I want to spend more time with him, get to know him. Don't fool yourself Alexia, you’re starting to like him, and you want to be with him for other reasons, reasons that are against the rules. I roll my eyes at my own conscience, because we don't get along. It's more like my mother than my moral mind.
 
   “O-okay, yeah thanks. Actually I would like some help. I've already waited eighteen years; I don't think I can wait any longer. Although, I don’t see how you could help me if another Angel has to be release my wings.”
 
   He smiles at me, a beautiful, straight, white, fang-less smile. He really should smile more often. It lights up his whole face; there isn't anything anyone could deny him when he smiles like that. Then I picture other girls seeing his smile, not being able to deny him. Suddenly, that mental picture turns into Bimbo, and I have to douse this thought like water snuffing a flame. Later, I will have to analyze my jealousy, for a Demon, again.
 
   “I will explain that when we’re alone. After we leave here you can go get your flying outfit and then just meet me next to the wall behind the Aerie.” His voice is full of expectation, like he is just as excited as I am. This is crazy! I think. First day here and I am going to end up sneaking outside of the walls to fly solo, with a Demon somehow helping me.  Apparently, I am just full of bright ideas!
 
   “I'll be there,” I whisper through my smile. 
 
   *~*~*~*
 
   The instructor comes back a few minutes later and he talks a while, explaining how to make weapons perfect for your partner. He reaches into his shirt pocket and puts some huge glasses that magnify his yellow eyes. He's also pretty tall with white hair, so I think he's a Spirit. 
 
   I can't really pay attention because my mind is on Shadow, and our plan to meet. It turns out that I have a special skill for making weapons and my first two pass the instructors approval, so I get to leave after that. Shadow can leave as soon as he weighs the weapons I made him, and agrees or disagrees on them being the right weight. He ends up liking them all, whether it's just to be nice or to get out of here, I don't really know. I look around to find Kaia and she's still trying to make her first weapon pass inspection, so I figure it would take too long to wait on her. Decision made, Shadow and I leave The Battalion together. 
 
   “So go put your flying gear on underneath your clothes and meet me in thirty minutes,” he says once we’re outside.
 
   “Alright,” I whisper shakily. My nerves are already getting the better of me. 
 
   *~*~*~*
 
   I dig through my drawers and find one of the many flying outfits they have for me. I choose the light blue one that sparkles a little; maybe it will bring out my eyes. The flying gear is made like a t-tank. The t in the back goes between the shoulder blades and wings. It's all leather and straps though. You only wear it and nothing else, so you will glide perfectly, without clothes catching a strong wind and sending you plummeting down in the wrong direction. However, the bottoms cover nothing more than my own underwear so I decide to leave my shorts on for now.
 
   After trying for at least ten minutes to buckle the straps on my back, I decide I'll just have to bring it along, maybe Shadow can help me. I get nervous thinking about it though. How will he help me without seeing anything personal? We're barely more than strangers. Can I call him a friend yet? I think so. I mean he is helping me fly for the first time... 
 
   With my mind made up, I stuff the harness into a small satchel and head to meet Shadow.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

*~*Chapter 6-The Island*~*
 
   “You made it,” he says with that charming smile again. 
 
   I'm such a sucker for that languid smile. 
 
   “Of course,” I say faking excitement, because now I'm nervous. 
 
   We're standing right under a tree next to the giant city wall. 
 
   “We have to go somewhere outside the City...” He looks to me and pauses, maybe to object, and when I don't he continues, “for obvious reasons of people seeing us, and because there’s only one place inside tall enough for it to work, and there’s always authorities using it. What I show you outside the walls may change your opinion about everything...”
 
   It’s just what I've always figured. I nod, seemingly indecisive but he doesn’t question me anymore.
 
   He seems to think about something and his he frowns, then seems to make a decision and holds out a hand to me. “I know we just met, but I need your trust with this. If anyone found out, I'd be killed.” 
 
    With wide eyes I nod my head. “I swear, I won't say a word.”
 
   He leads me toward the thick shrubbery beneath the wall. His hand is trembling a little; at least I think it’s his. His grip is not tight but it feels a little unsure so I give it a gentle squeeze and he stops abruptly and straightens. What’s going on with him? He looks wearily at me and this slowly and unsurely, he tightens his grip and continues leading me.
 
   The thick bushes and small trees surround the City right next to the wall. I'm not sure why, but I think it's so that no one can dig a hole under the wall because with all the roots from the bushes and trees it would be impossible. He ducks down and pushes aside the limbs and disappears inside the shrubbery; I follow with my hand still in his. Once we're inside, it's just tall enough for him to stand, with his head bowed a little. He pauses and turns to me, “Alright, I'm a pretty good judge of character, and I think you're a pretty trustworthy girl. You’re an Angel after all.” He smirks, while attempting to make a joke. I just stare at him with a straight face. 
 
   He continues. “So I'm going to show you something that I've never shown anyone, except my parents. This is where I really need your trust.”
 
   I want to be the girl to keep his secrets, anyways. “You can trust me. I promise.” I already told him I wouldn’t say anything about the world outside the wall. Geez.
 
   He releases my hand after a pause for thought, and I immediately miss it and want it back, but then he grabs the bottom of his black shirt and slowly pulls it off. I don’t know if I drool or not because I can't really control my actions right now, I feel frozen in time. This seems to happen in slow motion, like I'm in a dream. My eyes latch on to one fine little ab muscle square at a time and count them on my way up in pairs of two. Is it possible to have twelve? I thought eight was where they ended but I thought wrong. Either that or my anatomy book was missing two muscles.
 
    Finally, the shirt is over his head and he balls it up in one of his fists. He has some really nice pecs, firm and perfectly shaped to fill my hands. A barbell gleams from each nipple and I immediately look elsewhere before I start thinking about my tongue and barbells. He turns sideways and watches me, hinting that he has something to show me. Then I see something I never thought possible.  
 
   His back ripples and flexes and I find it hotter in here than it was before. His head falls back slightly and his eyes close with what looks like pleasure as beautiful black wings unfurl. He has wings? Black wings? I have never seen black wings. He looks at me sheepishly with fiery pupils, waiting on me to say something. I close my mouth and try not to act so flabbergasted. They are so beautiful. I want to say something to make him feel more at ease, but nothing comes to mind. So instead of speaking, I will just show, after all, actions speak louder than words. 
 
   I reach out hesitantly to touch them. My eyes meet his, asking permission before I make contact. He nods his head, in an unsure manner and I finally lay my fingers lightly upon them. He flinches at first but then all is good and I'm amazed at how smooth and silky they are; so completely different from mom and dad's fluffy, soft feathers. 
 
   But what's a Demon doing with wings? What does this mean? What is he?
 
   “Wow,” is all I can manage to choke out. 
 
   “Yeah, I know.” He sounds so forlorn, like he is apologizing for having these wings.
 
   All that's going through my mind is that I'm the only one who has ever seen them, other than his own parents. So that means Bimbo hasn't seen them. I smile in satisfaction and whisper, “I won't say anything to anyone.”
 
   “I didn't think you would. Thank you,” he replies and his eyes slide shut. He sighs. 
 
   He seems so burdened by them, but I don't understand why. They are so amazing, the only ones of their kind. I can't believe it's even possible.
 
   He turns his back to me fully so I can get a good look at them. I start rubbing them with both hands now and inspecting each individual black feather. I can’t help myself, they’re just so smooth.
 
   “You don't mind me rubbing them?”
 
   “No, it's fine,” He clears his throat. “It feels good, actually.”
 
   “Okay. Just making sure,” I whisper. “You flinched at first and just seemed unsure about it…”
 
   “I really don’t like to be touched. I’ve had a problem with it since I was young. But with you, it’s…not bad,” he decides at the same time he says it.
 
   “You’re actually the only person I have let touch me since my parents died.”
 
   I’m taken aback with this. Why me? Just knowing that softens my heart and chips away yet another barrier I had in place. “I feel...” I struggle for a fitting word. Words can’t describe, really. No, Alexia that will scare him away. “I feel very lucky. Special. Thank you.”
 
   He nods and bites his lower lip to play with one of the snake bites and I bite back a moan at how much I want to play with it. I keep massaging these wings instead.
 
   They are the softest, slickest, shiniest feathers I have ever felt. It would be like feeling an icicle except not wet or cold. They’re slick yet soft. I go from running the pads of my fingers down them, to my whole hand, then both hands. I notice a shiver run through him, and I can see from the side of his face that his eyes are closed again. He's trembling and it's not cold out here and I notice he has his fists balled at his sides. Is he okay? What’s wrong with him?  Maybe I'm making him uncomfortable or something. I mean geez, I’m practically a stranger and I’m molesting his secret wings. 
 
   It's then that I remember how sensitive wings are to the touch. Dad used to rub mom's wings as an affectionate gesture sometimes when they were cuddling. Sometimes they would go up to their room after that for privacy.
 
    Suddenly, embarrassment becomes me, for being so innocent and naive. 
 
   “Sorry, ah...” I choke out. I immediately lift my hands.  
 
   He shakes his head and swallows as if saying it's ok, but he can't form the words. He clears his throat and stands up straight. That's when I notice a lot of bad scars. I was so distracted by his wings that I didn't notice all the scars he has. They are all over his back; he even has one especially nasty looking one in a jagged, circle shape around where each wing meets his back. I give him a gentle tug to turn him back facing me. 
 
   His cheeks turn red and I hate that he’s embarrassed. It’s suddenly very awkward and I feel the chemistry radiating between us. I wonder if he's having as hard of a time swallowing as I am. I give up on speaking, because I've been dumbfounded too many times in one day. I run my finger along one of the worse scars on his pec, and it flexes involuntarily. He turns his head to the side and shuts his eyes. Is he embarrassed of the scars? I don't want him to be embarrassed about them; they don't change how handsome he is to me. They actually make him more appealing. It shows that he's been through something horrible, and I am really dying to know everything about him.
 
   “Come on, we should get going,” he says huskily.
 
    “Did you put your flying gear on?” he asks.
 
   “I couldn’t get it on without help. I brought it thought. It’s in my bad. I was thinking you could help me buckle it,” I say, sounding more like a question.
 
   He raises an eyebrow and gives me an unsure affirmation before he comes closer and grabs my waste. I think he says something about holding on tight but I wasn’t really listening with him this close to me. I put my arms around his neck and my legs wrap around his waist. His wings rise at the same time his knees bend, and in one powerful thrust he forces his wings down and we dart up towards the clouds, over the wall, into freedom.
 
   We are flying! 
 
   We get so high that when I look down I see clouds. In this position it’s like we're dancing as we fly through the air. This is the time of my life! I'm laughing; he's laughing. This is something I could have never imagined, or even hoped for.
 
   After a while we start descending toward an island with a huge waterfall. There are two rainbows to the right of it, and the sun is shining on the whole island making it a tropical paradise.  It’s not dead like they have told us our whole lives, it is very much alive. After seeing this, I know we could live outside the walls of the desert and the City, despite what Overlord wants us to believe.
 
   I'm really enjoying flying right now, but I can't help but think about how close we are. I can smell his skin and it smells so good They could bottle that spicy cedar and make some serious money! I inhale as much as I can and sigh with pleasure. The power of his wings pumping up and down are causing the muscles in his neck and shoulders to flex over and over, right at my eye level. My attention wanders to the furiously pounding pulse at his neck and I have this weird compulsion to kiss it, maybe even bite it. Weird, I've never noticed that on anyone before. Why even look? I'm losing my mind wanting to even put my mouth near it! I don’t know what’s going on with me. I’m so drawn to that frantic flutter of each pulse, under that tawny skin that I can’t summon the willpower to look away. That vein even stands out against his skin, making me want to run my finger over it and push it down. 
 
   He groans and I glance up at him to see what’s wrong. I don’t know if I can believe my eyes right now. He has two little fangs peeking out under his upper lip. I can’t say I’m totally shocked, because Demon’s have fangs of course, and he is a Demon, but I didn’t know they came out at random times, I thought they only came out when they needed to feed. I wonder if they're always there or if they lengthen at times. I haven't seen them until now though; even when he smiled that charming smile those few times, so I guess they sharpen or something. 
 
   He looks down and catches me staring at them, and then our eyes meet. His irises are glowing red again. It’s so alluring and I’m like the proverbial moth to the flame. I even think I kind of like those red eyes. Probably scary to any other angel, but I'm just so intrigued by him.  What is going on with me today and how many times am I going to have to ask myself this same question? 
 
   I don't feel worried that he will drink my blood for some reason though, but I do worry if he’s hungry or suffering and I trust him even though he has me completely alone. If he wanted to hurt me, he could have a while ago. If he's going to trust me, and I'm going to trust him, we might as well be honest with each other. If he's hungry it's nothing to be ashamed about, and I want him to know that this is how I feel about it.
 
   “Your eyes are glowing. Are you hungry? Be honest.”
 
   He breaks eye contact with me and swallows. I know this because I'm right at throat level as the muscles work to get the saliva down. Also, I can hear it. If anything, it seems like he is denying his hunger.
 
   “I'm not hungry, ...don't worry.” He swallows again and I see his Adam’s Apple move. 
 
   “Well, what's wrong then? And don’t lie to me, I know something is wrong. Shadow, I’m not scared, you can tell me.” I hope I sounded as sincere as I feel because I truly want to know what's wrong and if he's okay.
 
   He closes his eyes, swallows again, takes a deep breath and opens his eyes a few seconds later. They're back to that dark color that looks so much like his namesake. 
 
   “Nothing, I'm okay. I could just feel you staring at my neck and it makes me...uncomfortable.”
 
   I think about how strange that is. “Well I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable or anything; I just don't have many places to look when my face is practically buried in your neck.” 
 
   I don't see his fangs anymore either. I want to ask if they're gone, but would that be rude? 
 
   “Yeah, I know. Don’t even worry about it; it’s not your fault, and it makes me uncomfortable in a good kind of way.” His voice is deep and husky. 
 
   We land softly a few seconds later and I can tell that he's either been flying a while, or has some serious skills. It takes angels a long time to learn how to land this smoothly.
 
   “Wow, it's so beautiful here, this is amazing! Is this where you'll teach me?” I turn in circles, taking it all in.
 
   There are a few white, puffy clouds in the sky and the sun is hot and bright out here. The ocean surrounds this island and sparkles like a billion diamonds on top of its surface. The lush green forest and palm trees are all around us right now, where he landed us on soft pink sand next to a river. There are beautiful birds flying high in the sky, they are yellow and red and even a blue one caught my eye. I hear the rush of a rampant river and look behind me to a huge waterfall. I follow it up to the top and it disappears into the puffy clouds it’s so tall.
 
   “Yeah it is a beautiful view.” He pauses and I turn to him. He's looking at me, not the island. I drop my eyes at once in a flush of embarrassment at his straight-forward compliment. He’s shy and confident at the same time and I can’t really get a good read on him, but I know I like him. A lot.
 
   “I come here as often as I can,” he breaks the awkward silence. “I’ll teach you to fly at the top of the waterfall. It's not far from here, just a short hike and we will be there.” 
 
   “Okay, you lead, I follow,” I say cheerily because I will get to check out his butt.
 
   We start up a small hill, stepping over fallen trees and overgrown brush. My legs are a little shaky from the flight and my foot hits a hidden stump causing me to skid into the rough ground face forward. I hiss a few choice words and he runs back to me. I examine my hands and knees to find a gash the whole length of my right palm, and some pretty deep scrapes on my knees. 
 
   “Damn, are you okay?” He kneels down and takes my hand gently, wincing when he notices the blood gushing out of it.
 
   I wince. “It hurts...but I'll live. You'd think I just learned to walk yesterday.” I shake my head, not believing how clumsy I am.  “Let's hope I'm better at flying.” 
 
   He examines my hand with a tight-lipped expression and it occurs to me that seeing blood must be hard for him’ especially if he is hungry. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I try to tug my hand out of his. “You don't have to--”
 
   “Am I okay?” He scoffs. “You're the one that fell and you ask me--” he suddenly grunts as if in pain. He quickly covers his mouth with his hand and looks at me with wide eyes, like he did something wrong.
 
   “What is it?” I ask.
 
   He shakes his head, “Nothing ...just bit my lip.” he mumbles behind his palm, sounding a little bit like his tongue is too thick for his mouth.
 
   “Are we ever going to make it through this day?” I laugh. “Here, let me see it.”
 
   Before he has time to object, I pull his hand away from his mouth to examine his lip and find nothing. No cut or bump. This is when it all becomes crystal clear to me. The trouble he had when he tried talking and why he all of the sudden covered his mouth. He didn't really bite his lip, his fangs had elongated and they are way longer than they were when we were flying. No wonder he has a hard time talking. If I had teeth that sharp and long I would be a mute the rest of my life for fear of shredding my own tongue.
 
   He panics at my discovery and covers his mouth again, as if he thinks I'll freak out. He's seems to believe everyone thinks he's a monster or something.
 
   “I'm okay...you're fine. It's no big deal, honest. Like I was going to say before, it must be hard to see...blood. You don't have to help me, I'm really okay.” I ball my fists and stand up, trying to prove my point.
 
   For some reason, I'm trying to sooth his panicked state, but in reality we both know I should be the one panicked. This whole situation is really messed up. He stands up to join me and I grab the hand covering his mouth again, “I want to see again.” 
 
   He shakes his head no, but I give him the most determined look I can convey. He glances to the side, weighing his options. He shuts his eyes and slowly lowers his hand in defeat. I can finally examine his fangs at my own leisure. I lean forward and gently raise his lip to get the full view. They certainly look like they're always there, and they don't look very threatening to me, despite their length now. They actually seem really appealing to me, sexy even.
 
   “I kind of like them.” Understatement of the year. This is where I would twirl my hair around my finger, tilt my head, smile, and bat my eyelashes if I were that kind of girl, like Bimbo for example.
 
   He gives me a disbelieving look, “How could anyone like them? Most kinds run screaming when they see a demon, especially angels.”
 
   I grimace. He really needs to learn to love himself as he is. I hate that he doesn’t appreciate who or what he is. “They’re a part of you, just like wings are a part of me. This is how you were made, Shadow, and I think it’s beautiful.” I touch one when I say that and he shuts his eyes and sighs, like it feels good.
 
   He smiles when I poke the other one playfully.
 
   I smile, “Don't worry, I won't tell anyone that they're 'beautiful'.” I say as I laugh. 
 
   He laughs and I get the most warming, happy sensation I have felt in a long time. For that second he smiled and he wasn’t ashamed of who he was or how he felt. He was shy and it showed me a piece of how he might have been when he was a happy little boy, proud and carefree. “Thanks, I would appreciate that,” he says, smirking.
 
   “Do they come out or are they always there?”
 
   “They come out of my gums. I actually don't have any canine teeth, and my teeth shift slightly when they rip through my gums to make space for them.”
 
   “Does it hurt?”
 
   “Well, yes. It actually hurts pretty bad every time...but you get used to it. I hardly flinch when it happens now.”
 
   “Oh,” I really don’t like that he has to suffer just to live. “Why did they come out? Was it because of my hand?”
 
   “Ah, well they come out on different occasions. Like when I'm hungry, scared, threatened, or when I just smell blood. Some other times too. It just all depends.”
 
   “Your eyes are starting to glow red again too.” I smile softly to let him know I don't mind.
 
   “Yeah, I guess the eyes and fangs kind of think alike. It's not usually one without the other.”
 
   “Sorry for all the questions...”
 
   “It's fine,” he sighs, “It just feels good to be accepted by someone, even though I’m a freak.”
 
   “You’re not a freak.” I whisper softly. I lift his chin gently to look him in the eyes. “I think you're pretty spectacular. Haven’t you ever heard that saying, 'what makes you different makes you beautiful'?"
 
   “I've heard it, but I don't believe it.” He slowly reaches out and grabs my hand, lowering it from his chin and then he continues holding it where we stand. “It's just something the freaks made up to make themselves feel normal,” he adds.
 
   “Anyways, if you're comfortable with it, I can heal your hand,” he suggests, obviously changing the subject. I decide I will let him slide this time because I don’t want to scare him away.”
 
   “Really?” Sweet! Heck yes, whatever it is I’m fine with it, Sexy. “How?” I ask just to play the role.
 
   “Well, apparently my saliva has special healing abilities. Since we bite from the flesh, we also have to close the wound after or our food would always bleed out. Anyways, if you don't want me to, I understand, I just--”
 
   “Shadow,” I interrupt, “that's fine with me. It's a great idea. I need my hand healed so that I can finally learn to fly,” I smile. I hold a hand up close to his lips, silently asking.
 
   “It would literally, be my pleasure.” His deep voice rumbles sexily and he smiles that boyish grin that melts me completely. He brings my hand to his mouth and kisses my palm, so lightly that I can’t feel it. The blood has pooled in my hand and yet he is so patient.
 
   After kissing it a few more times he slowly licks it along the gash, watching me the whole agonizingly, slow time. I close my eyes, feeling how my skin is on fire and my hairs are all standing on end. It's an amazing feeling. Like if lightning could strike you and it could feel good instead of painful. I feel amped and drugged in the best way. My heart's flying a million beats per minute. I pry my eyes open to watch him kiss my hand and it makes everything twice as mind-blowing. He glances up at me through his long top lashes with those red eyes, and I hastily shut me eyes for fear of my heart exploding in my chest. A few seconds later he gives one last kiss to my hand and when I open my eyes my hand is all but healed. Now it’s just a puffy, pink line. “Thanks...” I say huskily.
 
   His eyes are throwing sparks like a bonfire. His tongue flicks over his fangs, and then his red, blood-stained lips. 
 
   “Like I said earlier, it was my pleasure. Now let’s get the show on the road. I know an angel ready to fly.” He winks at me and off we go.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_7_Flying_Lessons]*~*Chapter 7-Flying Lessons*~*
 
   We finally make it up to the top of the waterfall, at least an hour later. I look at the beautiful green forest all around us, up at the light blue sky, the sun twinkling in and out of the frilly clouds. I know my world will never be the same again. I feel completely changed, and yet relieved. I always knew there was something more to life, more to what I was told. It just didn't make sense to me, everything staying dead and barren. If I had never met Shadow and he had never trusted me with this, then I would still be lost inside my own mind, wondering about the truth beyond the walls. I fight the urge to run up and hug him, but he's standing right on the edge of the waterfall. Even though he doesn’t seem scared to fall off, I’m scared for him to fall off. I since he knows how to fall it’s not anything to worry about but it’s just instinct to me.
 
   He's such an intimidatingly sexy sight to look at, standing on the edge with the mist surrounding him. Those black wings are wet and shiny, and droplets of water cling to his tan skin, running in rivulets down his bare upper body. His midnight hair's not spiky anymore now that it’s falling on his forehead. He turns back to me and runs his hand through it, smiling innocently. He's so tempting. 
 
   “Well, are you excited?” He walks back to me.
 
   I inhale shakily. “Yeah, I’m just a little nervous now that the time’s finally here, but I'm not waiting any longer. Eighteen years is long enough.”
 
   He nods and smiles. “After today you won’t have to wait for anything else.” He clears his throat. “Well, I guess if you want to put on your flying gear now is a good time…”
 
   “Oh yeah, good idea. I almost forgot about it.” Or maybe I was just hoping you did. 
 
   He nods again. I think he nods when he's nervous, or when he doesn’t know what to say. 
 
   I get it out of my bag and stand here nervously. I turn away from him deciding to just block it out and not think about it. Just do it. This way I can fly as soon as possible. I count to three in my head and take my shirt off. The wind on my exposed skin makes my hairs stand on end and I shiver, although it's not the only reason I’m shivering. I can feel his eyes on me. Either that or it's my imagination. It seems so quiet now, kind of awkward for us both. Now, I have to take my bra off. I'm wondering if either one of us can handle it.  One. Two. Three. I reach back and unsnap my bra. I quickly put my arms through the holes and look over my shoulder to see where he's at. 
 
   He's standing about five feet away, perusing every inch of my exposed skin with eyes as red as lasers. When he finally realizes I'm waiting, his eyes shift to meet and his cheeks heat. If it was going to take a little skin to get him to notice me, then I might have put the outfit on earlier.  
 
   “Sorry…ah…I was going to turn around when you did, but you just…” he runs a hand through his wet hair spiking it up again. “You just did it before I could even turn,” he finishes lamely.
 
   It’s true, I did kind of just whip my shirt over my head. “No big deal, I kind of did didn’t I?” I smile.
 
   I swirl my pointer finger in a circle, signaling him to turn around now. I still have to put the bottoms on. He obliges me and turns around.
 
   I stay facing his back to make sure he doesn’t turn to peek or anything, and then I drop my shorts and underwear. Right here in the middle of the woods. Wow. I step into the leg holes, hopping off balance a few times but not falling over. I pull them up and make sure I’m covered ass much as it will allow. I run my hands over the smooth material. It’s so smooth and tight it’s like a second skin. The bottoms are connected to the top in the front, all the way up my stomach. But the back is where it feels so risqué. Only my butt and the small portion of my spine in between my shoulders are covered.
 
   “Okay, you can turn back around now.” 
 
   He turns back around and he looks at my legs. Then he looks away and does a double take. I smile to myself, knowing he doesn’t want to look at them but can’t help it. It makes me feel, beautiful.
 
   “Do you need me to buckle the straps?” he asks.
 
    I smile meekly. “Yes, please.”
 
   He closes the space between us and I turn my back to him. He grabs the lowest strap first, which is right above my tailbone. I hear him inhale through his nose as he pulls it tight, and his knuckles brush my already sensitive skin and cause me to shiver. His hands are shaking as he fastens the belt-like buckle. He moves to adjust the material in between my shoulder blades so it’s right where it should be, and then buckles those. My skin is puckered so tightly everywhere I feel like a raisin.
 
   “Your skin is so soft,” he tells me, rubbing his knuckle down my arm.
 
   “Thanks.”  I look over my shoulder at him and we make eye contact.
 
   He sounds so cute when his fangs are long. I can tell they are just by how he talks. I’m amazed by how much I've already learned about him in such a short amount of time.
 
   “Alright, you're all buckled up,” He says swiftly, like he can't wait to get away from me. 
 
   I turn to face him. “Shadow, thanks for all of this, it means a lot to me.” 
 
   He shies away from my sincere gratitude by looking down and shaking his head. 
 
   “It's nothing. I'm just glad to have someone to share it with. You don’t know how alone I was.” He reaches out hesitantly and grabs my hand. “Enough talk, let's fly.”
 
   I let the change of subject slide, again. “Ready.”
 
   We walk towards the edge of the waterfall hand in hand, each stealing glances at the other.
 
   “That’s a pretty color on you; it makes your eyes look otherworldly. Even without the flying gear they're stunning though,” he adds hastily. 
 
   I blush. “Thanks.” I'm even gladder that I picked the blue. 
 
   It must be time to get serious, because his whole demeanor changes when we reach the edge of the waterfall. “Alright, so when you jump, you want to jump out like you are going to land on your stomach. Don’t look down, look out ahead of you. I will go before you, and try to stay as close to you as I can. When you are as level as you can be, I will release your wings. When I do that, I want you to grab me like you want to hug, and hold on. When we're holding onto each other, I’ll roll and fly us to the ground. After we land, I will show you how to use your wings and we will take off from the ground. It’s safer.”
 
   “Ah, for some reason I thought we could try it from the ground first.” I say shakily. He gives me a compassionate look and puts his hand on my shoulder. 
 
   “For some reason, your wings will only release on your first time if you're falling.” He looks me in the eyes and squeezed my shoulders with affection.  “Don't worry, Alexia. I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise.”  
 
   My lips are shaking with nerves but I give a shaky smile in thanks to his promise. He is so likable. Whoever he gets mated to him is so lucky. But I won't think about that right now. 
 
   He unfurls his strong, unusually-striking wings in one elegant stretch, and in the blink of an eye, his feet are off the ground and he's gliding out in front of me. I just can't help being distracted by how perfect he looks suspended in midair. His wings are huge, easily stretching four feet long on each side. They're so strong, flapping slow strokes to keep him in one place. I give myself a shake to focus and snap out of it. 
 
   “Alright, count to three for me; it's kind of my thing.” 
 
   “Okay, just don't look down, focus and jump out towards me. Ready?”
 
   I nod.  No!
 
   “One.” He pauses. “Two...Three!”
 
   And I jump. As soon as my feet have left the ground, and look down and see how far up we really are. I shouldn't have looked down, just like he said, but it's just second nature. Don't panic. I immediately panic and turn to try and grasp anything I can, which turns out to be nothing but air. Okay, time to panic. My heart's probably going to give out right now. It's beating so fast it's almost one continuous pump. I’m falling so fast, my eyes are watering and my hair is in my face. My cheeks are flapping and my lips are pulled away from my teeth, and for one hilarious moment, I can’t help but think how funny I look and hope he doesn’t see. Somehow though, I bring myself to focus and get as straight as I can. My arms are flailing, and I’m doing spins and rolls uncontrollably. This is extremely bad. Just as I'm about to close my eyes and grit my teeth in acceptance of an impending crash, I feel strong hands grab onto my waist. 
 
   “Straighten out so I can release your wings!” he yells over the wind. 
 
   I struggle against my impulse to curl into a ball and force myself to be as straight as a board.  It pays off because he finally puts his hands on my back and a current explodes where he touches, traveling through my entire body. My back arches involuntarily. Oh gods, I’m on fire! My back feels like hot coals are sizzling on it. My skin splits apart and I scream in pain. I see something white and fluffy out of the corner of my eyes, but it takes a minute to register that those are wings. Not black wings. 
 
   “Grab onto me how I told you to! Hurry!”  he orders.
 
   I fumble to grab onto him, because it's hard to turn around in the air. I try to at least three times and I put all my strength into it, but my wings keep catching the air, keeping me from it. He helps me by twisting my waist over so that I end up facing him. The second I grab him for dear life, he parachutes his wings up. We violently thrust up in the opposite direction that we were just falling, and I'm so jolted and confused, that I miss the fear showing in his eyes. I look down and the ground is only a few yards away. We're going to die! And I just got my wings! He's flapping his wings as fast as he can, looking around frantically. Every muscle in his body is straining, I can feel them strung taught below my touch. Defeated, he cusses and flips us over. Now he is on the bottom looking up at me with sad eyes. That's when we hit the ground.
 
   *~*~*~
 
   When I come to, we are lying there in a tangled mess, and I furiously try to catch my breath. I’m lying on top of him, and his chest is slowly rising, causing me to rise and fall with it. Miraculously, we are both alive and I’m not sure how it’s possible. I am so thankful for Shadow’s heroic stunt that my eyes tear up. He valiantly took the brunt of the fall, so that I wouldn't get hurt. I use all my strength to lean up and check on him. He has his eyes squeezed shut and his teeth gritted. I lean up on my arms to look him over for injuries but I don’t see anything wrong. No broken bones, no serious cuts. “Shadow? What’s wrong?”
 
   He groans. “My wings are a little roughed up, but I’m okay. Just-”, he groans again, “--hurts.”
 
   I roll off of him and squat next to him with shaky legs. I gently urge him onto his stomach so I can inspect his wings. There are black feathers scattered where he was lying and in a lot of places all around us. He’s bleeding in a few places too. His wings are in pretty bad shape, some of the feathers are mangled and there is a lot of blood. So much that I can't tell where exactly it's coming from. I feel extremely guilty, because if I would have been better at this, he wouldn’t be hurt right now.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Shadow,” my voice hitches.
 
   “What the hell...for?” he rasps. He looks deliberately at my new wings and beams that stunning smile. This amazing demon is happy for me despite his poor wings and all of his pain. His selflessness amazes me.
 
   “Look who has their wings.” His fingers graze my wing lightly and I can feel it as if it was my arm, yet it’s much more sensual. It feels like a lovers caress. I can’t help but sigh at the pure pleasure I get from his touch. My eyes are heavy but I try to stay focused on the fact that I have wings, and not how much I want to kiss him. 
 
   Him and his really appealing lips.
 
   Soft-looking lips.
 
   His tongue slips out to wet them, making them even more tempting. Delectable boy.
 
   I lean forward. 
 
   He leans forward. 
 
   And my wings start flapping and thrust me backward onto my butt. 
 
   His laugh echoes around us, bouncing off the rocks around the waterfall base. 
 
   “I guess we should work on getting a feel for your wings. Your mind controls them, mostly. After some practice you'll understand what I mean. Until then your wings are going to do all sorts of crazy things on their own.”  
 
   I hate that my wings picked such an inopportune moment to think for themselves. I'm so mad that I could rip them out right now. Why couldn't they have thrust me forward instead of backward? 
 
   “Okay, so what should I think to get them to work right? Let’s try to fly.”
 
   He scratches his head, thinking. “I just think about the place where I want to go. For example, I look up and tell myself to go to the top of that waterfall, or to fly up a few feet, or even to just get in the air and fly around.”
 
   “Hmmm. Okay.” I tap my finger on my chin. 
 
   “Just  feel your wings connected to your body in the back of your mind. You’re their master, they listen to you. Know that, and command yourself to lift off the ground a little ways.”
 
   “Okay.” Lift off the ground a few feet, I think. Nothing happens. I try shutting my eyes and doing it. Lift. Off. The. Ground! Just a few feet! I add. I slowly open one eye and then the other, and look down at Shadow! 
 
   “Awesome!” He grins.  “Good job!” He laughs with happiness for me.
 
   “Oh my gods!” I exclaim. “What do I do now?” 
 
   He flies up to join me and grabs my hand. “Let’s go for a fly shall we? Head up to the clouds?”
 
   He tugs me along before I can even tell myself where to fly to, but luckily my wings are flapping in sync with his. Maybe now they know that he’s where I want to be, so they follow him. Unlike earlier, I think maliciously.
 
   We soar through the sky gracefully, and he checks on me frequently. He asks me how I’m doing and if I need a break every few minutes. I shake my head every time because this is so amazing! I don’t want to ever come down, or put my wings away. We fly along in silence, lost to the beautiful environment here. The trees are lush with green leafs, reflecting the golden rays of the sun. There are vines hanging down all throughout the forest with pink and yellow flowers budding on them. The birds are singing and the sound of the water rushing through below is all music to my ears. I feel like I’m in a dream.
 
   He starts singing something softly in a language that I don't understand which must be the demon language. Even without understanding the words I'm transfixed by his voice. It's so melodic and beautiful, the most mesmerizing sound I have ever heard. It's haunting, really.
 
   “What are you singing?” I ask softly.
 
   “Just an old lullaby my mother used to sing to me, but it doesn’t sound near a beautiful as it did when she sang it.”
 
   “I think you sound amazing, I could listen to you all day and I don't even know what you're singing.”
 
   Abruptly, a deep, familiar voice speaks to me telepathically, “For you, I’d sing all day, Bayla.” I gasp at the shock of it.
 
   It's strange how much it sounds like Shadow. I have no idea what 'Bayla' means, but I quickly glance at him and he's already looking at me, questioningly. I don’t know if I should mention the crazy voice inside my head or not. So I just put on my best innocent smile. He raises an eyebrow at that and looks back to the scenery. 
 
   Out of the blue, the air stirs next to me and Shadow roars in agony.  I jerk my head to see what’s wrong and notice a red arrow sticking through his side! It hit him from the front of his ribs and came out the back. There's blood pouring out of him and I instantly panic. My mind is reeling in chaos and causes my wings to take me on a wild, uncontrollable ride. They're tipping me to each side crazily. Shadow grabs my hand and pulls me underneath him, saving me again. Always looking out for my safety and not his own.
 
   “It’s the Hell Horde, I don’t know what’s going on, but they shouldn’t be loose. Just be as still as you can and I’ll get us to cover!”
 
   “But you’re hurt! Are you okay?!” My wing sticks out sideways right in front of his face.
 
   He moves my feathers out of his face with his free hand and gently pushes my wing back behind him. “I’ll be fine, just be still. The more you move, the harder it is on me.”
 
   If that’s the case, then I'll be as still as a statue. I’m holding on to him as tight as I can and we are zooming through the air. Fast. This boy has some serious power. And that turns me on. But I can’t think about that right now with these unpredictable wings. Arrows keep whizzing by us, and he is dodging every one of them.
 
   “There’s a cave I know of that we’re going to hide in, almost....there.”
 
   I can tell that his strength is waning. Blood is seeping out of his side drenching me, which I don’t mind, but we really need to make it to that cave or we won’t make it back alive and no one will ever know the truth about the world outside the walls. 
 
   I look around, frantically searching the woods for the evil Hell Horde. I see something dark, reddish-black, and really ugly, with two horns and a tail with a triangle shaped end. I can’t even tell if it has eyes because the eye socket is so black. It hides beside a tree and pulls back a glowing red arrow...
 
   “Look out! There's one to the right! Duck!” I shout.
 
   He doesn’t move fast enough and it pierces his wing. 
 
   “Mmpph,” is all I hear from him.
 
   His eyes are glowing and blood is dripping off his fangs and out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
   “Oh my gods, what can I do?” I'm panicking.
 
   “Don’t…know... Are we…losing them?”
 
   I look around and don’t see any, but we're going a lot slower. I find it hard to believe that we are losing them.
 
   “Yeah, I think so,” I lie. “Are we almost there?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s straight ahead...” He's really out of breath. He's wheezing now, and coughing up more blood. We're basically falling now, going down really fast, and headed straight for a waterfall. 
 
   “Uh Shadow? Shadow!” I'm hysterical! All I do is point straight ahead at the waterfall over and over.
 
   “It’s...okay...” he rasps.
 
   I shut my eyes and scream just as we hit the water, and go through the water. I brace for impact against a rock wall but instead we hit a dirt floor and skid to a halt. Dirt fills my mouth and nostrils, and I cough and spit, gagging at the disgusting taste. The cave he was talking about! It’s behind the waterfall! 
 
   It’s almost pitch black inside, but a little light filters in through the waterfall at the entrance. I can hear Shadow’s breath sawing in and out from wherever he lies. We must have separated after impact, each skidding different ways. I probably let go when we hit the ground because I know he once again took the brunt of our impact, protecting me. I search for him in the darkness and see two red eyes glowing few feet away. 
 
   “I'm glad your eyes are glowing because I can't see in the dark you know.” I say as I try not to stumble, finding my way over to him. He doesn’t respond to my witty remark and when I get close enough I can hear him rasping and struggling to breathe. 
 
   “Oh, gods. Shadow?” 
 
   “Lantern,” he breathes. “Wall,” is all he can manage to say. 
 
   I get up and walk with my hands out in front of me. When they hit something cold and solid I assume I've made it to the wall. I bend down and feel along the wall for the lantern. 
 
    “Aha! I found it.” I click on the battery operated lantern and walk back over to him. Now that I can see, he's in worse shape than I imagined. His lips are purple and his skin is not its beautiful tan color. It is so pale it’s taken on a blue tint. His eyebrows are drawn down and he's shivering uncontrollably. 
 
   “Should I take it out?” I ask, nodding to the arrow lodged through his side. 
 
   “It’s...poisoned...” 
 
   “So, what should I do? Tell me! I am doing something! You have to be okay! What do you want me to do? What should I do?!” 
 
   “Take...arrow...out...then go get....Lilith. Need...blood.” He moans in pain at the same time a violent shiver racks his body and he spits up the blood he needs to badly.
 
   “Okay, okay.” I look around for something to put in his mouth, so he can bite it when I wrench the arrow out. I don’t want him screaming to alert the Hell Horde where we are. I untie my small bag from my waist, throw my old shirt and shorts off to the side, and roll it up. It's actually really hard to get it behind his fangs because they're so long right now. He eventually helps me maneuver it into position.
 
   “Okay, on three?” I ask. 
 
   He squeezes his eyes shut and nods.
 
   I go ahead and break the arrow off at the head careful not to cut myself with the poisonous tip, and then grab the back end of it. We're lucky the tip went all the way through, because you can’t pull an arrowhead back through the body. 
 
   “One...Two...Three!”  With a hard yank, I pull the head and the rest of the arrow out of his ribs. He groans loudly into my rolled up purse, just as I anticipated. Blood is pouring out of the wound in a steady flow so I put my hand on it to staunch the blood flow. He looks even paler now and I wonder if I even have time to fly back and find Lilith. I don't know where to look, or which way to go to get back. I don’t think I can fly back by myself with these uncontrollable new wings either, but I don’t tell him that because I don’t want him to panic. 
 
   “...Lilith...” He begs on a whisper. 
 
   Just him wanting her, needing her, as much as he does right now hurts me deeply. Jealousy is rearing its ugly head and I’m seething with fury.
 
   “Shadow, I don’t want you to panic, but I don’t think I can fly back without you, much less in time to bring someone else here with me. And then she would see your wings. Is there not anything I can do?” 
 
   He tries to lick his lips, but I can see that his mouth is too dry because it doesn't wet his blood-crusted lips at all. He looks so pitiful and it breaks my heart into a million pieces. If he wants blood, the least he can do is take mine. I would rather him take mine than hers anyways. I kneel down and take his shaking hands into mine. I look him in the eyes and let my gaze linger on his pale face, then to his irresistible lips. 
 
   I look back at his glowing ember eyes, asking an unspoken question. 
 
   When he closes his eyes and doesn't shake his head, I take it as permission. I have my answer. I think I've always had my answer, but I've been too scared to admit it to myself.
 
   I lean down just enough to brush my lips to his. Then I kiss him. And it’s like magic. Right here in this moment, I feel like we belong together. I’ve spent what feels like a lifetime dreaming of a moment like this. His lips are so sweet, and I'm lost in this moment with him. His hand somehow finds the strength to rise to the back of my head to pull me closer as we kiss like nothing is wrong. His kiss is hot and fervent but yet he is gentle and not overbearing. Even in this I can tell he is being selfless, thinking of my pleasure. He is such a giver.
 
   After a while we're both breathing heavy and my body is singing with need. I want more, more, more. I have to have more of this addicting demon. I hesitantly swipe my tongue out hoping to touch his, but instead of his tongue, I get his fang. It's a lot sharper than it looks because it cuts my tongue badly. I flinch and my blood fills both of our mouths. He moans loudly and tightens his grip on my head. His other hand comes up around my waist and presses my body closer to his. Now we're pressed tightly together from our legs up to our mouths. I notice a red haze behind the darkness of my closed lids and open my eyes to find two ember irises returning my half-lidded gaze. He releases my mouth, and kisses down my cheek to my neck. I moan, shocking myself. I notice him trembling and shaking and in the back of my mind I remember that he is not well and needs blood. 
 
   “Shadow…if you need…blood…” I tilt my head even farther, exposing more of my neck.
 
   He moans. “I tried…gods I tried…to not need it. I’m sorry, Alexia. I can’t hold back any longer…” 
 
   His fangs are in the column of my neck, between my shoulder and throat before I ever feel the bite. It’s the most erotic thing I could ever imagine and I can’t find words to describe this amazing feeling. It's nothing like the little skin healing technique from earlier but I can't wait for that part to come either. I feel like I’m merging into him, becoming one. I can’t think coherently. All I know is that I have lava going through my veins and ice through my heart. Hot and cold, fire and ice. All of my skin is puckered, hair standing on end. Each languorous pull lulls me into a state of bliss and vaguely wonder why he sounded sop anguished right before he gave in and bit me. At this point I would beg him not to stop, ask him to drain me completely. 
 
   This is my last coherent thought, before darkness pulls me under.
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   Everything is fuzzy. I hear something that sounds like flowing water in the back of my mind. It sounds like I'm underwater and someone is calling my name from above, trying to pull me up, but it’s all so blurry I can’t really make it out.
 
   “Alexia? Alexia, wake up!”
 
   I'm being shaken, and I wake with a jolt, noticing an unknown form lurking over me in the dim light. I can't tell who it is with my blurry vision. I blink a couple times, rub my eyes and moan. My head is pounding.
 
   “Ah gods, finally. You had me so worried, Alexia.” The blurry form lets out a long-held breath. Even without my vision I know that voice. I could never forget it now. Now that it’s ingrained in my memory.
 
   “How do you feel? Do you need anything? Do you want water?” His words come out rushed and panicked. He is concerned for me, and I fall a little bit in love with him for it.
 
   I have cotton mouth and feel dizzy and nauseas and suddenly everything comes back to me. Was I just dreaming or did we really kiss?
 
   “Ug,” I moan, “My head is pounding, and I'm dizzy. Water would be amazing right now. Oh and my mouth feels like a desert.” My eyes track his every movement.
 
   He nods and reaches somewhere next to me. “Can you sit up?”
 
   I nod. “I think so.”
 
   “Here.” He helps me sit up and holds a wooden bowl to my mouth. “Drink.”
 
   I let the water cool my torrid mouth in greedy gulps. Before long, the bowl is empty and he takes it to the waterfall to replenish it. 
 
   “What happened? How long have I been asleep?”
 
   “About two hours. We should get back soon. The ceremony starts at nightfall.”
 
   “Oh.” I rub my head.
 
   “Ah, I want to thank you for letting me....nourish and heal by..., you know. Thanks for that.” He breaks eye contact and rakes a hand through his still wet hair, making it spike back up. “If it wasn't for you I'd be dead. I am in debt to you, Alexia. I owe you my life, and I can’t express how sorry I am that I almost…” he chokes up on his words and swallows nervously. He mumbles a few things in a language that I don’t understand harshly and shakes his head at himself. “I almost killed you, Alexia. I couldn’t stop. I still don’t know how I did.”
 
   “First of all, you saved my life, twice! Second, I wanted to give you my blood.” I clear my throat. “And third, well, I liked it. I don’t regret it. I wasn’t going to let you die, especially when it was my fault.” 
 
   I reach up to rub my neck where he bit me, and find that there are no marks. I know when a demon bonds, the female gets a permanent mark, one that matches his mark, and then he can only live off of her sustenance. It’s clear that we aren’t bonded, and I’m not sure why I am not happy or relieved about it. Just curious.
 
   “It was not your fault,” he corrects me scathingly. “You have caught on to flying faster than anyone I have ever heard of. And the fact that the Hell Horde has escaped Hell tells me something is very wrong. They are bound to Hell by Lucifer for all eternity, never to escape.”
 
   “So that's what those things were? Some kind of Hell-dem…” Oops, I don’t know if I call them a demon if it would be accurate, but I don’t have a very good brain-to-mouth-filter. I don’t want to offend him.
 
   “Demon, you can say it. Yes, they are a demon of sort. Do you feel good enough yet to fly? We need to leave before they find us.”
 
   “I still feel a little dizzy. I should be okay soon though. I just want to sit here a little longer.” 
 
   He nods and stares off in space, thinking quietly.
 
   “How did you find this place?” I try to break the silence.
 
   “My parents used to come here. They brought me when I was a fledgling.”
 
   How did his parents find it? And why in the world they would come here, outside the walls? 
 
   “It's a long story.” He knows me so well already, that he is answering my unspoken questions. Do I know him so well?
 
   “We have nothing but time,” I insist.
 
   He looks at me for a long moment, deciding. “Can I trust you with my life?” The seriousness in his words and expression make it clear to me that this is something he has probably never told anyone else. How many deep, dark secrets does this tormented boy have?
 
   “If I have not already proven that, I will do so however you wish,” I say seriously. He has saved me more than once, and I owe him my life.
 
   The corners of his lips pull up in a sweet half smile, and he looks so young and innocent that it almost breaks my heart to think about what a hard life he’s had at such a young age. Was he ever really a young boy that got to play with toys and was coddled and nurtured and loved?
 
   “Okay, I will tell you, but like I said, it's a long story,” he takes a deep breath.
 
   “My mom was a demon like me and she met my dad when she went off to the Grand Mecca. He was an angel. They fell in love and started seeing each other in secret. Of course, they were arranged to marry someone of their own kind and it tore them both to pieces. They met up constantly behind their fiancé’s back, and they both avoided the marriage union with their fiancé, putting it off as long as possible because of their love for each other. My dad couldn’t bear to imagine my mom drinking anyone else’s blood and lying in the marriage bed. It drove him crazy, so the very last day, the day we are forced to consummate the bonds; they exchanged blood and became bonded to each other instead, so that my mom could only live off of his blood. It also marked my dad with her specific symbol, and he had to hide that mark from the angels every day, or face death. They planned on escaping the walls to live together and on the first journey outside the walls they found this island and this cave. From then on they would come here, to be together. They were bringing supplies and food here little by little until they had enough to start a life here.
 
   “Well, a half a year later my mom finds out she is pregnant with me and all hopes of leaving the City vanish and it gets too risky to keep meeting every day. My mother's husband was starting to suspect that it wasn't his child because she avoided their marriage bed so much and the bond still hadn’t taken place. They didn’t share the mate markings or a mind-link. He started keeping her close to him, not letting her leave their house, and even though she shared her blood with him, it didn’t truly nourish her.”
 
   “Because she was bonded to your dad?” I ask. 
 
   “Exactly.  It's a bond for life. She acted like he nourished her, so he wouldn't find out, but she was pregnant and you need more blood to sustain two lives. Her health started to decline very visibly and that’s when he really started getting suspicious of her. He suddenly allowed her to come and go as she pleased again, in hopes of following her.”
 
   “Oh no. What about your dad?” I ask.
 
   “He was going crazy, literally. He thought maybe she and the babe were both dead, because she just stopped showing up to meet him. He knew that after about three days she would start going downhill, because we need to feed about every day. Three days is torture.” His voice is sad now. After a long pause he continues. “Anyways, she was really smart, so she knew that her husband let her suddenly go out so that he could follow her. Luckily, she lost him on the way to meet my dad. To make a long story short, she managed to meet my dad about once a week to feed, which wasn’t nearly enough. Between the lack of blood and her waning strength I came five months early right here in this cave.” 
 
   His voice is quivering and I try my best not to cry. My throat is tight and my heart hurts for him so bad. He squats down in front of the waterfall and idly plays with the dirt, grasping handfuls and letting it sift through his fingers as he puts himself back together. I struggle to my feet and to my surprise my dizziness has faded and I am able to walk over to him. I sit next to him and hug him.
 
   “This is the first time I’ve been back to this cave.” His voice is quiet and melancholy now. “This is the cave in which I was born and my mother died.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Shadow. I know there just aren’t any words to take away the pain.” I squeeze him tighter in our embrace and he rests his head on my shoulder.
 
   He clears his throat. “So my dad left me on my mother’s best friend’s door step. He didn’t dare leave my with my mom’s husband, because he knew he hated me. So, I was adopted my Lilith’s mom.”
 
   My face registers shock and surprise. “Lilith’s mom was your moms-”
 
   “--Best friend,” he finishes for me, nodding his head.
 
   “So I grew up and I was twelve years old when I got my fangs, just as all demons do at that age, and I also got a severe pain in my back. This went on for weeks, even months until I was writhing in agony. My adopted mother knew something was wrong but didn’t know what. As you know, or will find out if you haven't heard, if you keep your wings locked up inside yourself too long, you will experience excruciating pain. They have to be released every so often. Anyways, my dad kept an eye on me from afar in the City as I grew up. He noticed something was wrong one day when I just fell to my knees in agony. So he dragged me down an alley to the wall and flew me here. I was in too much pain to even know an angel had me in his throws flying me over the wall. I was winking in and out of consciousness with pain. Anyways, when we got here, to this cave, he explained everything to me. About him and my mother; my real mother. At first I didn’t want to believe him, because I had grown to love my adopted mother and father. But it made sense when he told me about the pain in my back and helped me release my wings. Most angels don’t get wings until they are eighteen, but apparently since I'm a half-breed he didn't know what to expect. I agreed that I think I needed to fly, because I had been feeling an urge to jump off of something high. I just thought I was crazy.” He laughs cynically and shakes his head. “So he took me to that waterfall. He was going to explain everything to be about how he had to release them for me and that whole spill I gave you. But at the time I was mad at him, at my mom, at the world. I didn’t want to be a half-breed and I didn’t want to have a dead mother and emptiness in my heart. So stupidly, I just ran off the cliff and decided I didn’t need his help then, since I had come so far without it. You know how that story ended, with me a broken mess on the rocks below.”
 
   I gasp. “That story was…you? It wasn’t about an angel, it was about you?” 
 
   He laughs bitterly and nods.
 
   “That was me. So you know what happened first, but after I fell, dad brought me back here and I was even in worse pain. We thought I might die at that point. 
 
   “After falling I was in bad shape. There were broken bones, gashes and I was losing blood rapidly. Of course, I hadn’t had my first feeding yet, since all these things appeared at the same time, so I had no idea that I needed to feed to heal. Luckily, dad knew more about me than I did because of his love for my mother. He held my mouth open and dripped blood into my mouth from his wrist until I came to. While he did he told me how he felt for my mother and me. He loved her so much, he always had. He missed her to the point where he didn’t think he could go on. He cried right there, and it broke me. My father was just sitting there, giving me his blood, my head in his lap, pouring out his soul out to me.”
 
   I don’t want to sully the moment with inadequate words so I just rub his head and kiss his cheek, letting him get this heavy burden out. 
 
   “When I healed we talked of everything and I finally believed how much he loved me and my mother. I had forgiven him for abandoning me. He only did what was in my best interest. It felt so good to be loved.
 
   “We made my first flight, which was even worse than yours,” he laughs. “A few minutes later we were marveling at my new black wings.” 
 
   “What did you do after that? What about your dad?”
 
   “My dad. Oh my dad. No matter what I looked like, I was the best thing that had ever happened to him, besides my mom. He told me that all the time. He accepted me just as I was and loved everything about me. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to spend much time with him after I finally found him.” He swallows and inhales. “My dad was burned to death in front of the City, as an example to all those who mingle with different kinds.”
 
   “How did they find out?” My eyes are as big as saucers, my heart thumps wildly in my chest. 
 
   His voice is almost a whisper now, his eyes glassy. He squeezes them shut and tears roll down his cheeks. I can't imagine how bad he's hurting right now. “The angels saw his mate marking, they knew he was a demons consort, and everyone was officially mated by the time they saw it so they knew he had an affair on his wife as well as the demon’s husband. Also, my mother’s husband realized it finally and came forward to express his suspicions that it was his wife who bonded to my father. He confirmed it when the authorities showed him her mate marking on his arm.”
 
   “That's not fair!” I cry. “The authorities are wrong! It doesn't matter what kind you are, you can't choose who you love. And they certainly can't choose someone for you, regardless of what they think.” I rant. “I hate this whole arranged marriage thing...” My voice is back to normal now as I comfort Shadow. A nightmare is what it is. It can't be real life. How come no one knows of this tragedy?
 
   He composes himself now, holding his pointer finger and thumb over each eye, hiding from my field of view as I rub his back. His wings aren't out, so I feel the ridge of each and every scar that's back there. 
 
   “What happened?” I tap my fingers on a couple scars to let him know what I'm asking about.
 
   “It was hard trying to hide my wings around the other demons. They were always good to me, but they could never know about my wings. I am terrified of fire now, I can’t even think about being burned to death if they found out I am a half-breed. But it became harder and harder to hide what I truly am. The pain became unbearable after a while of not releasing my wings, and it became impossible to mask my discomfort. I always had to sneak away somewhere that I wouldn't be seen so that I could fly. Lilith started to get skeptical of where I went and what I was doing. She didn't trust me. By this time, she knew I wasn’t really her sister and she was infatuated with me. She followed me everywhere and it just got to the point where I knew I'd be better off without my freak-show wings, so I tried to cut them off.” 
 
   “You what?” I don’t even dare to breathe.
 
   “It was a stupid thing to do. It hurt so bad I was trembling for weeks. I was so weak and feverish I couldn't even stand. After drawing attention to myself for being sick for no reason, my wings reformed anyways, and I was still in the same situation.”
 
   I reach for his hand; it's so warm in mine, in this damp, dark cave. It tears me in two to feel how much he hates himself, how much he thinks he's a monster. How he has always wanted to be accepted. 
 
   “I'm so sorry about your parents.” I give his hand a gentle squeeze. “And that you've had such a hard life. But I see the true you. Just like I know your mother did and obviously your father did too. Maybe you should stop trying to be accepted by kinds who will never love and accept you for who you really are, and start focusing on those that will.” Me.
 
   He stays still but his eyes find mine and I marvel at how exquisite they are. They look entirely black right now, and other times they are brown with little black specs shimmering in them; like sun glistening on oil. Of course, other times they are amber or fiery red and I’m even helplessly drawn to them when they’re like that too.
 
   “Everything is different now that you’re in my life. I feel like I can finally be me, and maybe even be loved for what I really am…one day,” a voice whispers in my mind.
 
   I tilt my head, questioning my lucidity, wondering where this voice keeps coming from that I hear inside my head. At my questioning expression he asks, “What is it?”
 
   “Nothing.” I shake my head to dismiss him. I'm crazy.
 
   “Be honest with me, what is it?” He raises my chin and smiles sweetly.
 
   “I just... I keep hearing this voice in my head. I think I’m losing my mind.” I leave out the part that it sounds like him.
 
   His jaw goes slack in shock. “You...you can hear me?”
 
   “Uh... yeah.” What is he talking about? Of course, I can hear him.
 
   “No, I mean you can mind-link me, hear thoughts I project!”
 
   “So it really is you talking! I knew it sounded like you. I thought you were going to throw the towel in and call me crazy.”
 
   “No, never. This is impossible, and amazing. You are mind-linking me, but I haven't heard anything from you. This usually only happens when we are bonded to our mate.”
 
   “Yeah, it happens with angels sometimes too, after the consummation, but not in every case. It's actually sort of rare.” I ponder this. 
 
   “I guess I better watch the direction of all my thoughts, huh?” he lifts an eyebrow.
 
   I look away before he sees the guilt that must be showing in my eyes for already hearing some thoughts he wouldn't want me hearing. “I guess so. What does Bayla mean?” 
 
   He scoffs. “Why?”
 
   “You said it earlier.” My pale skin turns pink.
 
   “I didn’t think you were paying attention.” He scratches his cheek. “It means 'beautiful'.” His face turns red and he avoids my gaze.
 
   Silence. 
 
   Awkwardness.
 
   “I have never heard of someone mind-linking before the bond is formed.” He changes the subject. “It's probably even more different between an angel and a demon. I wish I knew more about my parents' bond.” He rakes his hand through his hair again. “I think we should really head back now, or they might notice our absence.”
 
   “Yeah, I think I can do it now, with your help. By all means,” I say sarcastically, “let’s not miss the arrangement ceremony.” 
 
   We look at each other and shake our heads in defeat. I let my shoulders and wings slump to show how much I don't want to go back and be arranged to marry a total stranger; one who is probably the total opposite of Shadow. Just thinking about him with someone like Lilith makes my stomach flip and flop.
 
   He angles his head to the side a little. “You’re wings are touching the dirty floor.” He gently runs his hand down the top arch of my right wing and I shiver. “Turn around,” he insists. I turn around and he dusts my wings off. “They got really dirty with the crash landing I guess. There, all better.” I turn back around and smile, trying to ignore my puckered skin everywhere. 
 
   He puts the wooden bowl and the lantern back against the wall, picks up my bag and hands it to me. “You might want to put your clothes on over your flying gear so no one thinks you went flying.”
 
   He has a good point so I pull my shorts out and shimmy into them. Just as I pull my shirt out I wonder how I’m going to get my wings to go back in.
 
   “Just think about putting them away. Picture it in your head, and feel it inside your body.” Of course he can read my mind and answer my unspoken questions even though the link is only one sided. Maybe that’s only fair.
 
   It takes me a few minutes but I shut my eyes and imagine, and my wings vibrate and arch back into my body. It’s so amazing. I walk over to the waterfall where he is. I stand next to him and stay silent. He seems to be lost in thought looking through the waterfall to somewhere that I cannot see.
 
    “I don't know when we'll get the chance to be alone again, but I just want you to know that I had an amazing time with you, Alexia. If things were different...” he sighs. “Just know that think you're a beautiful person inside and out, and whatever happens, I'll always be grateful for your support and understanding of me.”
 
   “I feel the same about you, and I really hope that I end up with someone like you.” I’m not one to be so blunt, but I know if I don’t tell him now, then he will never know how I already feel about him.
 
   We stand there facing each other. There is more left to be said hanging in the air between us but neither speaks anything out loud. He pulls me closer, wraps his arms around me, and gives me the most passionate kiss possible. All my thoughts blur and my pulse flutters erratically. I feel off balance and I realize that my feet leave the ground. I break away from him and see those amazing black wings unfurled, flapping slowly and expertly, keeping us a few feet from the ground. 
 
   “She is so beautiful. Now that I’ve had a taste of her how can I even go without her?” (mental growl) “What am I doing?”
 
   I don’t mention that I am hearing his most private thoughts, but they light me up inside and I want to smile like a big dummy. He kisses my forehead and with one giant flap of his wings, he propels us through the water and out of the cave. We are on our way to find out who we will be spending the rest of our lives with, making babies with, and having a family with, but always, always wondering, how it could have been. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_9_The_Vows]*~*Chapter 9-The Vows*~*
 
   I see the walls coming into view, with the Grand Mecca in the center, surrounded by another circle of walls. I hope no one can see him flying me because I don’t know if we would get burned to death for being so close or not, but I at least know we would get imprisoned just for flying outside the walls.
 
   “Are there no guards on the walls?” I ask loudly to be heard over the wind whistling in his ears. I was wondering that when we left because we just flew over them without even looking back and now I'm thinking how stupid that was. 
 
   “Well angels are the only kind that can fly. Being that you are a very honest and trustworthy kind, they only focus on guarding the giant gates at the entrance. We wouldn't slip by those so easily.” 
 
   “Oh,” I say. “Sometimes I think that I'm the only angel that's ever done anything bad against the rules.”
 
   “Just because it's against the rules doesn't mean it's bad, Alexia. At least we think for ourselves instead of taking everything someone tells us at face value.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you're right. It would just be so much easier if I just accepted how things are like everyone else does. Not always doubting everything they say and wondering what it's really like outside the walls.”
 
   “I used to think the same thing, but if you're anything like me, you will never be happy if you know you're lying to yourself, or that someone else is.”
 
   We are coming up to the part of the wall where we met and I am glad he is carrying me, because I can’t land. I could crash but I doubt he wants me to do that again.
 
   “How do you land?” 
 
   “Just picture a parachute and think about slowing down. Try to make your wings catch the air, maybe thrust against the wind. It comes naturally after a few tries.”
 
   He slows to a glide and so gracefully parachutes his wings and we slowly descend until his feet land on the ground right inside the wall. He glances around and with a satisfied expression he sets me down gently on my feet.
 
   “I left my shirt in the bush,” he says, walking toward it. “My watch says it’s eight twenty. The ceremony starts in ten minutes.”
 
   “Crap! I forgot about the ceremony.”
 
   Right before he enters the bush, he shimmies his wings and they fold rearward and withdraw into his back. It took him like a second to do that and I had to concentrate for about six minutes, breaking a sweat.
 
   “You’ll get faster at it.” He says without looking back at me. “It helps me to arc backward and pull my shoulders back.”
 
   He offers me his hand and guides me through the limbs and over the roots. “You should have seen my first time. It was not so graceful,” he laughs. “I thought my dad was going to have to fold them up and shove them in there.” We both duck under a branch and he lets my hand drop as he picks up his shirt.
 
   He puts his black t-shirt on in one smooth move. “Alright, well I'm going to head on back. You know the way, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so.” I say. 
 
   He nods, “We already said goodbye so I guess I'll just say, 'see you later'.” He smiles but it doesn't reach his eyes.
 
   “Alright then, see you later,” I reply.
 
   A few minutes later, I’m still standing here, remembering his back as he walked away from me.
 
   *~*~*~*
 
   I find my seat next to Gabriel and Kaia leans forward, “Me and you,” she points back and forth between us, “are having a long talk later.” 
 
   I roll my eyes and she narrows hers to glare at me, and then finally sits back in her seat. Gabriel is busy flirting with another red-headed angel behind us. Kaia crosses her arms. I know her well enough to know that she's agitated because of Gabriel. I wonder how long he's been ignoring her and flirting with that other girl.
 
   “Oh, I was wondering if you were going to show.” He turns around now that he notices I'm here. 
 
   “I got lost; I'm not good with directions.” He'll believe this because he doesn't know me very well, unlike Kaia who is rolling her eyes now.
 
   “I'm very good with directions.” He winks, throwing a hint.
 
   ::Thump, Thump, Thump:: 
 
   “Good evening creatures of the Domain! At last, the Arrangement Ceremony is here. I am the Overlord, the founder of the Domain, leader of The Grand Mecca and all of your authorities.”
 
   “Is that really your dad?” Kaia whispers loudly to Gabriel.
 
   He nods sullenly.
 
   “Wow,” she says. “That's so cool!”
 
   He frowns and shakes his head a few times.
 
   “Oh.” She mutters.
 
   When I finally tune back in, all I hear is: “…ready to see who you're future mates are, so now I will announce the couples. Now, as you may or may not know, tonight you enter your new relationships with vows. You will be bound to your partner from here on out. However, you have one month to live with your partner and get to know them before you must actually form the species specific bond that will tie you together for life.”
 
   I lean forward to sneak a peek at Kaia. She looks at me with excitement and I let my relief show through my eyes. Relief for the fact that we have a month before we must make the bond; or in the angels' case, consummate our marriage.
 
   Gabriel raises an eyebrow to us. Guys never understand 'girl talk'.
 
   “Now, I will start by announcing the angel couples. I need all the angels to join me on stage, please” 
 
   The angels around the auditorium stand and walk to the stage. The chatter in the auditorium grows louder by the second. When we are finally up on stage in front of everyone, the noise level drops back to silent.
 
   “Alright, I will call the couple names, and you will find your mate. Then together we will repeat the vows aloud to each other, in front of your fellow kinds.” He clears his throat and adjusts his glasses as he peers down at the list of names. “Kyrian and Mira, Rahab and Isadora, Aria and Zephraim, Wraith and Kaia--” Kaia hisses in a breath next to me, and I turn to see if she's pleased or not with this result.
 
   “Well? Is that good or bad?” I ask.
 
   “Not good. He's nice and everything, but just not my type.” She hangs her head, exaggerating, but not before I notice her blush.
 
   I follow Wraith with my eyes to judge him physically. He is definitely hot stuff in my book. Although he’s not as tall as Gabriel or Shadow, he is more broad shouldered and stout. His chest muscles are plainly visible under his shirt, and he is by far the most muscular angel here. I'm not sure what exactly it is that Kaia doesn’t think is her type. Surely not his dirty blonde hair that’s spiked tall in the front and gradually descends toward the crown of his head. Hopefully it’s not his pretty green eyes or smooth, milky white skin. Or maybe it’s just me; maybe she likes super skinny, lanky angels with black hair and dark skin.
 
   “Maybe because your usual type is ugly,” I snicker. 
 
   She glares at me. “Remind me to make an appointment to get your eyes checked, Alexia. It’s not all about looks anyways.” She huffs. “I just sort of hoped I would be with Gabriel,” she whispers with disappointment. “Plus, what kind of name is Wraith? They're an extinct kind for crying out loud, and he's an angel!”
 
   Oh, just what I figured. Wraith could be the Overlord and Kaia wouldn't notice unless he was Gabriel. His name is strange though. What were his parents thinking?
 
   I pull her in for a hug. “Hey, it will be okay. It's what's on the inside that counts, Kaia. Gabriel may treat you like crap, then how would you feel? Wraith may treat you like a queen, and think you're the best thing in the world. Plus, I think you could do a lot worse for yourself. Wraith looks delicious to me,” I say, just to pep her up a little. If Kaia thinks I'm jealous, he will appeal to her a little more.
 
   She gives me a half smile, conceding to my point as Wraith falls in line between us.
 
   “--Elaina and Phantom, and last but certainly not least, my son, Gabriel and the extremely lucky, Alexia.”
 
   Gabriel's eyes meet mine and he smiles charmingly. He seems pleased with this arrangement; I wouldn't doubt it if he told his dad to pair him with me. I have no idea why he seems to like me so much but then again that's how he acts with half of the female angel population. I try to picture my future with him but when I picture him being my children's father, Shadow’s face appears instead. Remembering him, I search the audience but he escapes my hungry eyes. I wonder if he sees me searching, and knows that it's his face I seek, but before I can finish my search, Gabriel steps in front of me and blocks my view.
 
   He smiles sweetly at me. He seems like a nice guy, I'll give him that.
 
   “I feel like the luckiest boy in the world right now,” he says sincerely.
 
   This is the first time I have ever seen him act so humble. I wonder if it may all be an act that he puts on when he becomes the confident, cocky, son of the Overlord. Maybe I will see the true him behind closed doors and this will all be okay.
 
   “Out of all the angels, I'm glad I got you as my fiancé,” I say, trying to be truthful. I couldn't say that there isn't anyone I would have wanted more...because there is. But I won't think about that right now.
 
   He takes my hands in his, ready to recite the vows. His grip is tighter than Shadows and I can’t decide how I feel about that right now. He definitely isn't afraid to break me, where I think Shadow thought I was as delicate as a flower. I try not to analyze that because I'm afraid I won't like the outcome.
 
   Everyone has found their mates and the Overlord proceeds, “Alright, now turn to your betrothed and grab each other’s hands. Boys repeat after me: I stand before you, humble as I invite you to share my life. With kindness, unselfishness and trust, I will work by your side to create a wonderful life together. I take you to be my mate, once we have truly bonded and from that day forward, for as long as we both shall live. This is my solemn vow.”
 
   We were forced to memorize these vows when we were sixteen, and were quizzed frequently until now to ensure we remembered them. Gabriel says these to me, flawlessly, and very seriously. Each word rolls off of his tongue decadently. This is a rare side of him that I'm seeing, and I really like it. He's so serious about this as he stares me in the eyes, it intimidates me and I fight the urge to avoid his gaze.
 
   Soon it's my turn to say the same vows, and I do. Unfortunately, I can’t get Shadow out of my mind as I say them. I feel my hope plummeting toward its doom as I pledge my life to Gabriel.
 
   “Alright, you may now kiss to seal the vow.”
 
   He tugs me closer and releases one hand to cup the back of my nape. So very slowly he closes the distance between our lips. I shut my eyes last minute, anxious to find out what I’m going to feel when our lips meet. Nervous to find out if it’s going to be anything compared to Shadow’s kiss. His confident lips finally touch mine and it's a simple, pleasurable kiss. It’s not the kind of kiss that sends fire through my veins and stops my world on its axis. A deep growl reverberates through my mind, replacing my disappointment and confused musings. It’s very similar to the voices Shadow was projecting to me through mind-link and I can't help but think that it's Shadow as he watches me from the audience.
 
   I'm starting to wish I hadn't even went over the walls with Shadow, because then I wouldn't know what I'm missing out on. I also wouldn't be feeling guilty for thinking of another boy right now when I just pledged myself to Gabriel.
 
   “Congratulations angels! You may now go to your shared living quarters and start your month of courtship!” The Overlord starts a loud, powerful clap and a few seconds later a loud applause from the audience drowns out anything else. 
 
   As we exit the stage hand in hand, the Overlord announces that he will now couple the demons and my heart lurches in my chest. I try not to let it show in my face when Gabriel looks to me and smiles.
 
   “Do you want to wait on your friend?” he asks. I’m shocked that he’s so thoughtful.
 
   “Yes, that would be nice,” I reply faintly and try to smile.
 
   Kaia and Wraith catch up to us, and we are all urged towards the exit before I can hear who Shadow gets paired with. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_10_Living_Together]*~*Chapter 10-Living Together*~*
 
   “So apparently we have the rest of today and all day tomorrow off from our jobs so we can get to know our mates,” Wraith says.
 
   We're all four standing outside of the auditorium, constantly shifting around to let the flood of angels and their new mates exit the building.
 
   “That's good, because it's not like a month of living together is going to do the trick,” Kaia snorts sarcastically and nudges my shoulder with hers, knocking me into Gabriel. 
 
   “Sorry!” I say and then give Kaia a pointed look, making sure Gabriel sees that it was her fault. Surely he won't miss that guilty smile on her face.
 
   He gives her a wink and wraps an arm around me smoothly. So now she’s his accomplice? Knowing her, she's extremely pleased with herself now that Gabriel's praising her efforts.
 
   Wraith watches Gabriel put his arm around me and inconspicuously grabs Kaia's hand, earning a bashful smile from her. Bashful is not a look I see on her face. Ever.  I raise my eyebrow questioningly.
 
   “I say we go to the condo and unpack and get situated. Pick our rooms and stuff,” Gabriel says.
 
   A big cheesy grin spreads on Wraiths face and Gabriel punches his shoulder playfully. “You guys better not be getting freaky already or I'll kick your ass, Wraith!”
 
   Kaia actually blushes. When Kaia blushes, you know something crazy's going on. However, there isn't a word to describe how hot my cheeks are. The word 'blushing' doesn’t describe it properly. 
 
   “Uht oh! I haven’t heard a denial yet! Dang you guys, don’t you think it’s a little early for that?” Gabriel laughs, throwing his head back.
 
   I tune out their immaturity. The wind blows my hair back and the shirt I changed into flattens against my body, making me self-conscious. I didn’t feel self-conscious with Shadow, even with my tight flying gear on. I gaze toward the doors to the auditorium wondering about him and his new partner, when the doors open on a punch and demons come pouring out. For some reason, the majority of them seem to have red eyes now, and it’s probably because they all just got kissed. demons are a little more provocative (putting it lightly) than angels, but it might even be because they are anticipating what’s going to happen when they get back to their condo. That thought brings me right back to our conversation and I tune back in.
 
   “Gabriel, don't even act like you're all pure and innocent,” Kaia winks and smiles. “I've only been here a week and I’ve heard stories from your little posse of followers.”
 
   Gabriel stiffens beside me and color runs along his neck. He seems embarrassed and caught off guard. For once he doesn’t know what to say and that’s how I know it’s true. I despise finding this out but surprisingly I don't feel the surge of jealousy that everyone seems to be expecting from me as they look at me wearily. He risks a glance down at me and smiles cheerlessly. Just as I'm about to wonder how far my new mate has been, I sense a rush of jealousy inside me. I'm not sure where it’s coming from or why I feel it because I know it's not mine. I look back at the door and Shadow and Lilith are walking out, following the last of the demon parade. She's focused on him, smiling dreamily and looking him up and down as they walk side by side. I’m glad she doesn’t see that his malicious gaze is locked on Gabriel's arm around my waist. His eyes flash red for a second before going back to normal as his gaze follows my waist up to my eyes and I subtly shake my head and offer a sad smirk. I hope he understands that I'm trying to say a thousand things at once. I'm saying: It's not like that, don't cause a scene, It's not worth it, I don't feel that way for him, I wish it was you, where are you two going, what are you going to do?
 
   Gabriel squeezes my side gently and my attention is stolen from Shadow. “--hear me? Hello?” Kaia says. 
 
   “O-oh sorry. I was just trying to see if everyone was out yet?” Yes, it comes out as more of a question than a statement and Gabriel frowns and looks to see what I might have really been distracted by. Hopefully he doesn’t figure it out, but I don’t dare look back to see.
 
   “Never mind, you missed it and now you will just have to wonder what I said forever,” she says in a sing-song voice with her hands on her hips.
 
   I roll my eyes. “Oh no! Anything but that! What ever will I do?” I put my hand to my forehead for dramatic effect.
 
   She glares at me and we all start walking. Gabriel's arm is still around my waist and I nonchalantly look around, but I don't see Shadow and Lilith anywhere. I feel a pang in my chest as my thoughts stray to where they might have went and an unwelcome feeling of jealousy seeps inside me. Oh, now! How inconvenient. I work to swallow a lump that seems too large for my throat as I head toward my suite with the wrong boy.
 
   *~*~*~*~* 
 
   We open the large wooden door with the fancy eye scanner and the boys are both still standing there jaw open, when we turn around to see if they're coming.  
 
   “Pretty cool huh?” I ask.
 
   “Cool. Yeah.” Gabriel looks around with an astonished expression.
 
   “I think these are your clothes over here, Wraith!” Kaia exclaims from the closet. 
 
   “Really?” Wraith walks over to her to check it out. “They must have known the matches already because these are definitely mine. I'm guessing Gabe's are in Alexia's closet?” 
 
   Gabriel walks into our room and finds the closet. I follow him in there and now unfamiliar weapons fill up the metal display case built into the side wall of the closet. 
 
   “Those weren’t here before,” I say.
 
   “These are my size clothes and it looks like they have all my Guard toys too, what about yours, Wraith?”
 
   Wraith and Kaia open their display case and it's empty. “Well, I'm not the Captain so I guess I don't get anything,” he says smugly.
 
   “Watch it, Commander or I’ll send you to the fire pit,” Gabriel jokes.
 
   Wraith just shrugs his beefy shoulders. “Yeah, whatever.”
 
   “Well I guess it's settled then? We'll take this room and that's yours?” Kaia asks.
 
   We nod and agree, mumbling different version of 'yes' simultaneously.
 
   Gabriel scans our room and his gaze stops on the balcony door with the view to the setting sun, “What time is it?”
 
   “It's ten till eight,” Wraith answers, gazing at his watch.
 
   “What should we do the rest of the night?” I ask, looking at everyone.
 
   “Duh, party!” Kaia exclaims. “I snuck some Angelspark in my suitcase. My older sister gave it to me as a goodbye present!” She smiles mischievously. 
 
   I cross my arms. “Oh gods, you don't know what you've gotten yourself into, Wraith.” Poor guy.
 
   “Excuse me!” she says with a false attitude. “I don't know why you're such a wet blanket, Alexia, but you better dry off!” 
 
   Embarrassed for Gabriel to think I'm a 'wet blanket', I rush to defend myself with something witty and fail miserably. “I am not a wet blanket. I'm just respectful of the rules. You know, the ones that say you aren't supposed to drink Angelspark until you're twenty one?”
 
   “Now, now ladies. Settle down. We've only been with you two for like thirty minutes and at this rate I'm going to need two bottles of Angelspark,” Wraith jokes and Gabriel bursts out laughing.
 
   “I know how you two can settle this,” Gabriel says seriously. “You can kiss and make up!” The boys both die of laughter. Kaia smiles and shakes her head like she doesn’t know what to do with them, and I’m still standing here feeling like I’ve missed the punch line.
 
   So help me, gods. Shadow is not nearly this irritating. But don't think about him or what he's doing with Lilith right now.
 
   --Pop--
 
   I am the unfortunate figure in the room that just got splattered with Angelspark fizz. Yes, that’s me. Lovely. 
 
   Kaia takes a giant swig of the highly alcoholic, highly forbidden drink and passes it to Wraith. He also takes a giant swig, and then one more to chase it. On around the circle it goes to Gabriel who grabs it from Wraith and offers it to me. He tisks at Wraith shaking his finger. “Ladies first,” he says. 
 
   “Ah...” I try to decide what I should do, surely not the right thing, especially after my record so far today. “Hand it here,” I huff. Peer pressure is a bitch. 
 
   “I knew you'd see things my way, eventually,” Kaia says, satisfied.
 
   Instead of acknowledging her I tilt my head back and gulp. One. Two. Three. I wish counting to three didn’t remind me of Shadow. Why does everything remind me of him? Why do I think about him so much? I don't even know the guy that well and he has me wrapped around his finger. Does he feel it too?
 
   “Dang girl, slow down! You trying to get yourself sick?” Gabriel asks. “Either that or you’ve done this before,” he looks at me suspiciously.
 
   I feel like I have swallowed acid. My tongue burns and the putrid drink burns down my throat. Why would anyone drink this stuff for fun?
 
   “Ugg! This stuff's poison!” I screech.
 
   Laughs erupt around the room. “I guess that answers my question,” Gabriel replies. He tips the despicable bottle back and swallows four giant swigs. “Whew!” he yells and squinting an eye and scrunching up his face. “Stuff's strong, that's for sure!” He pounds a fist into his chest. I’m not sure why.
 
   “Stop hogging the good stuff; hand it here,” Kaia demands. 
 
   Kaia starts round two and my head is spinning by the time it gets back to me, so I refuse it. I feel warm and tingly, and a lot less inhibited. My tongue and throat are no longer raw from the ‘acid’; instead they feel numb, just like the rest of my body. This stuff works really well. If I'm feeling this way from a few sips, I worry for my friends. They may be crawling to their beds after this and passing out.  
 
   After a few minutes the noise level in our condo has increased significantly and it's mostly from laughter. My friends, I guess Wraith and Gabriel are now my friends, are acting pretty stupid, swaying on their feet and laughing at each other’s stupid jokes. I decide to go to my room and shut the doors. Gabriel doesn't seem to notice when I walk off but Kaia shakes her head at me disappointingly. She's acting really strange lately, like she's mad at me or something. I'll talk to her about it tomorrow and see what's going on, I decide.
 
   I go the huge master bathroom to brush my teeth, and I stop when I see my reflection in the brightly lit gold mirrors. It's a blurry representation of a brunette with light blue eyes. I rub my eyes with my fists and try to refocus but it's no use. That stupid Angelspark has messed with my entire body. I dim the light because it's starting to make my sensitive eyes water. I search the bathroom drawers for a toothbrush. Bingo! In the drawers to the right there are two toothbrushes, one is pink and one is blue. How stereotypical is that? Just because I'm in the mood, I pick the blue one up and use it, leaving Gabriel with the pink one. I smile to myself for a job well done. After brushing my teeth and rinsing my mouth of that awful drink, I go to the closet to find some pajamas. I look through all of the hanging clothes, the folded clothes, and the ones in the drawers. No! Surely this is not happening to me on top of everything else today. All these tiny little translucent, lacy things are not nightgowns. I stand here dumbfounded. I can't decide if this means that I'm sleeping in my jeans or something else I haven't come up with yet. I pick up the least provocative one that I can find. It's black with lace trimmings, but at least it's not see-through. It's got spaghetti straps and it seems long enough to reach my thighs. Maybe. This is the one I will grudgingly wear, I decide. However, something in the back of the drawer reflects the light as I am about to step into the lacy scrap of material and I do a double take. It's hot pink and black with embellishments that look like diamonds. Ooh pretty. I pull out the sparkly material from the back of the drawer. It's a bikini top with a very risqué, small bottom piece. There is no way I would ever even dare to wear this, but I hold it out in front of me, appraising it. The door opens swiftly, startling me and I whip my head towards the offender. Gabriel stops with one foot mid-air, eyes locked on the sparkly little scrap of an outfit I have held up.
 
   “Uh, sorry--” he stumbles on words, scratching his head, “I should've knocked... I didn't mean-- I didn't know--” he clears his throat. Splotches of red are showing up on his neck and cheeks. I'm not sure if it's because he's got Angelspark in his system or because of what he sees me holding.
 
   “Oh, no. It's fine.” I dismiss the silly thought with a swat of my hand. “No. I wasn't- this is not something I would wear. I was wondering whose- well what it was doing in here.” I turn and stuff it back in the tiny drawer. I would lock it and throw away the key if I could, but there is no lock. 
 
   “It's fine if you were, or whatever,” he coughs. “Fine either way.”
 
   “I bet so,” I smile, jokingly.
 
   He grins so wide he shows dimples I've never seen and looks down. He shoves his hands in his pockets and shrugs his shoulders. “So apparently Wraith and Kaia are going to bed, I guess it's late.”
 
   “Yeah I think so, my eyes are so heavy right now it feels like lead weights are tied to them,” I say.
 
   He looks at the bed and then darts his glance somewhere else, seeming embarrassed. “Well, I guess we'll go to bed then, my head is spinning like a top.”
 
   I can tell he's buzzed because he laughs like a dork after everything we say. I nod my head and hold up the black nightgown I have balled in my fist. “I'm just going to change into some pajamas.” 
 
   “Alright, sounds good,” he replies.
 
   After I come out of the bathroom, he is standing next to the bed in a pair of black cotton pants with a white, angel emblem sewn on the pocket. He folds the comforter and sheet back and smiles sweetly at me. Now that we're away from people again, I have a sneaking suspicion that he's going to be that sweet Gabriel from the Arrangement Ceremony. I walk lightly over to the opposite side of the bed and slide in, pulling the covers back as I lay my head on an unfamiliar pillow. He punches the side of his pillow to fluff it a few times as I try to reposition my head for a comfortable spot. 
 
   “Here,” he says offering me his fluffed pillow.
 
   I lift my head up to switch with him. “Thanks, Gabriel.”
 
   He nods. “You can call me Gabe if you want to. It's what my family calls me.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Gabe,” I smile.
 
   He slides in bed next to me and neither of us says anything. The only sound in the room is the sound of our breathing. I try desperately to breathe quietly but no matter what I try it’s just too quiet in here to work. He turns the reading lamp on his bed-stand off and we lay in blessed darkness. I shut my eyes and relax because it feels so good to finally lie down and rest my body. When I open my eyes again they have adjusted and I can see fairly well thanks to the pale moonlight streaming in through the curtains.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” His voice is very quiet.
 
   “Of course,” I whisper.
 
   “Do you think you'll be happy-” he pauses, “with me?”
 
   Shocked, I take a moment to fumble through my thoughts. After putting something that may resemble a complete sentence together in my head, I turn to look at him.
 
   “I don't know. I think you're great, Gabe. I know I am extremely lucky, in the words of your father, to be vowed to you. Even you know how popular you are,” I smile. “So it's nothing against you, but I’ve always thought that all of these rules and how they control us are unfair. I wonder what it would be like if it wasn't forced. Do you ever wonder what it would be like if-- if we chose?” My voice started out normal but by the end of my question it was barely a whisper.
 
   He turns onto his side to look at me. “Yes, I have wondered that since Dad started the domain,” he says, eyes wide.
 
   “Really?” I ask, shocked. “If even the Overlord’s son wonders about it then I am sure angels everywhere have thought about it. Unfortunately, nothing is going to happen unless we all come together.”
 
   “Yeah, but that'll never happen. The risks are too great and we'd never find enough Angels to stand with us because they’re all too scared. I doubt they even feel that way anyways. Honestly, I thought I was the only rebellious one,” he winks. 
 
   I smile without showing my teeth because he just has this really sweet look on his face. His elbow is propping his head up and the light coming in the window behind him makes it looks like a halo around his head. Gabe is a great example of a perfect angel. Everything about him screams “angel”, so it’s kind of funny to me that this is happening. I snort finding it mildly funny and ironic.
 
   “What’s so funny?” he asks.
 
   “Nothing,” I say, unconvincingly. I can’t stop smiling.
 
   “You know, I can already tell when you’re lying,” he smirks. 
 
   “Well I guess that’s kind of a good thing since angels aren’t supposed to lie.”
 
   “Just because we aren’t supposed to doesn’t mean it’s right. We aren’t supposed to do a lot of things that we’ve already done,” he smiles showing straight white teeth now. “See if you can tell if this is the truth or not…” he pauses and I nod. “I told my dad he better put me with the smartest angel in the Domain.”
 
   “Hmm,” I think on it for a second. “False,” I say confidently.
 
   His eyebrows draw down. “How did you know?” he asks.
 
   “Well, honestly it’s because I think you seem to care more about looks than wits.” 
 
   He looks at me for a second not saying anything. “Well I can tell you think highly of me.” His voice has an undertone of sarcasm. 
 
   “It’s not that I don’t. I just don’t guess I know you well enough. So what did you ask your dad then?” 
 
   “I didn’t ask him anything, I just left it to chance,” he says, numbly. 
 
   His tone suggests he doesn’t want to talk about it anymore so I don’t. We lay here facing each other but avoiding each other’s gaze. Just as I’m starting to feel uncomfortable he asks me another question.
 
   “Okay, here’s another one: I was hoping to be vowed to Angelina.”
 
   I visualize all of the girls that follow him around like lost puppies and only one stands out. I think she’s beautiful and I’ve caught his gaze lingering on her more than a few times. “True,” I say pretty sure I’m correct. I am also acting like I’m not jealous about it, and I’m not sure if I’m doing a good job or not. Neither am I sure if I really am jealous or not.
 
   “Definitely not true,” he says, seeming disgusted. 
 
   I cock my eyebrow, not believing his gusto in that remark. I want to point out all the times I’ve noticed him staring at her, but I don’t want him to know I was watching him like he was watching her.
 
   “Okay, well then who?” I ask. I’m genuinely curious to know.
 
   Either he doesn’t want to tell me or he is deciding whether or not to, but I know he has an answer. He thinks he knows me so well in such a short time but I know him too. He looks sideways when he is thinking but he will look you in the eyes if he knows something. Right now he keeps his eyes locked on mine. I grow more and more curious by the second and just as I want to grab onto his shoulders and shake the answer out of him he speaks.
 
   “You.”
 
   ::Crickets chirping outside::
 
   I swallow and wonder if he hears it, because it sure is loud to my ears. His hand drifts to my cheek and he tucks a stray piece of hair behind my ear. 
 
   “Say something,” he whispers, “anything. Who did you hope to be with?”
 
   Shadow is the first thing that comes to my mind but he’s not welcome here. I try to push him out of my thoughts before Gabriel can see. 
 
   “I was hoping it would be you,” I say quietly. I look him straight in the eye this time because I can’t afford for him to know this is a lie too. 
 
   We don’t say anything else. I wonder if he thinks I’m lying again or not. I lie back down on my pillow and turn over. He cuddles up to me with an arm under my pillow, holding my hand, and his other hand rubbing my shoulder. Not long later, the rubbing has stopped, his breathing is steady, and I know he’s asleep. The last thing I remember is closing my eyes and seeing Shadow’s face.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_11_The_Prophecy]*~*Chapter 11-The Prophecy*~*
 
   The smell of cinnamon and something sweet wakes me up. When I open my eyes I catch Gabe sitting a tray of breakfast down on my bedside table. 
 
   “I was trying not to wake you,” he says, “but good morning.”
 
   He is dressed in a white t-shirt and black athletic pants, but he must have taken a shower before cooking breakfast because his hair is still wet and he smells like soap.
 
   “Mmm. Did you cook this?” I reach for the cinnamon roll.
 
   “Of course. Wraith and Kaia are still asleep, but even if they weren’t; Wraith can’t even boil water. I don’t know about Kaia.” 
 
   “Oh, she’s never had to cook a thing in her life. She’s probably afraid she would break a nail,” I snicker with my mouth full. It’s probably not very attractive but I’m so hungry that I don’t care. “This is really good! Thanks for breakfast, Gabe.” 
 
   “You’re welcome, babe. It’s just one of my many talents,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows with a goofy grin on his face. 
 
   I giggle a little at his geeky expression. I like this side of him. He is making this easier after all; maybe I can be happy with him.
 
   A knock on the door causes us to pause and say, “Come in,” in unison. We glance at each other and I laugh. He smiles warmly at me laughing. 
 
   Kaia opens the door slowly; just enough to sneak her head through the space between and look at us with an “all-knowing” grin. In this case, she doesn’t know as much as she thinks she does.
 
   “Hellooooo,” she drawls. “I hope I’m not interrupting any—hey that’s so not fair! I didn’t get breakfast in bed,” she folds her arms and pouts her bottom lip.
 
   Gabe doesn’t even laugh. In a half-way serious voice he says, “Well that’s because Wraith isn’t as good of a guy as I am. You got jipped when it comes to fiancé’s. Sucks to be you,” he makes a clucking noise with his tongue, like uh uh uh. He winks and says he’s just kidding but that Wraith honestly can’t cook. “You’ll just have to teach him and then he can bring you breakfast in bed.”
 
   She scowls as him and looks to me before a grin slowly spreads on her face. I’m not even guilty of anything and I feel my face turn red. 
 
   “After you finish eating your breakfast in bed do you want to go down to the library with me?” she asks. “We have a lot to catch up on and I’m looking for a manuscript too.”
 
   I reach for my glass of orange juice and nod and then look at her over the rim of my glass. She narrows on eye at me, “Alright. Well I’ll meet you in the living room in an hour?”
 
   I put it down, swallow and say, “Yeah that sounds fine.”
 
   Now that I can finally think and my face is cooling down, I wonder why she needs to look for a manuscript. Kaia hates reading.
 
    
 
   *~*~*~*~*
 
   “I was about to come back in for you but I didn’t want to disturb you two. I thought I said an hour, not an hour, twenty two minutes, and forty five seconds,” Kaia taps her watch face pretending to scold me.
 
   “Sorry,” I say. “I had to shower and it takes forever to dry my hair. Then I went to find something to wear and have you looked in my closet? They want me to play pretty, pretty, princess just for a casual stroll to the library. The clothes they gave me are ridiculous! And you don’t even want to know the kinds of things they put in my pajama and underwear drawer.” I shake my head and wear a shocked expression to add to my melodramatic show.
 
   “Well you look fine in that sundress. I don’t even think I’ve ever seen you wear a dress,” she says, tapping her finger on her chin.
 
   “No, I don’t feel comfortable in them,” I reply. “Where did you get those jeans and tank top? Do you want to trade closets with me?” I ask, whining. “I think they got us confused.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe. I’ll have to check yours out when I get back. Let’s get out of here already,” she says, already opening the door to leave.
 
   She doesn’t speak to me the whole way out of the Aerie, but when we reach the sidewalk she finally slows down and sighs with relief.
 
   “So how was your night though, honestly?” she asks.
 
   “It was good. I slept good. We talked a little before we went to sleep. I think he’s a pretty good guy. I’m lucky to have been vowed to him.”
 
   “Lucky doesn’t even compare to what you are, girl!”
 
   I sigh. “So I’m told, even by his father.” I glance at her. “But Wraith seems pretty awesome too…”
 
   “Yes, he is, he is that,” she keeps nodding her head and dazing at the ground. 
 
   “Kaia…?” I put inflection on the end of her name as if she’s a little girl who just got caught doing something wrong.
 
   She bites her lip to stop her smile but it doesn’t fool me. I know her way too well.
 
   “Okay,” I say. “Spill the beans.”
 
   She huffs, conceding to my demand. “Well, we were pretty intoxicated off of the Angelspark right?”
 
   I nod. Although, I don’t think pretty intoxicated quite describes the situation. It was more like completely wasted. 
 
   “Yes, okay…” I urge her on.
 
   “We pretty much stumble into the room and he takes off his shirt and flops onto the bed. I guess I was ogling him because he told me to wipe the drool off of my mouth. I thought that was the funniest thing I’d heard and I laughed for like five minutes straight. It’s embarrassing, remembering how stupid I was acting.”
 
   “Okay...” I use hand motions to get her to the good stuff.
 
   “Well he patted the bed beside him and I went over there and sat down. My head was spinning too bad to sit up, so I just lay back with him. We’re both laying there looking at the ceiling and he tells me how glad he is that it was me, because he’s had a crush on me since he saw me at orientation! Eeek!” she screeches and claps her hands excitedly.
 
   I roll my eyes, “Okay, that’s good and all, but get to the point here Kia!” I’m not patient.
 
    “Fine,” she huffs. “At that point my head was swimming with warm fuzzies and I felt really good. The next thing I know he kisses me and I am kissing him back. We kissed for a really long time,” she emphasizes. “And-some-other-stuff-too,” she mumbles really fast, really low. “He is really strong too, I mean he has an eight pack and his arms are rock solid. If I wasn’t so hammered, he would have made me feel insecure. Luckily, I didn’t even think about it.”
 
   Everything she’s told me only amps up my curiosity and I feel like there’s more to this little fiasco. “Kaia, are you leaving out something? You might as well tell me because if not I’m just going to assume. And you know what that does.”
 
   Now she rolls her eyes at me. “Fine. I guess you could say we…” she mumbles something I can’t hear at all.
 
   “Excuse me.” I put my hand up to my ear.  “I didn’t catch that. What did you say?”  I’m smiling from ear to ear.
 
   “I said, I guess you could say we are officially bonded.” She crosses her arms and purses her lips. Then she slowly smiles. “Gods! I think you need a hearing aid.”
 
   “Well, I guess you don’t have to wait another month now.” I smile. “So how is it to be bonded? Can you really talk to each other when you’re not together? Can you hear his thoughts?” I’m so excited for her, and curious for me.
 
   We reach the library and she pulls open the door for me. “Well I’m not sure because he’s been sleeping since it happened and last night we were drunk.” She smiles nostalgically. “But I’m happy. Inside here we have to whisper, so I will tell you the rest later. I can’t wait to hear what really happened with you last night.”
 
   “We didn’t do anything like that, I told you already,” I hiss.
 
   “Yeah, and I. don’t. believe. you,” she whispers back roughly, pausing after each word.
 
   I am going to strangle her with my bare hands. “What book are you looking for anyways?” I ask. Yes, good change of subject as well.
 
   “Well, technically it’s a manuscript because it’s so old, but whatever. Wraith was telling me about some prophecy that the Overlord has his panties in a wad over. He says he’s making everyone in the Guard really buckle down and practice for hours every day. Wraith thinks he’s getting ready for a war or something.”
 
   She continues walking through the library, looking for the right aisle. She leads me around so many corners that I am lost and I wonder how she knows where she’s going.
 
   “Really? That’s crazy! What is the prophecy about then?”
 
   She glances at me sideways. “You can’t speak a word of this anywhere. It could get us killed for conspiracy, same to Wraith. You should really ask Gabriel about it anyways, he’s the Overlord’s son.”
 
   I nod, “The prophecy says…?”
 
   “Oh yeah, well it talks about creatures breeding with different kinds, and one will rise up to overthrow the leader of the new world. It says he’ll be like, the strongest kind to ever exist and he’ll lead all of the different kinds and half-breeds in a war against everyone.”
 
   “So it’s a he? And is he good or bad?” I wonder.
 
   “Well I’d be scared of him if he’s a half-breed anyway. Not to mention that he’s supposed to overthrow your husband’s dad and wage a war. Plus, he’s stronger than anyone else. Ever. I mean what if he’s evil you know?” We’ll have no hope,” she whispers harshly. 
 
   I think about this, picturing another war and what it could mean for our race. We may not survive this time. 
 
   “I’ll ask Gabriel if he has heard about it or anything,” I whisper.
 
   “I know he’s heard of it. Wraith says they talk about it all of the time, not to mention he’s the Captain of the Guard and he’s been preparing them for war, like I said.” 
 
   Surely it’s not hurt that infiltrates my system at this very moment. I don’t care that Gabriel hasn’t said anything to me about this. Right? But Wraith told Kaia. (Insert pouty lip now) After all, I don’t even feel the same way for Gabriel that he feels for me, so why do I feel upset?
 
   “Here it is,” Kaia whispers. She pulls the manuscript off of the shelf and opens it to the first few pages. “I really hope there’s a table of contents,” she says and I agree, because it’s about four inches thick.
 
   She flips through the book for about ten minutes while I stand here thinking about what other secrets Gabriel doesn’t share with me. I really hate that I’m starting to care, because this isn’t something I should be worried about right now. We don’t even know each other that well, but I find myself envying what Kaia and Wraith already have: trust, companionship, a bond.
 
   “Alexia…I think I found something!”  She startles me from my musings. 
 
   I lean over to read what her finger point to: 
 
   …the half-ling shall riseth to lead the like-kinded and reform the path of thy future when the good and evil orphan bonds with thy goodness. For this shall strengthen the good and evil half-ling and raise powers such that thou hast never been. They will rise up a new nation, as one.
 
   “What the heck?”  
 
   “Can we check this out?” I ask.
 
   “No, you can’t check these out, they are supposedly the originals and they can’t risk anything happening to them.” 
 
   “Kaia, since when do you know so much about libraries? I thought you hated to read.”
 
   “I do, but my mom loved it. She has a whole library in the house and it was actually structured to be identical to this one. That’s how I know where I’m going in here,” she whispers.
 
   I feel like I don’t really know as much as I thought I did about my best friend. Today is turning out to be an awakening for me. I wonder why there are things I don’t know about my closest friend and new husband, when complete strangers like Shadow will trust me with their deepest, most important secrets. 
 
   “I think Wraith is awake,” Kaia pauses.
 
   “Why?” I ask.
 
   “Because he just asked me where I was…” she looks at me with a shocked and excited expression. “Through our bond.” She absolutely beams.
 
   As I follow Kaia out of the library and back to the Aerie, my mind is in another place, with another kind, another boy. And I’m beginning to wonder if that’s not where my heart is too.
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   Back in the room, the boys are practicing their swordsmanship with each other out on the terrace. A worrisome thought flitters through my mind at how dangerous that is since neither one has had their wings released yet. I don’t know what I would do if one of them fell, but I bite my lip and try not to worry.
 
   “Bout time you girls came back,” Wraith pants. “Although, I did enjoy our conversation on your walk back.” He winks at Kaia.
 
   I thought she seemed distant on our walk back and now I see why. I tried making conversation with her a few times but she was lost in thought and didn’t reply, so we just quietly walked side by side after that. 
 
   Gabriel walks over towards me and smiles a sweet, caring smile. “I missed you, don’t leave me with him anymore,” he cants his head towards Wraith. “I don’t know how many times I have to best him with the sword before he learns who gives the orders and who takes them.” 
 
   Wraith hugs Kaia while he shoots Gabe the bird behind her back and I snicker. I’m never bored with them around.
 
   “So while you were gone I was informed that we’re scheduled for our flight lesson in…” Gabe pauses to check his watch.  “In an hour!” He takes my hand and kisses it like a prince would kiss a princess. I’m happy to say that chivalry really isn’t dead.
 
   “Really?” I squeak, trying to sound excited and not nervous. But I am nervous. I don’t know how I am going to play this to where he doesn’t realize that I have already released my wings. 
 
   “Yeah, my dad pulled a few strings. I guess there are a few perks to your dad being the Overlord,” he says.
 
   “Uh…yeah, I guess so,” I say sarcastically. “I would say that my fiancé has some connections anyways.” 
 
   He winks at me and smiles, so genuinely happy to be able to do something for me. I feel just a little bad hiding this from him. Secrets are already coming between us, thanks to me.
 
   We all make small talk for about thirty minutes, then Gabe says we should go to the room and put our flying gear on. 
 
   “What color are you going to put on?” he asks.
 
   “Probably white,” I say. I don’t want to wear the blue one for him too. It has special meaning to me now.
 
   “That’ll look beautiful on you,” he says as he pulls out a black one.
 
   I don’t even try to resist my smile. “Thanks,” I say bashfully.
 
   “It’s just the truth. Are you nervous?”
 
   “Ah yeah, I’m not so sure this is going to go well,” I say. And that’s the truth, because I don’t know if I can pull this off.
 
   “You know I won’t let anything happen to you.” He practically puffs out his chest as he says it. He has so much pride. He seems so confident that he honestly doesn’t even think it’s a possibility that he could fail; that something out of his control could happen. Pride cometh before the fall, they say. So his pride may be his downfall, but I really, really hope that is never the case.
 
   “Thanks, Gabe. It means a lot. You’re… really great, you know?”  And I mean it.
 
   He smirks and shrugs his shoulders, like he just can’t help being wonderful. He grabs the bottom of his white t-shirt and lifts it over his head, muscled rippling as he does it. I try to look away but all I manage is a slight turn of my head, my eyes still on him. It’s hard to fight this temptation when I know he wants me to look, but a small part of me feels like it’s betrayal to Shadow. I swallow the lump in my throat and force myself to turn around. I step into my white flying outfit and try my best not to remember when I did this last. I try to forget who was standing behind me that time, too, because this is not that time. I pull it up and put my arms through the holes, wondering how I’m going to fasten the straps in the back, when he grips my waist and startles me.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” his husky voice whispers in my ear. Goosebumps travel across my skin.
 
   “Oh, it’s okay,” I exhale. 
 
   “Here, let me help you,” he insists. His fingers are steady and gentle as he buckles the straps for me and runs his hand in between my shoulders, right where my wing muscles are. I involuntarily shiver and worry that my wings will burst out of my skin due to my lack of experience and control over my emotions. Fortunately, they stay inside my body. I wonder how Gabriel can be so masculine and strong and yet so gentile and soft. Is Shadow the same way? I don’t remember noticing. I remember how his hands were shaking and he was so timid and nervous when he touched me, but so was I. When Gabe touches me I feel hesitant and indecisive, but not nervous. Which way should it be? I wonder. Before I can figure out it, he twists me to face him.
 
   “Your skin is so soft,” he whispers looking down at me with half lidded eyes. He rubs my arms lightly as he stares intensely into my eyes and I can’t help but look away and swallow nervously. I don’t want to kiss him right now. I do want to kiss him right now. I don’t know what I want and I certainly can’t think with his face mere inches from mine and his breath tickling my cheek. I feel like I’m betraying Shadow, but it’s so much worse than that. It is Gabriel that I’m betraying. 
 
   “Where are you at right now?” he asks softly. I look back into his beautiful eyes now and they have changed. They no longer look sultry and dangerous, but now they are soft and sincere. Have I never truly noticed how unique his eyes are? They are so crisp and clear, like the sky on a cloudless day, yet deep as the ocean. They also hold secrets and his eyes are the windows into his soul, but I don’t yet know what I see. I do see that he knows what he wants, and it’s so simple for him. 
 
   “Nowhere,” I sigh. “I’m right here, with you.” 
 
   Whether he believes me or not, I guess I’ll never know, because then he shuts his eyes and closes the short distance between us. His lips are soft and gentle, just like the rest of him when he touches me. He smells of leather and something crisp and clean. For a second, I get lost in him and I forget the battle inside my mind. For once I just relax and let go. And it feels so good to do so. I know I’ll have to come back soon, but I feel so free right now, so lost. His kisses turn more urgent and he pulls me closer by my waist, moving his hand to that dip in my lower back. This catches my attention and brings me back to the present. For some reason, I want to pull away but I don’t know why and this confuses me even more as well as frustrates me. Every second that ticks by, his gentleness fades and is replaced by urgency. He backs me against my closet wall and presses himself into me so tightly that I struggle for a full breath. My hands somehow squeeze between us and I push back breaking the kiss.
 
   “Sorry?” he says, more of a question. He’s panting and seems confused, maybe a bit mad.
 
   “I—I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Sorry. You didn’t do anything wrong, it’s just—“
 
   “Just what?” he interjects, sounding angry.
 
   I gasp, startled at his complete attitude change. “I just don’t want to move too fast.” I slump my shoulders because I feel hopeless. I don’t know what I want and I think it’s beginning to show. I might lose Gabriel before I decide, and then I would be screwed. 
 
   “It’s just a kiss, Alexia, and we’ve been living together for three weeks now. Damnit, most of the angels have already sealed their bond!” He’s getting frustrated now. He rakes a hand through his hair and his abs flex, distracting me. He isn’t wearing anything from the waist up because that’s how the flying gear on a male is made. It distracts me seeing his chest pump up and down as he tried to catch his breath and calm down. I can almost feel the heat radiating off of him as well. He is a virile male, but I can’t say that I don’t like that.
 
   “Well I bet those that have don’t keep secrets from each other!” I retaliate. I close my eyes immediately wishing I hadn’t said that because I’m keeping secrets too. Sometimes I don’t think my brain filters things fast enough for my mouth to speak them.
 
   “Secrets? What is that supposed to mean? You think I’m hiding some big secret from you or something?” He throws his hands up like he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. “I’ve told you things I’ve never told anyone else!” He’s talking about our conversation from a few weeks ago, about possibilities of leaving and escaping and choosing who we want to be with.
 
   I press my lips into a flat line and narrow my eyes. “Well what about the prophecy? What about your father and what about the war that everyone thinks is going to happen? You haven’t told me any of that, and Wraith even told Kaia! I had to hear it from her!” I’m exasperated now but somehow I manage to lower my tone as close to normal as I can. “Talk about embarrassing, my husband’s dad is the Overlord and I’m clueless.”
 
    He sighs loudly. “I’m not hiding anything from you, Alexia, I just didn’t think to tell you. Honestly. And it’s kind of hard for Wraith to keep a secret with Kaia always fishing around in his mind.”
 
   “What?” I ask confused. “You mean—“
 
   “Yeah,” he cuts me off.  “I mean he didn’t tell her, she just figured it out. Actually the Guard is under strict orders not to mention anything; we don’t want to start an unnecessary panic on some old prophecy that probably isn’t true.” His mouth lifts up on one side. “But I would have told you. I would have told you if I had thought about it.”
 
   Great! Now I feel about this big (insert finger pinch with no space between the two.) “I’m sorry, Gabe. I’m just stressed and nervous and—and a whole bunch of emotions I don’t even know. But mostly, I’m really sorry.” 
 
   He grabs me for a hug and pats the back of my head, mumbling that it’s alright and not to worry. He tells me that we will take things as slow as I want and that even though it’s hard for him to resist me, he will try his best. This makes me blush and I kiss him on the cheek.
 
   “I guess we better get to our lesson,” he says.
 
   “Yeah, this should be interesting,” I say sarcastically, and I smile at him as he takes my hand and leads me out of the room.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_13_His_Wings]*~*Chapter 13-His Wings*~*
 
   There’s a landing on the tallest part of the wall, specifically made for the lessons. We have to ascend about 1900 steps to get to the platform and the wind vigorously whips at me, trying to throw me off balance. Several times Gabe grabs my arm to steady me and I am thankful. If I fell I would not fall to my death, but I would give myself away by showing my wings. Just that by itself would be my death sentence. We finally make it to the top, hand in hand, and I have to bend over and rest my hands on my knees to catch my breath. I feel embarrassed because Gabriel only releases one deep breath and then he is fine. I watch as he stands there, the wind blowing the little spikes of hair on his head.
 
   “This is amazing!” he exclaims. “This is what I love! Let’s get the party started, Cole!” he says as he slaps our instructor on the shoulder with affection. 
 
   “Indeed we will, Captain, just as soon as the wife catches her breath.” He smiles tightly at Gabe. They both look at me and I stand straight again, breathing in as much air through my nose and out my mouth as possible. 
 
   “I’m fine now, thanks.” I sound weak, and very unconvincing. Plus I don’t really like being called, “the wife” because I am not a thing, I am someone and I have a name.
 
    Gabriel closes the distance between us and grabs my hand again, leading me to the edge of the concrete platform. He nods at Cole that we’re ready to begin.
 
   “Alright, there are a few things you need to know. I will explain the process of the wing release mechanism and what needs to be done in order. Also, I will be jumping with you to ensure nothing goes awry in the event such that things do not go properly.”
 
   “Wait a minute. Did you say jump?” Gabriel asks and I smile inside. I guess everyone is a little unsure of themselves when looking down fifty stories and knowing you are going to step right off into that abyss. Mr. Cole explains everything to Gabriel and I that Shadow already explained to me. What to do, the order to do them in, what to expect, and what helps. He says that he is going to release Gabriel’s wings and let Gabriel release mine. Gabriel nods and looks to me for…assurance? I give him a confident nod and a sure smile. He turns to face the edge where Mr. Cole has already released his rather small, white wings waiting on Gabe. Compared to Shadow’s wings, his are miniscule, maybe even less than half of their size. Even my wings are larger than Mr. Cole’s. I’m suddenly anxious to see Gabriel’s wings, wondering how large they will be and what they will look like. 
 
   I have never seen Gabriel nervous but right now I can tell that he is, and I touch his shoulder gently and give him a sure smile. Mr. Cole flutters his wings like a giant butterfly and ascends out in front of Gabriel. “When you’re ready, Captain.” He offers. 
 
   Trying to be brave, Gabriel wastes no time and leaps out toward Mr. Cole and out of my line of sight. I rush to the edge to look over and watch my husband’s first flight. It happens so fast I can’t believe it. Mr. Cole is diving downward with his wings in a point behind him to catch up with Gabriel who is trying to keep the aerodynamic position while falling a few stories every other second. Before I know it, Mr. Cole latches onto Gabe and places his hand along his spine in the middle of his shoulder blades. They are getting smaller and smaller to my eyes as they continue falling down. Just as I have to squint to see them, a big, beautiful, white pair of wings unfolds and I know they’re Gabe’s wings. 
 
   His wings are the most beautiful white wings I have seen. They are also the largest and from here I can’t tell if they’re bigger than Shadow’s wings or not. They are such a bright, pure, white color. From here his wings look longer than his body length. This reminds me of a bid I read about in a science book of extinct animals from before the war. The Wandering Albatross was the bird I remember as having a wingspan of about twelve feet, the largest that was known. I would say we have a new record for wingspan now. 
 
   The breathtaking white wings have escaped my vision now and I wait, with the wind still whipping at my hair and singing as it passes over this wall. I close my eyes and try to remember what my wings looked like but what appears behind my eyelids are sparkling, black wings of smooth gossamer. They haunt me in a beautiful way, just like the boy they belong to. Before I can reminisce on the little details, Gabriel startles by popping up from nowhere right in front of me.
 
   “Oh my gods! What. a rush!” he exclaims. He is breathing hard and my attention is brought to his muscular chest and his hard nipples. I realize that it’s not exercise that gets him pumped up, but instead I think it’s exhilaration.
 
   When I can drag my eyes away from his chest I’m immediately distracted by the white cashmere wings that are drooping on either side of him, right next our heads. They curl at the top into little points and wisps, unlike any I have seen. Curiously, I touch his right wing and it reminds me of a little piece of a cloud, so fluffy and soft. 
 
   He shivers and laughs, “that feels weird…but not bad.”
 
   I just smile back at a loss for words. Soon it will be my turn and the knowledge depresses me. My stomach tightens into knots and my heart rate increases. It’s going to have to happen so I should just get it over with. “Alright, my turn. Let’s do this.”
 
   “Are you nervous?” he asks.
 
   I raise my eyebrow, “Were you?”
 
   He winks at me. “Remember what I said about not letting anything happen to you.”
 
   Of course I do, how could I forget? Because I remember thinking how sure of yourself you were. ‘Pride cometh before the fall’ is one quote that comes to mind.
 
   “Yep,” I say, popping the “p”. I step around him and walk to the edge. He comes up behind me.
 
   “On your count,” he says.
 
   I smile. I don’t think I’m going to do the count with him. It’s kind of special. I turn my head and look back at him.
 
   “Where’s Mr. Cole?” I ask.
 
   “I’m here.” A prompt reply from my left. I’m not sure how long he’s been standing there but it doesn’t really matter to me. I nod.
 
    “I’ll be making the jump with you both, no worries,” he says.
 
   I nod again. I walk to the very edge and stare down into the clouds. I look over my shoulder at Gabe and smirk. Gabe lets go of my waist. 
 
   And then I jump.
 
   *~*~*~*
 
   Tonight I do not dream of my husband releasing my wings today. I do not dream of the guilt that I feel every time I looked at his proud, excited face after we both landed and examined each other’s new wings. I do not dream of the kiss he gave me there on the ground, or how he ran his hand down my wings and I shivered. I do not dream of our flight after he got the hang of flying, and the new experiences I shared with him in the sky as we held hands flying through the air. No. What I dream of is far off in the opposite direction. I dream that I have a pair of midnight colored wings and I’m lying at the bottom of a cliff, broken and in too much pain to move. I dream that I’m so thirsty and my mouth is so dry, but no matter how much I water I drink it never quenches it. This is the worst kind of nightmare. One in which I plead with myself to wake up, deep in the back of my mind. One in which my pleads are ignored. Faces flash before me that I don’t know, the faces of demons. Now I’m looking in the mirror watching blood run down my back in red rivulets as I begin to cut my wings from my back. Suddenly, I’m on my knees bawling into my hands. And then I see a familiar face. I see Lillith. The vein in her neck rises and pumps as blood passes through it. She tilts her neck to the side and my stomach cramps so bad I fall to the ground one hand holding it. She walks toward me and kneels in front of me baring her neck, causing an ache in my gums. Before I have time to question the dull ache, pain shoots through them and I taste blood in my mouth. It’s hard to recover from what feels like a razor blade cutting the sensitive tissue of your gums. Lillith cups the back of my head and eases me toward her neck. I’m so confused and alarmed but when my mouth touches her neck I instinctively bite. I can’t control my actions. My body is not my own. All I know is that the sweetest honey flows down my throat and I never want to stop drinking it. It relieves my stomach cramps and that horrid thirst that’s been slowly bringing me closer to death every day. “Shadow,” she calls me. “That’s enough.” But I don’t listen. I am greedy. I don’t want to stop. Something, a hand I think, comes between my mouth and her neck and forces me to release her. The sweet honey stops flowing when she pulls back a little to look at me. Then she pushes me on my back, coming toward me all cat like. My heart is thumping spastically and I can hear it in my ears. I’m so pumped up. Lillith crawls up between my body until she holds herself above me and slowly closes the distance. In my dream I want to kiss her but in the back of my mind I wonder if I’m going crazy. Just as I’m about to kiss her in my dream, I am woken up by someone shaking roughly.
 
   “Finally,” Gabe hisses.
 
   “I must have had a nightmare,” I say, confused.
 
   “Yeah, I would say. You kept screaming out like you were in excruciating pain.”
 
   “Hmm,” I wonder, rubbing my head. Why would I dream such a crazy ass dream? I think back to the little bit of Shadow’s story and bits and pieces of my dream all seem like bits and pieces of his story. Maybe I am just dreaming about his story? It’s just so weird and it seemed so real, me being him, living out his pain and pleasure.
 
   “What was it about?” he asks me.
 
   “I can’t remember now.” I lie, very un angel-like.
 
   He has a suspicious look on his face, like he doesn’t believe me. 
 
   “You don’t remember seeing anything really ugly that flies and shoots arrows do you?”
 
   “No. Why?” I ask, nervously, remembering the monster from the island that shot Shadow.
 
   “I’ll tell you, because we talked about keeping secrets, but you can’t mention a word of this, Alexia. Promise me.”
 
   “I promise,” I whisper.
 
   “There have been sightings of what’s known as the Hell Horde just outside the walls. They shoot poisonous arrows that glow, and they are reddish-black with cat-like tails. They don’t have physical eyes, as they’re from Hell. We think their eyes act like heat sensors, so it’s almost impossible to hide from them.”
 
   I didn’t know that. I guess Shadow and I are extremely lucky we were behind a waterfall. They must have not been able to sense our body heat because of the waterfall blocking the cave entrance.
 
   I yawn. “I don’t think it was about them, but I’ll tell you if I remember it,” I tell him. I need to talk to Shadow. If I really am dreaming his memories, this could mean something far worse than just having a nightmare. I won’t even think about what I really hope is not the case.
 
   “Alright Alexia, If I can do anything to help, I’m right here. I’m always right here,” he whispers as he lies back down behind me and cuddles up close. 
 
   I lay there until my heart slows down and his breathing becomes even. He’s asleep and I’m wide awake, because I am afraid if I fall asleep I will dream that Shadow decided to kiss Lillith. And that, for some reason, seems like it would really hurt.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_14_All_Dressed_Up]*~*Chapter 14-All Dressed Up~*~
 
   Time flies. I have been here for six weeks already. It’s hard to believe it really, it seems like six months. Gabriel has rolled over in his sleep to face away from me, no matter that he went to sleep holding me. He must be awake now because he slowly rolls back towards me, careful not to wake me. 
 
   “Good morning,” I say, without turning my head to look at him. I’m staring at the ceiling with my arms behind my head.
 
   He yawns at the same time he tries to reply and it sounds something like, “ood warie.”
 
   “Did you have any more nightmares?”
 
   “No, thank the gods.” I don’t tell him I didn’t get much sleep. I just lied here until the sun rose, afraid to go back to sleep. Afraid to see what would happen if I did and what else I might see, like kissing, or worse.
 
   “Well that’s good,” he smiles. “So there is a celebration ball tonight, and everybody who’s anybody will be there. I was thinking it would be fun if you wanted to go. It would mean a new dress,” he wiggles his eyebrows.
 
   I’ve never been to a dance; I’ve never even danced with a boy. This is when we’re supposed to try new things; this is supposed to be the time of my life. I decide that I will go, whether or not I want to.
 
   “Sounds like it could be fun. Are Kaia and Wraith going?” I ask.
 
   “They are,” he winks. “So we’re in?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, “Definitely.”
 
   “Great!  I will call our advisor and tell him to bring up enough dresses for you and Kaia to try on.”
 
   “Thanks Gabe.” I try to show my gratefulness by leaning over and giving him a kiss on the cheek, but he’s sneaky and in a playful mood, so he snuck his lips to mine before I could even land one on his five o clock shadow. Ug, ‘shadow’. I will not think of Shadow right now.
 
   He gets dressed and walks out of the suite before I get two feet on the floor. I look around for my slippers with the clouds on them and find one peeking out from underneath the bed and one flipped over at the foot of the bed. This is going to be a long day, I can already tell. 
 
   I brush my teeth, fix my hair in a sloppy up-do, pull on a fancy yellow sundress and look for some shoes. Before I slip either foot into the yellow wedge sandals, Kaia bursts through the doors as if she owns the place.
 
   “Hello dahling!” She flops her hand in mock prissiness. “Oh! That dress is so cute!”
 
   “And it’s almost as cute as it is uncomfortable,” I add.
 
   “I know, it’s not fair how we have to suffer to look so good,” she says in all seriousness. “Anyways, I come bearing gifts…” she mumbles, walking back to my doors and grabbing a cart full of beautiful ball gowns.
 
   My breathe hitches.
 
   “We’re lucky we wear the same size because they gave us so many to choose from. I personally love the pink one, so I hope it’s okay with you if I call dibs.”
 
   “Yeah, I have enough pink in my closet anyways.” I know Shadow will probably be there, and I really want to impress him for some reason. I know it’s not right that I don’t think about wearing something sparkly or white for Gabriel, but I am going to have to go with something bold and daring. I just can’t help myself. Red, something whispers across my mind. Red isn’t really a color angel’s wear, and for whatever stupid reason that is, it matters not to me. I want a red dress.
 
   We both start rummaging through the dresses. There are blue ones the color of the sky, green ones, silky ones, frilly ones, yellow ones, a few pink ones, a dozen white ones, some cream colored ones, and one red one. I cross my fingers that I will like the red one. I don’t want frilly and you never know if a dress is going to fit your body shape. I slowly and anxiously work my way to that red dress, not really paying any attention as I look through these other ones. I grab the red one. I pull it out and it’s breathtaking. I will be so lucky if it fits well. Either that or it is just meant to be, which makes me even more excited.
 
   “Red, Lexi?” she seems very unsure. “Don’t you think it’s a little dark? I think it might have been left in there from the demons dresses or something,” she muses.
 
   “It’s actually kind of perfect. It’s the mood I’m in. I’ve never worn red and I’m ready to branch out, Kaia. Aren’t you tired of the same old same old? I’m just over the traditions and stereotypes. I’m ready to change things.
 
   “Well, I guess so. If it’s what you want then I guess I can’t say anything. But what do you think Gabriel will think about it? You know you also have his reputation to uphold…and that’s all I’m saying. His dad may be there, who knows?”
 
   Ug. I don’t really care. What Kaia doesn’t realize is that they aren’t really giving us free will to make our own decisions. Not even about these dresses. They give us the colors that they want us to wear, and none of the ones they don’t. Either way we will be wearing what they want us to wear, whether it’s pink or white. I know I’m going to draw attention when I show up in a dark color, but it was on the cart and there’s nothing they can do about it.
 
   She takes three pink frilly dresses over to my privacy screen and starts changing into them. I take my one red dress to the bathroom and cross my fingers hoping it fits. Inside, I hastily fling the stupid sundress over my head and throw it rodeo style somewhere behind me. I pick up the dress. It’s really heavy because it’s made up of tiny black and red beads and sequins. It doesn’t reflect the light like a bright disco ball though; instead it’s more of a dark red ruby, and black marble. I flip it over to look for the zipper to find there isn’t one. I groan loudly when I see that it’s all lace up.
 
   “What? It’s bad isn’t it?” Kaia pessimistically asks.
 
   “No,” my voice echoes through the bathroom. “It’s just the whole thing is lace up. I’m going to need some help in here.”
 
   “Alright, I want to show you this dress anyways. Just a sec.” she replies.
 
   I unlace all of the straps and pull it over my head. It has a heart-shaped neckline and it laces up both of my sides and the back, where it stops in a u-shape just above my butt. A knock sounds at the bathroom door.
 
   “It’s open, just come in,” I mumble sidetracked as I stare at this intricate dress in the mirror.
 
   The heavy gilt door groans on its hinges as she opens it and peaks around it. Her eyes are huge and for once she is speechless.
 
   “Wow,” she whispers. “I think that is the one for you.”
 
   I smile bashfully.
 
   “Here,” I say as I turn my back to her so she can start lacing me up.
 
   After she laces the back up, the dress fits snugly and hugs my body in all the right places, showing off what few curves I have. It’s a little too tight for my chest and I’m not sure if I can breathe, but I just tell myself that I will get used to it. It’s not any worse than these stupid sundresses.
 
   “Oww owww, Alexia!” she cat calls. “I didn’t know you had such nice assets. Can you give me some of that cleavage?” she jokes. She smacks my rump playfully.
 
   “Ouch!” I hiss. “Be serious for once Kaia!” I turn my right side to her and hold my arm up. “I don’t know if you’re going to be able to lace the sides up, but at least try,” I demand, hopefully.
 
   “Oh, I’m going to get it laced, no matter if I have to squeeze you two sizes smaller. You know, the humans used to wear girdles tighter than this all the time.”
 
   I raise an eyebrow. “How do you know?”
 
   She rolls her eyes at me. “I didn’t sleep through history class. The humans were my favorite discussion.”
 
   Finally, both sides are laced up and I can stand back and see the finished product. I think the humans were on to something because it makes my body look great. It’s amazing how a dress can make you feel so pretty. It’s beautiful and I feel so excited to show it off to everyone. I feel confident and anxious. It catches the light in all the right places when I move. It flaunts my curves by having the darker sequins shade them and red beads accent my bust and derrière. I turn sideways and it makes me look skinny right where a girl should be. This is definitely the one for me. 
 
   “Gabriel is a lucky guy! Now we have to find you some shoes to match that bad baby,” she says. “Oh, and what do you think?” she holds her hands and does a little turn for dramatic effect.
 
   In all my selfishness I didn’t even notice that she had on one of the pink fluffy dresses. She’s always dressed in some kind of fancy dress, so I didn’t pay much attention, and now I feel guilty. I hope I’m as good of a friend to her as she is to me. 
 
   “It’s awesome,” I say, smiling. And I mean it. You could put Kaia in a potato sack and she would look good. Especially if it was pink. This is one of those strapless numbers that has pink thread embroidered on it and cinches at the waist. From there it flows out in silky billows of material and gathers up under itself in three different tiers. “Absolutely beautiful.”
 
   “We’re going to be the prettiest girls there!” she shrieks excitedly.
 
   “Well, hopefully,” my grin widens.
 
   “So now all we need is shoes and an idea,” she puts her finger to her lip and thinks. “Hmmm.”
 
   “An idea?” I ask, unsure.
 
   “Yeah, you know, like what you’re going to be.”
 
   “Kaia, what are you talking about?”
 
   “I don’t think we’re on the same page here. It’s a costume ball…you know that right?” she asks.
 
   I freeze right where I’m at. “I most definitely did not know that.”
 
   “Oh.” She acts like it’s no big deal, and fluffs her hair one time. “Well, now you do.” She looks at me and smiles. “So…what are you going to go as? I would think the only thing you could go as in that dress is a demon.” She scowls.
 
   A demon? I chew on that thought for a second. If I went as a demon I could wear some fake fangs and do some sultry eye make-up and it would be perfect. Maybe Shadow would swoon over me if I was a demon for a night. I really want him to notice me; I’m practically desperate for it. But I wonder, would Gabriel be okay with me going as a demon? Decisions, decisions.
 
   “Well what are you going as?” I ask her
 
   “A fairy I think. I’m going to add some little pink wings. It’ll be so cutesy.”
 
   “Where could I find some fake fangs? What about shoes?” I ask.
 
   “Oh Lexi,” she laughs, “you’re going to need more than fangs to pull this off and make it the best. You’re going to need some tattoos, and some piercings, and maybe even red eyes. You know how much I love artwork so you just made my day!”
 
   I stand here staring at her, not sure if she’s serious about all this or just joking because she thinks I’m being an idiot to go as a demon.
 
   “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m serious! And I have the perfect shoes for your ensemble. We better get started on all this, because we only have a few hours before it starts.” She pulls her dress up a little so she can walk and prances over to her room as I follow.
 
   Inside her room she digs in her closet through the sea of heels and wedges until she finds a pink pair. “Ah, perfect!” she exclaims.
 
   I don’t want to seem rude, but what is she thinking? Those aren’t going to match my outfit at all.
 
   Without looking back at me she responds to my unanswered question just as I’m about to ask, “No, not for you, for me.”
 
   She digs a little more, she has to get on her knees and reach the very back corner of the closet. “These…” she mutters in the closet, “are for you.” She sits back on her rump outside of the closet and hands me a pair of lacy black platform pumps that lace up the ankle. They’re not too tall, probably only about four inches and some of my wedges are about six, so I think I can handle this, even though the heel is a skinny little stick. I picture walking in them and my ankles wobbling and I giggle a little bit.
 
   “What? You don’t like them?” she pouts.
 
   “They’re perfect.”
 
   “Alright, come here and let me draw some tattoos, do you have anything in mind?” she asks.
 
   I close my eyes and picture Shadow’s tattoos. He has a lot of tribal and swirls and I really liked that. “Just a lot of swirls and curly cues. Maybe some wings.” That gives me an idea. I want to put things on me that remind him of what we shared. “I want a waterfall, and…” I trail off trying to decide how to put some blood in there from when he took mine. “…and a drop of blood.”
 
   “Weird, Alexia, but okay, I’ll do it. Sit down.”
 
   She finds a sharpie marker and I sit in front of her. She unlaces my dress and I cover myself. We sit there for thirty minutes and she draws on my shoulder blades, my arms, and my neck. She’s taking her time, and I know that means she’s doing an awesome job. Kaia can really draw.  After about an hour she is finally finished and I stand up and walk to her mirror. 
 
   “Kaia, you are such an amazing artist.” I try my best to convey my sincerity through my voice. “It’s…” I almost say beautiful, but I glance at her in the mirror right before I say it and she has her face all scrunched up. Then I remember. I remember how we aren’t supposed to like demons or anything about them. Now that I look like one, with tattoos and the red dress, I know she is almost disgusted. “It’s really good, Kaia. Thanks.”
 
   She nods and gives me a tight lipped smile. “Okay, now for the teeth and piercings,” she motions me to follow her back to her closet.
 
   She digs in her drawers instead and comes back with some glue and jewels, and what looks like white nail polish but it’s in a small plastic square. 
 
   “What’s that?” I ask.
 
   “It’s liquid porcelain. I use it to make fake pearls and nails sometimes. I’m going to mold it onto your teeth and when it dries you’ll have your…fangs.” Her lip curls up at the word fangs, like she despises even the word.
 
   She works on me diligently for about thirty more minutes until I am all finished. 
 
   “There, all done! Luckily, I already made my wings because we have to leave in five minutes to meet Gabe and Wraith.”
 
   I step into the shoes, lace them, stand up, and let her lace my dress up again. Then I walk to the mirror and see it all for the first time. Wow, I do look like a demon. I love it. This is awesome, and I have to try not to wish I was a demon so I could be with Shadow. I have to remind myself of how much I love to fly. There is a small diamond glued to the side of my nostril and it shines in the light. I really like it. Also, there are swirls and curly cues down each arm, a drop of blood on my neck, which is perfect, and a waterfall on the back of one shoulder matched by gothic looking wings on the other.
 
   Kaia is putting on her shoes and wings right now. I stand here waiting and she comes over to me. “Turn around,” she orders.
 
   I turn. She twists my hair and sprays something, then scrunches it and clips it. She twists me back around and puts red lip stick on me. 
 
   “We’re going all the way here,” she smiles, “and who knew blood red looks good on you, Lexi.”
 
   I try not to blush but I think I fail. 
 
   She puts eye make-up, eye liner and mascara on me and we’re through. I’m ready to go to the ball and see Shadow, and I’m not ready to see Gabriel. What if he doesn’t like what I chose to go as?
 
   “Time’s up, Lexi. Let’s go meet up with the guys!”
 
   I take one last deep breathe and look in the mirror. I smile showing some fang. “Alright, let’s do this.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_15_The_Costume_Ball]*~*Chapter 15-The Costume Ball*~*
 
   We meet Gabriel and Wraith in the lobby of the Aerie. Wraith is dressed up as a Wraith, ironic I know. He’s wearing black leather pants and a tight black turtle neck with a cape and a weapons harness crisscrossing over his chest. 
 
   Gabriel stands next to him wearing a gray fur coat with a fur hat complete with wolf ears. He holds his arms out to me and I walk to him. When I get close enough, I notice two fang tips peeking out from his upper lip and his diamond pupils. He must be a shifter. It looks cute and it makes me smile. 
 
   “Wow, look at you,” he whistles. “You are the sexiest demon I have ever seen,” he says, sincerely.
 
   “You’re the most handsome wolf I’ve ever seen too,” I reply honestly. “Can you shift into anything else?”
 
   He scoffs. “I wouldn’t be a very good shifter if I couldn’t.” He reverses the gray fur coat and shows the other side. It’s orange and brown with a furry neckline made to resemble a lion.
 
   “That’s awesome!” I giggle. 
 
   He shrugs, “I thought it was pretty cool too.”
 
   “Kaia,” Gabriel nods politely. 
 
   She smiles back at him and embraces her man. “You boys look almost as good as we do, but let’s not be late!” She hustles us out the lobby doors and to the ball.
 
    
 
   *~*~*~*~
 
   ”If…you…don’t…know…me..by..nooooooowww,” Gabriel coos in my ear, singing along to the slow dance, “you will never, ever, ever know me…”
 
   My chest feels heavier and I have to work harder to pump oxygen into my lungs. He is obviously hinting to me that I know him as well as I am going to know him. What does this mean? Why is he telling me this? Does he know how hesitant I am about completing the bond? I’m sure he at least feels it, but he hasn’t pressured me to do it yet. His lips brush my cheek as light as a butterfly as we sway side to side in an intimate embrace.
 
   They decorated so beautifully. The dreamy setting makes me want to fall in love. They probably do this on purpose; everything has an underlying incentive with the authorities.
 
   Gabe clears his throat. “You look so…I don’t even know the word. ‘Beautiful’ is not an adequate word for describing you tonight.”
 
   “Oh,” I scoff. “I doubt that very much, but thank you.” I smile.
 
   There are at least two hundred people here tonight, and at least fifty couples are on the dance floor right now swaying to the love songs. I search for Shadow’s face in the sea of creatures every spare chance I get. I am trying to be as inconspicuous as possible, not wanting Gabe to wonder who I’m looking for. A few times he has looked where I was looking curiously.
 
   “You’re a good dancer.” I tell him.
 
   He holds me gently and matches his flow to mine perfectly. Looking at Wraith, I can tell Gabriel isn’t as robotic and he is a lot more graceful. I hear Kaia’s grunt once in a while and Wraith’s mutters of apology for stepping on her foot.
 
   “I can’t imagine being as graceful as you, Alexia, but I’m trying like hell.” His lips stretch into a grin showing those shifter fangs and my heart flips. Shadow. 
 
   He notices my scrunched facial expression and frowns. I think fast for an excuse. 
 
   “I guess we just complement each other like two peas in a pod.” My voice sounds dull even to my own ears.
 
   “Yeah, I guess we’re meant to be.” He kisses my forehead and I look away. I rest my head on his shoulder, avoiding him as much as I can when I’m in his arms. Why do I feel this way? Every time he tries to get closer I want to run away. Surely it’s frustrating him as much as it is me.
 
   He pulls me a little closer and nuzzles my cheek. He’s falling for me too fast and unfortunately that knowledge settles like a rock in my stomach.
 
   I scan the crowd again and something snags my attention. I do a double take to find what I thought might be black spiky hair and shirtless boy. Unfortunately, it must have been my imagination because I don’t see anyone with black spiky hair. Just as I give up and start to raise my cheek from Gabe’s shoulder, I see him. Yeah, and he sees me too. He turns sideways and squeezes through the crowd on the dance floor, all the while smirking at me. I was right, he isn’t wearing a shirt and his bronzed skin makes me want to lick my lips. He has on stark white pants, and seeing such a contrast from the black he’s always wearing to this is quite a shock. I wonder what he’s thinking and what made him decide to come as an angel. His abs ripple as he dodges people, and sways with his sexy man walk. When he finally gets to the center, there is enough space for me to notice silky, elegant, white wings on either side of his body, almost dragging the floor. They are beautiful, weepy, willowy, silky and shredded. I really like them. What I don’t really like however is the person latched onto his elbow as he leads her through the dance floor and then around to face him. I’m not sure but I think I saw him grimace and give me what was maybe an apologetic smirk before he turned toward her and she wrapped her sinful hands around his neck.
 
   “Yeah, that’s pretty messed up,” Gabe mumbles, looking where I am. “Why would two demons come dressed up as angels?” 
 
   “I have no idea,” and I blush and look down. Stupid idea because I can’t look down when there’s hardly any room in between us. 
 
   “Hey, I didn’t mean it like that,” he says, and pushes me away a little to look me in the eyes. His fingers are holding my chin in place and I can’t dodge his glare. He probably thinks I’m stupid for coming as a demon. Especially if he thinks it’s messed up that they came as angels.
 
   “It’s one thing for someone pure to come dressed up as something that’s not. It’s kind of hot actually,” he pauses to look me up and down with a hunger in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. And I find that I don’t like it.
 
   “But for something evil and malevolent to try to dress up as something pure and innocent just twists my insides. It’s not right. They can never be pure.”
 
   He frustrates me so much that I’m surprised I keep my shit together. I want to tell him that he doesn’t know that, he’s just stereotyping them, but I don’t say anything because the subject is closed and he’s already laughing at something Wraith said. I tug on his furry-eared hood, “I’m going to take a restroom break, I’ll be right back.”
 
   He pauses a minute, “You want me to escort you?” Gods, no. I need to get away from you to breathe for a second. “No,” I give him a fake smile that only he would believe. I think Shadow would even question that one.
 
   “Alright,” his voice is hesitant but I don’t care. 
 
   I make my way through the tightly packed dancing couples. It smells like sweat, cologne, and body odor. It looks like an orgy. The way some couples are groping each other I would say their hormones are going crazy in here tonight. The spaces have closed up now, but I make it a point to avoid the general area in which I saw Shadow a few minutes ago. As fate would have it, I end up walking behind Lilith almost getting smacked by her elaborate white wings that look extremely fake. I glance up to Shadow and we share a look. Our eyes lock and neither of us looks away yet. I don’t understand this connection we have or why I want him. I can’t deny it anymore. I know I want him. And because I’m not looking where I’m going I run into the front of a mermaid with long blonde hair. Oh, my, her seashells are not entirely large enough so I quickly turn my head to avoid that peep show. I groan out loud because I just want to get out of here and she’s blocking my exit. 
 
   “Ex-cuse me,” I stammer without looking at her again. 
 
   “Yeah, whatevs,” she says flippantly. 
 
   I high tail it away from her and finally make it off the dance floor. The lights are flashing to the beat and I have to lean against one of the columns that circle the dance floor to regain my composure. I scan the area, looking for a chair and a dark deserted corner. Most of the dark deserted corners are occupied by couples, but my sights set on one off to my right that is empty. I lie down in the lush blue love seat indented in the wall and reach for the pink, mosquito net curtain to give me as much privacy as I can. I lean back and release all the breath I didn’t know I was holding. The pressure in my chest eases a little and I close my eyes.
 
   Someone clears their throat, no doubt to get my attention. I swear, if it’s another couple and they want my spot, then they had better put their fists up because I will fight for it at this point. I raise my arm over my eyes to give them the picture. My seat sinks down and I know that someone has sat down. I peek out of one eye.
 
   “If you’re not well I can take you to the Aerie.” The familiar voice rumbles like a caress into my skin, making me all warm and tingly all over. I look at Shadows and notice how concerned he seems for me and I melt into a puddle on the floor.
 
   I cannot believe he followed me over here! I will not get excited about this! I will not. I don’t want to hope for anything with him, because it can’t work.
 
   “Where’s Lillith?” I hope I didn’t sound as jealous to him as I sounded to myself. Hell, I practically spit her name out.
 
   “She’s somewhere.” His eyebrow arches. He does that a lot. I really like it. I smile very slowly.
 
   I sit up, and boy was that a mistake. Shadow’s perfectly sculpted muscles and sun-kissed complexion makes me draw a deep breath. My eyes slowly travel from his shoulders all the way down his bare stomach. It’s a rippling eight pack. Of course, he has the sexy v going on too. Ughh. Why does he have to be so beautiful? I turn forward and lean back, sitting beside him. A few seconds later he scoots over until our legs are touching. He can’t lean all the way back because of the haunting wings, so I can see him all too clearly even out of my peripheral vision. Since that’s the case, I just decide to go ahead and look at him.
 
   That was a mistake. I shouldn’t have looked at those black, endless depths. There’s so much in there, I hope he tells me more about it someday.
 
   I’m so busy wondering about his secrets that it takes me a second to notice his thumb running across my lower lip. I bite my lip out of embarrassment and his eyes light up like lightning. 
 
   “I really like those,” he whispers. He touches my little fangs with a light tap as I try my best to understand how eyes can do that. How can they turn that fiery color? And the longer I stare at them I can see the red leak into the amber coals and they turn redder and redder until they cast a glow.
 
   I finally find my voice. “Thanks.” Or I thought I did, but that was more of a squeak. “I really like those,” I reach past his neck and shoulders to stroke the wing, deliberately grazing his skin on the way there and back.
 
   His facial expression changes into something much like vehemence. Crap, maybe I shouldn’t have done that.
 
   “What?” I ask urgently.
 
   “I don’t know.” His voice is barely audible and he sounds so anguished. My heart turns over. He sounds so broken.
 
   “What can I do?” If I can’t help him I am going to go insane. I have to be able to help him.
 
   “I know it’s crazy,” he says. “But…no, never mind.”
 
   “Tell me…” I beg. “Whatever it is, it’s not crazy, I promise. I won’t think so.”
 
   He sighs and opens those red eyes again. “I’ve missed you. I forgot how good it feels to be able to talk to someone. Holding all this in, it’s driving me insane.”
 
   Blood rushes through my body and my pulse goes off the deep end, hammering at all my pressure points so hard I can feel it.
 
   “I…I’ve missed you too. I know I shouldn’t, but I think about you sometimes. Wonder about you. What you’re doing…” I trail off because I start picturing him and Lilith alone and it causes a sharp pang in my chest.
 
   “I want to tell you some things, if we could get alone somehow.” As he says it his eyes dart straight to the pulse thrumming in my neck and then he slams his eyes shut like he’s in pain. What is going on with him?
 
   “What? Why did you do that?” I ask.
 
   He just shakes his head. “I know my eyes are crazy right now because everything is red. I’m just trying to get them back to normal before someone notices. Especially if I’m with you and they see us. But, it’s just damn hard because you’re right here, tempting me.”
 
   “Oh,” I whisper. My eyes are big. I understand now. If anyone sees that I affect him this way then big red flags will go off in their minds.
 
   “Okay, well let’s try to get out of here and we can talk about things.” 
 
   “Okay, yeah. I just have to get my eyes back to normal first…and my damn fangs to disappear.”
 
   Dang, his fangs are down too? I try to see them behind those lush, wet lips, without getting distracted. And when I do see them, it’s only barely, just the tips. Couldn’t he just curl his lips over them until we can get out of here?
 
   “What can I do to help?”
 
   He still has his eyes squeezed as he talks to me. “To be honest, I don’t know. I think it’s because I can hear your blood coursing through your body like an ocean and banging like a drum at your pulse points. It’s driving me crazy and I haven’t…um…”
 
   “You haven’t…fed…have you? Not in a while?” I’m not embarrassed to say it, or of the fact that he has to drink blood to survive, I wish he knew that. I wish he didn’t try to hide himself from me like he’s ashamed of what he is, because I’m not.
 
   “No.” It was just a mere whisper. But I know I heard him.
 
   Why has Lilith not offered her blood to him? Has she had is? What about their bond, have they done it?
 
   I think back to the cave when he took my blood, but he distracts me from that thought when his lips latch onto mine in a hungry frenzy. I kiss him back fiercely and we become tangled in each other’s arms within seconds. Arms, legs, hair, everything is intertwined. Simultaneously, I lean back as he pushes forward and I’m lying on the bench. He is a very pleasant weight on top of me and can’t get enough. His hands are roaming over my jaw, to my neck, where he rubs my pulse with the pad of his finger and smiles, disrupting our kiss. I’m in no mood to slow down, so I cup the back of his head and smash our lips back together. He groans and I can feel it rumble in his chest. His hand runs along my thigh and the loud music thumps in the building, echoing off the walls in our dark little cubicle. When his hand finally reaches the juncture of my thighs a loud noise erupts and everyone screams.
 
   I jolt upright, disoriented, and Shadow jumps to his feet. He adjusts his pants and turns to wink at me with red eyes. I smile a humongous toothy grin. Inwardly I roll my eyes at myself for being so cheesy. He peeks out through the netting.
 
   “Oh shit,” is all he says, and that’s very bad.
 
   I trip over myself getting to him. “What? What is it?”
 
   He glances over at me hesitantly and I sense that he doesn’t want to scare me. 
 
   ‘I’m a big girl, you can tell me!” I insist.
 
   “It’s the Hell Horde.”
 
   I smack my hand over my mouth, terrified. I need to find Kaia, and Gabriel. Oh no. Oh gods. I hope their okay. It’s chaos out there. The roof has a huge hole in it and it looks like it was blown up. It’s still caving in and charred around the edges of the hole. The creepy black monsters are diving in through the hole, attacking. 
 
   “Come on, I have to get you out of here, then I’ll come back and fight.”
 
   “No! Please. Please, stay with me.” I really hope he doesn’t see my trembling lip. After all, I am a big girl, I remind myself, mockingly.
 
   He nods once. “Okay.”
 
   And it hits me, how wonderful this boy is. Gabriel is so wrong about demons and I feel defensive of him. He is deserting Lillith, his own future mate to save me and get me out of here.
 
   I suggest we should fly out of here, it would be the fastest retreat, but he tells me it’s a bad idea because no one knows about his wings and because the Hell Horde is faster than we are. They also already have the airspace and the advantage.
 
   “We’ll run that way on three,” he tosses his head in the direction of the closest exit. 
 
   “Okay.” I’m nervous. My teeth are chattering and he grabs my hand.
 
   “One,” he yells and before he can count to two, something whizzes past me and he is yanked backward, landing on the floor. A Hell Hordian straddles him, jabbing him with a short scythe. 
 
   My first thought is that I hope it’s not poisoned too, like their stupid red arrows. Wasting no time, I hastily look around to find some sort of weapon. Ah! I have to hurry. I can’t find a damn thing so I just decide to jump the little monster, but a sword severs his head before I can even bend my knees. Gabriel runs past me to retrieve his sword and then embraces me tightly.
 
   “I have looked everywhere for you! I was so worried. Gods!” He is so torn up about it that he is trembling. I suddenly feel really guilty that I’ve worried him. And then I realize I only feel guilty that he feels this way toward me, and I don’t feel that way toward him. While he was worrying silly over my, I was here planning my escape with Shadow. I’m a horrible angel, and at this rate I would be a horrible demon too. Maybe I should have been born a Hell Hordian, because right now I feel like a monster.
 
   He turns to leave and tugs my hand. “We have to go! Follow me!”
 
   What? No! What about Shadow? I dig my heels in and resist. He looks back at me, exacerbated. “What are you doing?”
 
   “We have to help him! We can’t leave him. He-h-he was attacked, by one of those things!”
 
   Gabriel looks to the bloody demon unconscious on the floor.
 
   “So? He’s a demon, Alexia. Leave him, let’s go.” He tugs on my hand again.
 
   “Gabriel!” I yell at him. “I. Am. Not. Leaving. Without. That. Demon!”
 
   I put every ounce of threat in my voice that I could, being as shaken up as I am. He looks at me like he’s never seen me before, and then he slides his sword into its holster. “Fine.” And he practically spits that word at me.
 
   “Who is he anyways?” He asks, and he grunts to pick up Shadow.
 
   “I-I don’t know,” I wonder if he notices that I stutter when I lie yet? 
 
   “Well, that’s not what it looked like before that Hell Hordian attacked him. You two were holding hands, about to make a dash for it.” He glares at me. I’ve never seen him look so mad before. It intimidates me. He would be a force to be reckoned with. 
 
   “He was just helping me, Gabe.” That doesn’t even convince me.
 
   “Well, he can help someone else. You know how I feel about demons dressed up as angels anyways. Gods, how many came dressed that way tonight anyways?” he asks earnestly.
 
   I don’t tell him it’s the same ones he was talking about earlier.
 
   “Where’s his mate at?” He looks at me questioningly and I just shrug my shoulders. It’s not like I know where she is. It’s not like I really care either.
 
   A few minutes later we make it outside the building. We had to dodge a few close encounters along the way but here we are, safely. We crouch and sneak along the outside of the building, making sure not to be seen.
 
   “Okay, look. We’re going to find the electrical closet and hide in there. I helped my dad hook up the generator so I know some places we can hide in there.”
 
   “Closet?” I ask, bewildered. I don’t really like small spaces, and I doubt I can stay holed up in some closet with two guys I love in different ways for very long.
 
   “Well, it’s bigger than that; it’s just what it’s called.”
 
   Okay then. “How long until sunrise?” I ask because The Hell Horde usually attack at night and go back to wherever they came from during the day. It’s a rumor that they don’t like light, being born in darkness and all.
 
   He checks his watch. “Just six hours. It’s one am now, the sun rises at seven.”
 
   Just six hours? Oh is that all? This is exasperating. I follow him around the building until he finds the electrical closet. He kicks in the steel door because it was locked. 
 
   “Now the lock is broken. What if they try to come in?” I ask, petulantly.
 
   “Well, I don’t think they would worry about a key, I didn’t.” 
 
   I cross my arms and roll my eyes. He gives me a mean look and shakes his head. This is a side of him I’ve never seen, and I don’t like it.
 
   “Alexia, this is a side of you I’ve not seen. And I can’t say I like it,” he hisses. 
 
   I fight against the smile forming on my face. Luckily, he has turned away and is busy putting his sword through the handle of the door and behind some metal machine that is attached to the wall right next to the doorjamb. We head into the dark maze of electrical things. I follow, with a handful of his fur coat. After right turns and left turns and ducking we are finally able to stop and sit down behind something that hums loudly and throws off some serious heat. 
 
   He takes off the fur coat and lays it down. “I don’t think you’ll get cold next to the machines but it’ll be something soft for you to sleep on.”
 
   I kick off my heels, finally. I smile and step onto his costume, amazed at how good the fur feels on my bare feet. “Thanks, Gabe.”
 
    I sit down and he lays Shadow down between us, examining his wounds. He is unconscious, bleeding, and wheezing pretty badly but I try not to show the concern on my face. I know he needs blood to heal but I don’t think I can talk Gabriel into that. I doubt he would want me to do it either.
 
   “I think if he was going as an angel he should have got rid of these stupid things,” he says while giving one nipple ring a flick, causing Shadow to flinch. “What a freak,” he says, disgusted.
 
   “I wonder why angels aren’t supposed to get piercings or tattoos; I mean what makes them bad, Gabe? Have you ever asked yourself that question? We all have different traditions all made up by the stupid authorities,” I say.
 
   “I just think it’s a crazy thing to do to pierce and tattoo your body, I mean we’re only here once, we’re supposed to take care of ourselves, not use our body as a pin-cushion and art exhibit.”
 
   I can see that this conversation isn’t going to get me anywhere with Gabriel; he is biased and I’m not going to change his years of ingrained opinion about something like this. With this in mind I just chew on my lip to keep myself from saying anything disrespectful to my husband.
 
   “He has some nasty looking scars, that’s for sure. How does that even happen? We aren’t supposed to scar. I have never seen anyone else with scars, only heard about them.”
 
   “Hmm, I don’t know, maybe he’s been through something really bad, Gabe.” My tone of voice suggests that he is being an ass, and this is exactly what I want him to pick up on, because I can’t stand his inaccurate judgment of Shadow. 
 
   “He’s a demon, of course he’s been through something bad, it’s called his whole life.”
 
   I roll my eyes. I’m about to be mad. Really mad, and it’s getting harder and harder to hide it.
 
   “Yeah well, maybe he doesn’t heal like we do because these stab wounds aren’t healing either. They should have at least stopped bleeding by now. I mean for heaven’s sake, if it was me they would have already been closed up by now.”
 
   Just then Shadow moans and the sound breaks my heart. My eyes go all watery and I widen them to keep from crying. Gabe helps him sit up and Shadow scoots back to lean against the wall. He’s sweating and trembling and looks sickly and pale. He’s obviously in some serious pain and still losing some blood from the five stab wounds in his chest. Blood runs in little rivers down his side and stomach, despite him doubling over and using each hand to staunch one wound’s blood flow.
 
   “Look ah...dude, I don’t know why you aren’t healing but if you lose anymore blood you’re history,” Gabe says flippantly.
 
   Shadow just keeps his red focus on the cold concrete floor and grunts, and then continues his controlled breathing.
 
   “Whatever, it’s your funeral. If you won’t tell us, we can’t help you. And for some reason I can’t get my mind to grasp, my wife doesn’t want you to die. She’s bent on saving you and bringing you with us.” He throws his hands up in a questioningly manner.
 
   Shadows gaze flicks up to me for a second and the side of his mouth tilts up just barely in a sweet expression. “She has a big heart,” he says, his voice full of gravel.
 
   “Obviously,” Gabe retorts smugly.
 
   Shadow moans again. “Normally I would have healed by now too.” He looks down at his blood smeared chest and lifts one hand up off of his side wound to see it and blood gushes out. He shuts his eyes and tilts his head back against the wall, inhaling. “But I haven’t been able to feed since the Vow Ceremony...” He peeks out of one eye, looking at me for some reason, like he’s trying to tell me something. The day of the Vow Ceremony was the day he fed from me. Wow, he hasn’t fed from Lillith, his own mate yet! A warm feeling immediately spreads through my limbs and I come alive like a spark. He must see the minute realization dawns on my face because the red eye closes again and he continues struggling through his pain.
 
   “Okay, is that normal?” Gabe asks, clueless.
 
   “No!”
 
   “No.”
 
   We both reply at the same time. My reply may have been a little irritable, I admit. Oopsie. My temper is starting to show. Gabe gives me a strange look, like I slapped him or something, jeez.
 
   “I can’t go anywhere like this, but I’m not going to die. I’ve been without blood for two weeks before,” Shadow says grimly.
 
   I gasp. I’m not leaving him here, but I don’t think any of us are going anywhere so I tell him the plan. This big plan that is to stay here until morning and hope the Hell Horde has left. He agrees that it’s really our only option, but as the time passes on I grow more concerned that he will live. He keeps pouring out blood and the wounds aren’t closing at all. He sees the concern on my face because he winks at me and shakes his head when Gabe isn’t looking. He’s telling me not to worry, but fat chance of that!
 
   A few hours pass and we have all stopped talking to each other. Three more hours until the first light of morning. Three long hours that Shadow has to hang in there. Three long hours that I have to worry myself sick about Shadow pulling through. If I needed any proof that I cared for him, here it is. It had to basically slap me in the face. Gabriel has fallen asleep on his stomach, head turned away from us. I’m sitting here on the other side of Shadow with my back up against the wall too. I scoot down to lie on the fur coat. I am deliriously tired but I refuse to let myself fall asleep. I’m too afraid that I will wake up and Shadow’s cold body will be next to me, lifeless. At least this way I can rest my aching body. Shadow doesn’t stir during the whole transition and I worry about that. I have been trying to keep him awake too, but he’s been struggling to stay awake the past hour or so. Nodding off every few minutes and then jolting awake. I reach under his blood stained, once stark white pants to grab his ankle and squeeze. “Shadow,” I hiss in a whisper, careful not to wake Gabriel up. His red eyes peek open barely and slowly at that. He’s really weak and he can’t even hide it anymore. “Lie down,” I say. I rub the soft fur where I want him to lie, right in the middle of me and Gabriel. It takes all the energy he has left to slide his back down the wall until it’s on the coat. Blood has pooled around where he was sitting and now it stains the coat and clumps the fur together. And it’s not the coat I care about. He’s on his left side, curled into himself and I am on my right side, facing him. 
 
   “Why haven’t you fed in so long?” I ask quietly. It’s almost been a week since the ceremony.
 
   “Can’t,” he exhales.
 
   I scrunch my face, confused. “Can’t?”
 
   “My...my fangs, they...they disappear as soon as I bite...her,” he struggles to breathe and talk.
 
   My eyes are as big as saucers. “Oh, that’s bad...very bad! What are you going to do? If you can’t feed, you’ll...you’ll...”
 
   “-die?” he finishes for me.
 
   I just shake me head, not willing to say yes.
 
   “Well, you could feed from me four...well, five now, days ago...I want you to try.” I sweep my hair off of my neck and offer it to him.
 
   He shakes his head. Stubborn boy!
 
   “You,” I hiss. “Are not dying on me!” I bared my teeth on ‘not’ to emphasize my point.
 
   “At this point, I think that’s out of your hands no matter if I feed from you or not. I...I’ve lost so...much blood. I am not risking...drinking from...you. Again,” he adds.
 
   Oh, not this speech again. Am I having déjà vous? I slide feel for the sword that Gabe has somewhere in this coat. “You may not be willing to risk it, but I am. It’s not all about,” I find it and grit my teeth. I run my wrist across it, and damn that hurt! “You,” I finish. 
 
   His eyes go wide with shock and his nostrils flare. He has a truly horrified expression on his face. He doesn’t trust himself to resist, and good, because that is not what I’m aiming for here. He tries to scoot backward but he knows Gabe is behind him, and he doesn’t want to bump into him and wake him up. 
 
   “Forgive me.” It’s not a question that I’m asking, it’s a demand. I cover his mouth with my arm and he still resists. Wow, this is not working. This is actually not working! A starved demon is bleeding to death and I am offering him my life’s blood and he can keep his lips tightly sealed with me smearing my bloody wrist on them! Unbelievable. This has to work, I won’t risk him dying, and when he goes unconscious I sure as hell can’t get him to drink. So it’s now or never. I muster up all my courage and think of something, anything that may get him to relax and give in. He’s got no choice but to breathe through his nose right now because if he opens his mouth I’m going in. That gives me an idea. But it seams so mean. So, before I do it and make myself feel like crap, I want to show him I care, and I’m sorry. So, I do what only a boy like him will believe. No, words won’t work for him. Only actions. I lean up on my good forearm and I kiss his forehead. I kiss his temple. I trail kisses down from there to his blood stained lips, lifting my wrist only enough to plant one sweet kiss there. His eyes are half-lidded now and I’m sure mine are wide with anticipation. Just as he catches onto me and the panicked expression starts to overcome his content one, I kick my leg up over his arm, locking it to his side and I pinch his nose shut. He struggles and I choke on a sob. I feel like I’m drowning him or something. What if I just end up suffocating him because he’s too stubborn to open his mouth and breathe? Or worse, what if he just passes out cold! What a stupid idea this was! 
 
   I decide to give up, loosing my leg and returning it to my side, freeing his arm. I let go of his nose and before I can drop my arm from his lips he grabs it tight with his free hand and strikes. 
 
   Ah man, I sigh, (after I jump from the startle). I never thought pain could feel so good. My heart hammers in my chest from the adrenaline. I feel like pumping my wrist into the air and yelling “Yes!”
 
   After a couple minutes it gets uncomfortable holding myself up on my right forearm, with my left crossed in front of me pointing my wrist out for him to suck. This being said I position myself on my back and just rest it on my chest while he follows attached to my wrist. I’m starting to feel tired and my heart’s really speeding up, I know that’s a sign of blood loss, because my body’s trying to work twice as hard to pump all of my blood to my heart and make more. I am worried that he will take too much, but I’m also worried that he won’t take enough. It’s a war zone in my mind. Worry this, worry that. It’s really getting old. 
 
   I can see a red haze through my eyelids and realize he must be looking at me, so I open my eyes. Our eyes meet and I take this chance to try and reach him. “Don’t take too much,” I whisper. “But, don’t take too little either.” I smirk.
 
   He barely nods his head, but I feel it. He’s really lucid right now. This surprises me because last time he was in a blood-crazed frenzy, far from himself. I’m just staring at him, shocked because of how much I admire him. I feel so proud of him for controlling his hunger instead of it controlling him. But then again, the outcome of this situation still remains to be seen.
 
   He winks at me. The boy winks at me! While sucking my blood and healing a body filled with five deep stab wounds. Will he never cease to impress me?
 
   I have to inhale deeply, because my head is starting to spin and my chest feels tight. I feel light and jittery so I close my eyes for a second, and boy was that a mistake. If it was possible, the room spun even faster. I open them immediately and he frowns at me, from the eyes of course. His eyes frown at me is what I’m saying. Anyways, so he knows I’m in distress here. He disengages his long, white fangs and licks my blood off of his lips. I try to lift my head to see better over my chest, but my head is filled with lead weights or something of equal value. I lie here, staring at the dark ceiling somewhere up there, sort of seeing little white spots wink in and out of my vision; but then they are replaced by his face. Then I feel his pleasant weight on top of me. Of course, he is holding himself up with his arms on either side of me, so I know his strength must be back. I smile. I start to tell him how I knew it would work, and I was right. That he should have just listened to me in the first place, but not to say ‘I told you so’, of course. But he will not hear any of it, because he shuts me up with his lips. And I show him how afraid I was that I might lose him, right there with Gabe asleep beside us.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_16_The_Message]*~*~Chapter 16-The Message~*~*
 
   I’m startled awake by a loud banging on the metal door that we had barred shut. I realize that my head is on a blood-smeared chest with nipple rings glinting in the light. Then I focus my sleep hazed eyes across the sexy chest to Gabe on the other side. He starts to rouse and I sit upright immediately. I check my cheek for blood and wipe it clean using my saliva. I do the same thing with my healed wrist. The banging keeps repeating every few seconds. My first thought is that it’s the Hell Horde, but they would just kick it in because they aren’t smart or civil enough to actually knock. I stand and dust myself off, glancing at the big male body at my feet. Mmm. My stare devours him from the waist up, trying to take a mental picture of every dip, muscle, line, tattoo, piercing, and scar. When I finally reach his face he surprises me. He’s been watching me slowly, oh so slowly, (and embarrassingly, might I add) mentally lick his body from waist up. It’s one thing to do it, but another to be seen doing it. His eyes are no longer throwing red lasers at me though, which must be why I didn’t notice him noticing me. I’ve gotten so used to them being red that I almost forget he has dark colored eyes. Are they really black? That’s so sexy. He smirks at me, probably proud of the fact that I find him drool worthy. Gabe coughs and I jerk my eyes away from Shadows. 
 
   Shadow sits up checking his body for wounds. He is wound free now, thanks to me. 
 
   “Looks like you’re all healed up,” Gabe says, making it sound more like a question and he’s waiting on an answer. 
 
   “Looks like,” Shadow says, tersely. If he doesn’t want to answer something, he won’t. This is Shadow for ya. Gabe may be waiting a long time for those answers.
 
   “I guess you didn’t really need to feed? You just...” he flings his arm, disbelievingly, “healed in your sleep!” He laughs, sounding creepy.
 
   “Yeah, and I guess you don’t really need to see who’s banging on the door?” Shadow asks sarcastically. The banging is still going on. Now I can hear some voices outside too. Muffled, of course.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll go see who’s at the door, because we wouldn’t want someone to hurt you again, princess,” Gabe retorts. He gets up and heads over to un-bar the door, looking back at me over his shoulder. I give him my best guilt-free smile.
 
   I glance over at Shadow and he’s got a murderous expression on his face, like he wants to punch Gabriel’s lights out.
 
   Gabe finishes un-barring the door and glances over at us before he opens it. We all inhale expectantly. He puts his body behind the door and opens it a crack, leaning just his head around to look through the small space. Then he steps aside and slings it open carelessly, stepping outside to embrace someone. Shadow and I share a look. 
 
   “Stay here, I’ll go check it out, just in case,” he tells me. He stands up and I do too. 
 
   “I’m not staying here a second longer,” I reply firmly. He looks back at me and dips his head. I’m glad that he’s not being stubborn about this too. Maybe last night he realized I’m usually right. At least, I sure hope so!
 
   I follow him out the door to find Gabe talking to Wraith and Kaia standing next to them. When she notices me she gasps and runs toward me. A fleeting thought to step aside when she flings herself at me, tempts me, but I decide not to. At least I hope she won’t knock me over. Next thing I know, she jumps into my arms like a spider monkey. 
 
   “Oh Lexi!” she rejoices. “You’re okay.”
 
   “I’m fine, Kaia. I was worried about you too,” I say, relieved.
 
   “So what hap--,” she hushes me with her hand to my mouth.
 
   “Look,” she bobs her head to the side and I look to see what she wants me to. 
 
   Oh. My heart just sinks to my stomach. Gabe and Shadow are kneeling beneath one of their fallen comrades. A Guard, one of about five or six by the looks of it, is hanging off of the side of the building, by his neck. He’s dead of course, and he’s not the only one. There are some girls too, and Mr. Cole. 
 
   “Why would they do this? What did we ever do to make them hate us so much,” I whisper in shock and sincerity. 
 
   “I was wondering the same thing.” She shakes her head, tears spilling over her eyes.
 
   Gabe and Wraith finish paying respect to the fallen Guards and fellow citizens. Gabe spends a little more time knelt at Mr. Cole’s feet with his head bowed and fist to his chest. Shadow takes all of the bodies down from their nooses and lays them side by side, shutting their eyes with his fingers. Kaia and I still stand next to each other, shocked and silent. We haven’t moved from out previous spot, as if we are anchored. Gabe and Shadow have been pointing at some piece of paper for a few minutes, talking it over. I can’t tell if they are arguing about it or not but I can tell it’s important. Probably bad from the looks of it. 
 
   “Let’s go see what that is,” I suggest.
 
   She nods. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
   They look up when they notice us and for some reason stop talking when we join them. We all spare a look at each other, none daring to speak first.
 
   “What’s that?” I ask.
 
   They look to each other, waiting for the other one to explain.
 
   “Oh yeah? Wow, that bad huh?”
 
   Kaia whistles melodramatically. 
 
   Gabe hands the piece of paper to me. I unfold it and hold it between Kaia and I so we can each read it. When I open it, all I see is a strange language that I don’t know how to read. It must be the language the Hell Horde speaks. Do they speak the demon language?
 
   “Well, if they want to threaten us, the least they could do is make it so we could read it. How are we supposed to be threatened if we can’t even read it? It may be an apology for all we know,” Kaia says jokingly. She examines her nails.
 
   Gabe pointedly looks to Shadow, who looks away guiltily.
 
   “We can’t read it. But he can.” As usual, Gabe’s voice is filled with acid.
 
   Kaia looks up out of the top of her eyes at Shadow, while her head is still angled down at her nails. 
 
   “Good,” I say. I’m trying to make it a positive that someone here can read this message. Do my friends ever look at the bright side? I, for one, am not taking it for granted that we have a translator. “So what does it say, Shadow?”
 
   He purses his lips, contemplating something. Then he snatches the letter from Gabe. “It says, ‘Tell the Overlord that our agreement is no longer in effect. We sense the prophecy is near and we know that means our doom, therefore we will wage war, and soon. And we will find this leader, and kill him before he has the chance to rise up and lead against us. Also, tell the Overlord that we won’t need his sacrifices anymore, we are full from your donation.’”
 
   Kaia gasps and I’m too shocked to do anything.
 
   “What donations?” I ask.
 
   “I’m assuming the ones we just buried, seeing as how they were drained of their blood.” Gabe says acerbically. He glares at Shadow as if it’s his fault.
 
   “The Hell Horde needs blood to survive,” Shadow explains to me. Our eyes lock. He seems to be expecting me to compare him to those monsters but I won’t. He doesn’t kill to survive, they do. 
 
   “Finally!” Kaia sobs. “Where have you been, baby? I couln’t mind-link you.” Wraith hugs her tightly. 
 
   “Shh, it’s okay baby. I had to help move the rubble around and rescue some of the kinds because they were stranded in the building.” He kisses her forehead, and a tear leaks out of his eye. “A few didn’t make it,” he whispers.
 
   Wraith glances over at us and frowns. “What’s wrong now?”
 
   Gabe sighs, slumping his broad shoulders. “This,” he commands, handing Wraith the letter. “You can’t read it, it’s in written in the demon tongue,” he spits.
 
   “So if you don’t know what it says then why do you already have your panties in a wad?”
 
   Gabe scoffs. He jabs his thumb in Shadow’s direction. “He can.”
 
   “Gods, I can’t stand this elementary conversation any longer! How boys communicate at all is beyond me,” Kaia whines. “Baby, it’s bad. It basically says that the Overlord made some kind of deal with the Hell Horde and now it’s off because they think the prophecy is about to happen. They said they are going to wage war because they want to kill the leader that’s prophesied to rise up, apparently soon, and kill them.” She takes a breath and her voice becomes softer. “Oh...and it also said that they don’t need his donations anymore, because they are full from...the ones we buried...” her voice hitches.
 
   Wraith’s lips are in a tight line and his eyebrows are too. He glances at Gabe. “Do you know about a deal that your father made with them?”
 
   “Hell no! He doesn’t tell me crap like that. We don’t talk much, period.” Gabe crosses his arms and kicks the dirt. I feel like I should be offering him comfort of some kind, but it’s just too hard to do with Shadow around. The most I can get myself to accomplish in the form of comfort is a pat on his back, follow by a little rub. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Gabriel,” I coo. “We know you’re not like your father, he was just curious.”  He inhales nervously and rubs his temples. He’s stressed and upset and this is a bad combination for a boy to be in because they don’t handle emotions well. However, I think Gabe handles them better than Shadow, who is now standing as still as a statue staring at the buried bodies. Now I know he needs my comfort and I’m not allowed to do it with Gabe around. Apparently, each boy has a hold of one half of my heart and they are each tugging as hard as they can. It will be a sweet relief if one day I can give just one, the whole thing, and not have this ache constantly.
 
   “So, what leader are they so afraid of?” Wraith asks?
 
   “The half-blood in the prophecy,” Kaia replies.
 
   My eyes dart back to Shadow. He’s the only half-blood I know of; could he be the one in the prophecy? The one that’s going to lead an army of free kinds against the Hell Horde and Overlord?
 
   When I turn my head back to Gabe, who hasn’t said much in the past few minutes, I am caught. He is watching me intently with a look that is pure disdain. For the first time, I am scared of him. “What?” I squeak innocently.
 
   He pointedly looks at Shadow for a second, making a point, and then back to me, making another point. So he’s suspicious, and mad. At this point, it would be awesome to just give up and leave. To not have to go back with Gabe and put up with his attitude or hide my feelings for Shadow and sneak around all the time to look or talk to him.
 
   “Let’s get out of here, go back to the condo and try to figure some of this crap out,” Wraith suggests. Gabe finally looks away from me, and turns to walk leaving me behind, with not a care in the world. So maybe his feelings are hurt, but I’ve never been anything but nice to him. This is the first taste of pain I’ve had with him. I don’t know what I am going to now. If it is starting to hurt when Gabe doesn’t want me, then how am I going to let him go? Arg! I cast a longing glance at Shadow, whom I still want to run up and comfort. He must feel me looking at him or know that I am leaving because he turns his head and gives me a very sorrowful look. I frown and try not to panic as I wonder if he’s going to do something crazy in his depressive state of being. Why would he be sorry? Before I can answer my own question, Lillith enters my line of vision, running up to him and jumping into his arms. I look away. It hurts, of course. It hurts more knowing that she is going to give him the comfort that I can’t. And eventually, it’s going to be what he needs, and he will have to let me go, for both of our sakes. I can see it in Shadow, that he is the kind of boy that needs a girl, needs a mate. He was just wasn’t born to be alone. He’s too virile of a demon, with strong angel blood running in him too. Both demons and angels have a strong character to mate and bond to someone. Anyways, he won’t last long denying her and not having me, being in between and out of reach. 
 
   I decide, with great sorrow and hear-wrenching grief, that he’s probably come to the same conclusion, and therefore the sorrowful look. The goodbye. With my mind made up but my will weak, I decide that I understand, and agree. I will let him go, for both our sakes. I look up one last time and Lillith is still latched onto him like a leach. She has both legs wrapped around his hard body and strong legs and very nice backside. But his eyes are focused on me, and I nod.
 
   “Alexia!” Gabe chastises me. “What the hell?” He’s been waiting on me, a little ways away but everyone else is way off in the distance, almost back to the Aerie.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumble. He is too far away to hear it though. “Coming,” I speak louder but still not sure if he can hear it. I jog to a mad-looking Gabe and I don’t look back. But I will find a way soon, to say goodbye properly. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_17_Deadline]*~*Chapter 17- Deadline*~*
 
   Gabe didn’t talk to me the whole walk back to the condo. He insisted on sending me glances that clearly showed me how upset he is with me. As soon as we walked in the door to the Aerie he started ignoring me, and as of right now I’m getting the cold shoulder and silent treatment. 
 
   I stand in the shower letting the warm water wash away the dirt and sweat on my body, wishing it would wash away these horrible feelings inside me. A few tears are lost in the water running down my face. They don’t make me feel any better. I thought if you let it all out you were supposed to feel better? I guess that was just fable. Luckily, I am good at holding things in. 
 
   I draw shapes in the fogged glass on the shower door. Ironically the only shapes I can think of right now are hearts. Stupid hearts! I miss Shadow. I wonder what he and his mate are doing and if he’s happy. If he is glad with the decision he made. Then my heart feels tight and it hurts, to think of him happy that he chose her over me. Even after all the convincing I did myself to let him go, knowing that we are each better off if we do. It’s impossible for us to be together. And, supposedly it’s even wrong. So why can’t I just let it go? I need to see him one last time, to tell him goodbye in person. I will tell him I feel, not holding anything back. It will eat me alive the rest of my life if I don’t tell him how I feel. I will always wonder what could have been.
 
   The only question is, how do I find him and how do I find him by himself?
 
   Today we will have been mated for two months. Yes, today is the eighth week I have been with Gabe. I am not going to bring it up, because I am hoping Gabe doesn’t remember it. If he does, I am screwed, literally. All couples are required to consummate their marriage and complete the bond by tonight at midnight. I have no idea what happens to the ones who don’t do this, because I’ve never heard of any. My pessimistic mind suggests the Overlord probably took them to the Hell Horde as his monthly offerings. But that’s just me being negative, of course. I keep picturing Gabe initiating it, and I can never make my mind up to do it or not. This totally sucks because if I can’t make a decision now, how am I going to under pressure? I fear for my safety and well-being if I don’t, but my heart hurts. I really love Gabe, but only as a friend. Crap, another tear rolls down my cheek.
 
   I smudge all my fog hearts in a fit of temper and I jump in surprise, seeing Gabe standing there with his arms crossed over his chest staring at me intently.
 
   “Y-You scared me!” 
 
   “Sorry.” He really doesn’t sound like it.
 
   “You don’t really sound like it.”
 
   He shrugs. I feel a little angry about this. I don’t like his devil-may-care attitude here.
 
   “What do you want?” I snap. He’s interrupting my private time. And I’m in the shower for gods sakes!
 
   He sighs, and all his ire seems to deflate with his lungs.
 
   “Alexia, I don’t like this,” he motions between us with his hand. “I don’t like how I feel, I don’t like the distance between us, and I don’t like the situation with you and that stupid demon.”
 
   That demon has a name! I want to say this to him really badly, but he isn’t finished rambling.
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on. I feel a little left out of the loop here and honestly...it hurts.”
 
   Aw, okay now I feel sorry for him. It’s just so sincere sounding and he really looks sad.
 
   “Look, Gabe, I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings or anything. Let me just finish washing and then we can talk more abou--“
 
   He interrupts me, “I can’t wait!” he hisses quietly.
 
   “I can’t wait any longer...I feel...I feel like my chest is going to explode and my head is thinking of every horrible scenario there could be. You’re to be my bonded mate by tonight Alexia!” He’s worked up again. “What’s the big deal you’re in the shower? If anything we should be in the shower together...and not arguing!” He flings his hands up for effect.
 
   “Fine,” I say quietly. 
 
   “Fine? What exactly do you mean? Fine, we can take a shower together? Fine, we should not be arguing? Fine, we can keep talking now instead of after your shower? Fine--“
 
   I fling the door open and step out, completely naked. I mean hell, the water was getting cold! I walk by him, dripping wet and cold, if you know what I mean, to the sink where I laid my fluffy pink towel.
 
   “Fine,” I say enunciating it very clearly, “we can continue talking right now. I’m done with my shower anyways.” I put a leg up on the sink and dry it off with the towel, do the same to the other leg. He sure is quiet now. I continue to dry myself off without even looking at him.
 
   “For someone who insisted on talking now, now, now, you sure are quiet,” I say, with attitude. 
 
   “I’m quiet,” he rumbles right into my ear, so close I feel his warm breath on it and I shiver, “because I can’t multitask very well, Alexia. And right now, I’m busy appreciating.” He wraps his arms around my stomach, sidled up to me against my back. I look at him in the mirror in front of me and he has a hungry expression. His eyes are the most intense I have ever seen them. He boldly rakes his eyes down my body in the mirror and then kisses my neck hungrily. He turns me toward him, and now we are facing each other. His lips latch on to mine and he kisses me fiercely. My skin breaks out in goose bumps all over but not because I’m cold. I don’t know what I feel but it’s a bunch of different things and not all of them good. I feel confused, and uncomfortable, and greedy, and reluctant and obligated. I am seriously conflicted here. My towel is trapped at my waist, his hands planted over it, so when I try to pull it up to wrap around myself it doesn’t budge. 
 
   He mistakes my intention and yanks the towel completely off me and tosses it somewhere far away. I open my mouth to tell him I wasn’t trying to get rid of it, that I was trying to cover myself, and that we should stop, but when I open my mouth he takes it as an invitation to plunge his silken tongue inside. My heart is pounding and my every instinct wants me to run. I have to fight my instinct and stay put, because this is what I’m supposed to do, where I’m supposed to be.
 
   “Mmm,” he mumbles, kissing me very thoroughly, rolling his tongue over mine with expertise. It doesn’t, however, escape my mind at this time, that he is awfully good at this, practiced even. For some reason I can’t fathom I’m jealous. Either that or I just don’t like that fact. Here I am, pure and innocent and he has...what? Is he even a virgin? 
 
   “I want you, Alexia,” he manages in between making out. His hands are roaming now, and it feels nice. They slip around to my backside and squeeze. Then I am thrust against him and he moans. 
 
   This isn’t how I pictured it would be. Hot and heavy and wild and impatient. I always pictured it be nice and romantic, slow, and in bed. You know, pleasurable. It was definitely a bad idea to walk out of the shower to get my towel. I should have just asked him to throw it to me. 
 
   He suddenly bends down and picks me up, carrying me to the bed. He deposits me on the four-poster and shucks his pants in one motion, boxers and all, and then he flings his shirt off. Before I can even appreciate him he covers my body with his and his hand squeezes my breast.
 
   Now I moan. I feel like I’m being taken advantage of. Do I want this? Shouldn’t I know whether I want this or not? I shouldn’t even be asking myself questions while this is happening! 
 
   He rolls to his side and his free hand starts traveling down my side, stomach, hip and thigh. When it starts slowly moving to the juncture of my thighs, my heart speeds up so fast with anticipation that it blurs into one constant thump. I plan on stopping this but my greedy body just can’t decide when. He presses his lower body into my thigh and moans, a deep rumble into my mouth. That does it for me for some reason. I press a hand into his chest and push really hard.
 
   “Gabe,--stop...”
 
   He jerks back like I slapped him, giving me a crazy look. “What?” he pants.
 
   “I--I need just a minute...”
 
   He scoffs. “What? What’s wrong?”
 
   I shake my head, embarrassed and speechless.
 
   “Are you scared?”
 
   At this point I feel like this is the safer explanation, the one that doesn’t risk pissing him off at me even more so I just go with it.
 
   I bite my lip and nod my head, acting shy.
 
   He blows a breath out and rakes a hand through his hair, all while balancing on one elbow. This makes his bicep bulge and I try not to appreciate it.
 
   “Babe, sometimes it doesn’t even hurt, other times it’s just a pinch and then you’re fine. After that it should feel really good.”
 
   “Oh,” I mutter, still acting scared. “Could we maybe, I don’t know...”
 
   “What? Could we what? Tell me, baby.” He has a sweet tone now, but I can tell he is impatient. His body is trembling. I feel slightly bad because I’ve gotten him so worked up and made him wait so long already. I have noticed his gazes on my body lately; they have gotten more often and lasted longer. They’ve also had that hungry look to them, but I have just been ignoring them, acting like they would go away or something. I never see the signs for what they really are.
 
   “Could we wait until tonight?” I ask. 
 
   His face completely falls and then he frowns. I quickly interject my idea before he says anything. “The only reason I ask is because, you know,” I act bashful, “I always dreamed of how it would be. I dreamed that it would be night time, and romantic, and in a big four-poster bed. Not hot and heavy and fast in the evening sun with wet hair from my shower after a still unsettled argument.”
 
   He examines my expression. Minutes seem to tick by. Finally, he tucks a piece of hair behind my ear and smirks, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “That’s fine baby. I’ve waited eighteen years, and then two long months while being married, what’s another few hours, right?”
 
   I smile. “Right.” Happy to hear he is still a virgin when I had such doubts.
 
   He kisses my forehead and moves to the edge of the bed, picking up his discarded clothes and putting them back on. I reach for the covers and climb under them. When he leaves I’ll get dressed, and then run out of here! I want to find Shadow! I want to ball my eyes out! I want to yell and scream at the unfairness of my life. Tonight I will have no choice but to be with him. I hate not having a choice. I hate that I have not had a choice for eighteen long years. Maybe it’s time. Time that I finally made my own choice.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_18_Wait_For_Me]*~*Chapter 18-Wait For Me*~*
 
   I finally got up and got dressed while Gabe took the longest shower I had ever witnessed him take. I really needed to get in there to grab my toothbrush so I could brush my teeth before I snuck out to find Shadow. But the door was locked. He never locks the door when he’s taking a shower; so of course, my dirty mind conjures up naughty pictures of him in the shower, doing things to himself that I wouldn’t do with him just now. Flames shoot up my face under my skin and travel lower until I nip that thought in the bud right there. Toothbrush. Focus.
 
   So here I sit on the bed, waiting on him to come out so I can get my toothbrush, hoping it doesn’t ruin my escape plan since he will be out of the shower.
 
   The door finally opens and steam rushes out and fills the bedroom, so does a very clean, soapy, smell mixed with Gabriel’s distinct scent. I sniff and sigh. It smells good, but not in comparison to Shadow. He gives me a stiff smile and walks to his closet. I finally get to go in and get my toothbrush. I brush my teeth at lights speed and hustle out of the room while he’s still sorting through the closet for something to wear with a towel around his defined waist.
 
   Wraith is in the kitchen making something to eat and I pass him my most innocent smile, making my way past him.
 
   “Uh, hey Alexia,” he interrupts my escape and I stop for a second.
 
   “Yeeeaah?” I ask hesitantly.
 
   “Is Gabe in there? I need to talk to him more about this prophecy thing.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, he’s getting dressed; you can probably go on in.” I keep walking coming closer and closer to the door, just hoping against all hope that Kaia doesn’t pop out of now where and stop me. Or demand answers.
 
   Finally, I reach the beloved door and it won’t open. What. The. Hell. Seriously? This is not happening to me!
 
   “Hey Wraith, I was going to run out for just a minute but the door won’t open, the lock seems to be working but the door just seems like part of the wall. Do you know what’s wrong?”
 
   “Yeah,” he yells back in reply, just loud enough to reach me from halfway through the condo. “They locked everyone’s door from the outside since it’s the last day to become bonded. They don’t want anyone leaving tonight either, due to the Hell Horde.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. Thanks,” I reply. Well, there goes that plan. I walk back towards the kitchen and it’s empty now. I can hear Wraith and Gabe discussing something in our room, probably the prophecy. Still no sign of Kaia, but she is obviously in here somewhere, I’m guessing she is asleep in their room or something. I head out to the balcony to think and enjoy the view from my luxury prison. A prisoner in my own condo. I would be shocked if things were different, but I can’t say that I am. 
 
   I walk to the edge and enjoy the feel the wind on my face, caressing my hair and blowing it. It’s so pretty all the way up here. I look below and I would be able to make out someone, just barely, if they were down there. But Wraith is correct, no one is out. Everyone is locked in. A burst of anger runs through my body at the thought of Shadow locked in with Lillith and my ruined, last chance idea, to convince him to escape with me. The little burst of anger causes my back to tingle and then I realize it’s my wings. They haven’t been acting up lately with my emotions and I almost forgot about them with everything that’s been going on. 
 
   Hmm. It’s pretty hard to lock an angel in when they have a balcony. It would be risky to try it alone, but I could fly down if I were crazy enough. Or if I were good enough. Or, if I had a good enough reason to try it.
 
   I bite my lip and think about my reason to risk it. The pros and the cons. I’m getting antsy just thinking about it. My wings haven’t been released in a while and thinking about it makes them ache and tingle and now it’s almost impossible to keep them inside me. 
 
   I shut my eyes to focus on releasing them when something locks around my ankle. I suck in big breath and open my mouth to scream right as I look down to see what has a hold of me. 
 
   I meet a pair of dark, coal-colored eyes. Familiar eyes. Shadow’s other arm is the only thing holding him on the ledge of my balcony, and I don’t miss the bulging muscles and veins, and sexy tattoos slithering from his wrist to his shoulder. In the words of Kaia, he is total eye candy.
 
   Somehow, by some miracle, I am able to shut my mouth and cut off my scream. My heart doesn’t slow down though.
 
   He lets go of my ankle and smirks, then he holds his finger to his yummy lips, commanding me to be quiet. 
 
   Of course, I wasn’t planning on making a sound; I definitely don’t want anyone catching us together out here. 
 
   I want to be like, “what are you doing here?” but it just doesn’t make me sound very happy to see him. So instead I whisper a pretty lame, “Hi.”
 
   He easily lifts himself up onto the leg, swings a leg over and stands up. He gives his muscular arms a shake and I wonder how long he was hanging on the ledge.
 
   “Hi, Bayla,” his deep voice rumbles. I have missed his soothing voice and sweet endearments. “We need to talk.”
 
   “Yes, we do,” I agree. “I was actually on my way to see you a few minutes ago, but then I found out I was locked inside. So I ended up out here.”
 
   He just nods. Sometimes he doesn’t talk very much.
 
   “So, how did you get out? Weren’t you locked in too?” I ask.
 
   “One thing about me is that I don’t let myself be locked up, ever.” He seems to cower at the thought. 
 
   “But, how do you manage that?” I ask.
 
   He tilts his head to the side, thinking, “It’s like life or death to me, Angel. I can’t be locked up. Once, but never, ever again.”
 
   “What happened to you, Shadow?” I whisper. I am referring to his past, about what’s tortured him; I can see it in his eyes. He knows what I’m asking about too.
 
   He grabs my hand and leads me to the corner of the porch, pressing my back into the wall. Now he’s facing me, and we’re close. He checks around to make sure we’re as out of view as we can be. “Later. I promise I will tell you anything you want to know, later,” he says huskily. “But for now, I came all the way here to tell you something, and I want to say it before I decide not to.” He swallows nervously. 
 
   I encourage him. “What is it? You can tell me anything, Shadow.”
 
   He glances down and grabs my hand gently, then opens his palm examining it. He is still looking down when he starts to speak. “I feel something between us. I don’t know what it is. Maybe I’m crazy. Hell, I don’t know, I have never been very good at reading anyone’s emotions, especially mine.” He takes a breath, still avoiding my gaze and rubbing my palm with his fingers. “I just can’t stand the distance, I can’t stand being without you, thinking about you, I just,” he struggles for some word he doesn’t know to explain some feeling he doesn’t understand, “I just know that I feel something here,” he lifts our hands and places them over his heart and I can feel it beating strong and fast. Wow, he has a strong heart and I melt just a little feeling it, also he must be nervous because it’s beating almost as fast as mine. 
 
   “It does that when I’m with you,” he explains, referring to the speed. “And when you’re not around it throbs painfully, slowly.”
 
   “Shadow, I don’t know what to say.” My lashes flutter a few times to keep the tears at bay. 
 
   His expression flashes to pain quickly but he covers it expertly fast. Only someone with experience hiding their pain and emotions would be able to do that. But I saw it.
 
   “You don’t have to say anything,” he whispers. “I just wanted you to know.”
 
   “No, I don’t know what to say because there aren’t words.” I laugh, happily. “There aren’t words I can think of to explain what I feel right now. I was coming to you to tell you the same thing, I just didn’t know how to say it or what to tell you. I even hear your voice in my head, Shadow. I think about you all the time. Hell, I even have dreams from your point of view...” I finish, thinking how crazy that last part sounds even to me.
 
   He frowns. “You have dreams from my point of view?” 
 
   “Yeah, crazy, I know. I can’t control it though.”
 
   “What’s one of these dreams? Tell me about one of them,” he demands. He has turned pretty serious about these dreams for some reason.
 
   “Okay, um. Well. In one I was drinking blood, and then trying to cut my wings off...”
 
   His eyes widen and his mouth falls, he looks totally shocked.
 
   My face does the same. “What?”
 
   “Those are real. Those are me. You’re dreaming my actual life events.”
 
   “That stuff really happened to you?” I ask, appalled.
 
   He just nods his head. I open my mouth to ask a question but it dies on my lips when he kisses me, smashing me into the wall in the best way.
 
   “Later baby, I’ll tell you anything you want to know later.”
 
   “When later?” I ask between kisses.
 
   “Come away with me.”
 
   I don’t even have to think about it. “Okay.” Because I was going to beg him to come away with me.
 
   “What about Lillith?”
 
   “What about Gabriel?”
 
   I smile. He smiles.
 
   “Okay then,” I say.
 
   “When? And How?” I ask.
 
   “I haven’t had time to get anything together yet. We won’t need much but we can’t leave empty handed. We’ll need a few things for sure, especially a weapon with the Hell Horde being out there.”
 
   “Okay...” I ask, leaving it open for interpretation.
 
   He looks at the moon. “Let me run get some essentials and then we will meet at first light.”
 
   “What? We aren’t leaving tonight?!”
 
   “It’s not safe. The Hell Horde is out at night and we know they are just outside the walls. They would kill me and take you. And then you would wish you were dead.”
 
   I gulp. 
 
   Meet me at the wall, behind the Guard’s training arena. It’s the most secluded at first light and no one will be near there.”
 
   “Okay,” I whisper, eyes wide. 
 
   Wraith and Gabe’s voice appears to come close and closer as it grows louder. Shadow looks to the doors and the light coming under the balcony doors is disrupted by a series of shadows and we know they are headed this way.
 
   “I better go,” he kisses me one last time.
 
   I grab his neck and my lower lip wobbles despite my best efforts. 
 
   “What? What is it, Bayla?”
 
   A tear runs down each of my cheeks. “Tonight, we have to complete the bond tonight. Shadow, it’s been all I can do to put him off lately. There’s no way he’s it’s not going to happen tonight!”
 
   His eyes flash red and his nostrils flare as his lips press tightly into a line. The door heavy door creaks once as its hinges work to open it and Shadow jumps off. I struggle not to squeal and rush to the edge to check on him.
 
   Gabe’s head peaks around the door looking to scan the balcony on all sides for me. He steps onto the balcony and squints into the shadows where I am. 
 
   “Alexia?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “What are you doing out here? No one knew where you were.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry anyone. I’m just spending some alone time, thinking, and enjoying the beautiful view.”
 
   He seems to weigh this. I don’t want him to join me and I sense that he is about to. 
 
   “I’ll be in soon, just give me a few more minutes okay?”
 
   He nods with a tight expression. “Alright, when you come in I want to talk about our argument, okay?”
 
   “I do too,” I reply.
 
   With that he goes back in and shuts the door. I rush to the edge and squint into darkness looking for Shadow’s fingers on the ledge. I don’t see anything after a few minutes of panicked looking. I stand back up and turn to run the other side of the balcony and check, but I turn and he is there. Then his arms are around me again. I know his smell, and I know his feel. I know his body and the way he is so rigid and uncomfortable with affection, but I also know how he craves it. 
 
   He usually doesn’t tremble though and right now I can tell he’s all kinds of messed up about something. I lean back to look up at him.
 
   “Wait for me.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Shadow? Of course I’ll wait for you! I want to leave now, but you said--“
 
   “No. I mean wait for me. Tonight. Don’t let him,” he breathes in through his nose and cringes, “...just don’t let him have you.”
 
   “Oh.” That’s all I can say. I’m not even sure if the sound came out as much as my lips just formed an ‘o’.
 
   “I don’t want to.” I try to reassure him. But I also don’t think I have anymore say in it. Plus, it will probably cause a big scene and a fuss if I don’t and I don’t want to draw any unwanted attention to me if I am to be leaving in the morning inconspicuously.
 
   “Then don’t.” His eyes are red again and his emotions are barely controlled. He’s trembling and jerking and breathing hard. “Please. Wait for me. I will be your mate. You can only bond once, please don’t bond with him.”
 
   “I know. I won’t bond with him.” I whisper it. I really hope that I can evade Gabe’s advances just one more night, but I’m already worried about it.
 
   “What about you?” I whisper. I have to know if he’s been with Lillith. It’s killing me to always wonder what he is doing with her.
 
   He smirks. “Jealous?” He asks.
 
   Are you freaking kidding me? Did I play that card with him? No! He must be able to tell that I am not too happy about this because he tucks some hair behind my ear and reassures me.
 
   “Bayla, you know I haven’t bonded to her. You’re all I think about. There’s no room for anyone else in my head, or in my bed,” he smiles at his joke. I roll my eyes. 
 
   “There’s the angel I know,” he winks and kisses me on the forehead.
 
   “So we wait on each other, don’t forget, Angel.”
 
   “I won’t,” I respond weakly.
 
   He hesitates and holds my gaze for a second longer, before turning and disappearing into the darkness. A second later I find myself staring into the night wondering how he releases his wings while he’s falling. I smile to myself. My man has some serious skills.
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_19_We_Had_a_Deal]*~*~Chapter 19-We Had a Deal*~*
 
   I find Gabe in our room, lounging on the bed with his ankles crossed and reading the wrinkled letter that the Hell Horde left us. No doubt he is upset about whatever deal his father made with them, that he doesn’t know about. He looks up at me and smiles politely. “Hey babe.”
 
   I smile but not genuinely, “Hello.” 
 
   “Enjoy you’re alone time?”
 
   “Eh,” I say non-committally using a hand motion with it.
 
   He pats the bed beside him and I try not to cringe. I crawl on the bed and prop myself back against the pillows next to him.
 
   “Look, I just wanted to say that I’m sorry for acting the way I did about the whole demon thing. I know you didn’t really do anything wrong, I guess I’m just jealous when it comes to you and I’m not used to it. I don’t really know how to deal with it. But you didn’t deserve me ignoring you and for that I’m sorry.”
 
   I wave it away like it’s no big deal, because after all, I am guilty as charged. There is something going on with me and Shadow and I’m basically lying to Gabe’s face and he is apologizing to me. I am a sad, sad angel. Sad as in pathetic.
 
   “Well, I apologize for hurting your feelings or making you jealous or whatever. I should be more aware of my actions.”
 
   “You didn’t do anything wrong, babe.”
 
   He rests his hand on my thigh and rubs it. I gulp loudly.
 
   It’s quiet for a second and neither of us knows what to say. It becomes awkward for me but he just continues rubbing my thigh. I clear my throat and study his hand. I tamper down a laugh at my crazy thoughts, but he has an attractive hand. Can a hand be sexy? For some reason I think if hands could be sexy then he has a sexy hand. 
 
   “What’s funny?” he asks with a wry grin.
 
   I blow it off with a hand swat motion and giggle, “Nothing really.”
 
   “So are we cool? No hard feelings?”
 
   “Yeah, we’re cool. I think we just blew something really small into something big and petty.”
 
   “Yeah, I think you’re right,” he smiles.
 
   I fake a yawn, because I want to just go to sleep so that I can wake up and get the hell out of here.
 
   “Tired?”
 
   “Yeah, I am exhausted,” I reply.
 
   “Yeah, me too. I’m so stressed from trying to figure out this whole deal with my father and the Hell Horde that I’m wiped physically and mentally.”
 
   Oh great. “Have you been able to talk to your father at all?”
 
   “Not yet, since we’ve been locked in,” he growls. “I am going up to talk to him first thing in the morning though.”
 
   Hopefully he leaves either way after me or way before me because I don’t want any close calls.
 
   “Well I think I’m going to get some shut eye,” I say, trying to imply that I am too tired to do anything else. Hint hint.
 
   “I think I’m going to call it a night too,” he says softly. “Plus, I want to hold you. I’ve missed you lately.”
 
   Aw, how sweet. I hate when he’s sweet because it’s harder to push him away. I have to fight him and myself when he is sweet like this. 
 
   I can’t find words so I just smile and hope it covers my worried feelings. 
 
   He gets up and saunters over to the door to lock it and then he hits the light switch and it goes dark. My eyes adjust a second later and I can see him coming back towards me and the bed. He strips his shirt off along the way and I squint as best I can to make out as much as I can in the darkened room. I hear the clinging of metal on metal and I know he is taking his belt off. My heart thunders in my ears as I panic to find another excuse to delay the bonding. I decide that I will sleep fully clothed because I don’t dare move right now or put on anything that’s easy access.
 
   I feel his weight on the bed and then a second later he’s spooned up behind me and maneuvers his arm under the covers and my shirt to cover my bare belly. My belly quivers at his touch because it’s so new and unexpected. I’m nervous and anxious but I can’t say I don’t like it. It’s a sweet touch and my mind is playing games with me.
 
   “Relax,” he whispers in my ear. The warm breathe tingles the sensitive skin of my ear and causes more goose bumps to break out on my body.
 
   I don’t say anything. I’m too afraid to. His hand starts wandering up my side and back down to massage my bare hip bone, underneath my panties. He repeats this for a minute or two with his face in my neck, because he continues to breathe on my neck and send shivers through my body from the warm breath. Despite my best efforts, I am getting turned on. I repeat a mantra in my mind, “Shadow, Shadow, Shadow, Shadow, SHADOW, SHADOW...” but it does little good. He tugs my shoulder so I fall on my back and he starts kissing my neck. I bite my lip and try to picture Shadow but that screws me up because my body really likes to think about Shadow while this is happening to me. Ultimately, Shadow is what I want. Maybe this isn’t the place to think about him. 
 
   “Man, I am so tired,” I yawn. I sound rude and selfish and stuck up and that’s usually the opposite of what I am so I hate myself a little for saying it. He probably hates me worse. I just need to stop this.
 
   “I’m trying to wake you up, baby,” his deep, gravelly voice rumbles.
 
   Yeah, I know. And he is doing an awesome job of that. After this I won’t be able to sleep for weeks. 
 
   I laugh for show trying to buy time. I can’t think of any excuses right now. Words won’t come to me.
 
   He presses his tight, hard body up against mine and works his kisses until his mouth is on mine. His hand grabs the bottom of my shirt and starts pulling it up and I grab his hand and press it flat against me firmly, hinting to stop right there. He gives in to me and doesn’t push that anymore at the moment. We continue raping each other’s mouth and I run through excuses in my mind that all sound like a lie even to my own ears. 
 
   “You’re so soft,” he purrs. “And have I told you how beautiful you are, lately?”
 
   “No,” I whisper. 
 
   “You’re all see, all I think about.” 
 
   “You’re sweet,” I say. 
 
   He straightens and tenses and I know it’s not what he wanted to hear. He wants me to feel the same for him, anyone would. But I’m trying to get a point across here so I can’t soften the blow.
 
   “Look, I know that for some reason you aren’t there yet...” he says.
 
   “I’m not where yet?” 
 
   “You’re not there...with me.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask.
 
   “I mean, you don’t feel the same way about me, that I feel about you,” he says. “And that’s okay, I guess. I mean I can wait for it. I can work for it. I can give you all of me and hope that it will be enough. But unless you tell me what’s in the way, what’s keeping you from giving me all you got, then It will never work...”
 
   I sigh. “I...I don’t know.”
 
   “Alright. Well I will be patient. I trust you, Alexia. I just want you to know that.”
 
   He is killing me here. He is so amazing. So perfect. I would tell him all of this but then it would make him even more confused and I don’t want him thinking it’s anything he can change. My decision is made.
 
   “I trust you too,” I whisper weakly.
 
   He nods his head and stares at me a second, boldly. 
 
   “I know that you probably don’t want to go through with this...” he pauses uncomfortable and looks away for a second collecting his thoughts. “But we have to complete the bond tonight and consummate the marriage.”
 
   I clear my throat to buy myself a minute. “Gabe, I know you’re a guy and guy’s have certain needs, that may be more uh, important than a girls desires or needs, and I’m sorry that you just happened to be with a girl that’s made you wait a long time because I wasn’t ready...”
 
   “It’s not that,” he clips. “It would never be that. If you weren’t ready, in any world where we had our own decisions, I wouldn’t care. I could wait for you, Alexia. No matter how long it took, and if it was never then I’d know you didn’t want me, and I would let you go.” He sighs. “This is not what I want, Alexia. Not for you, not for me. I wish you would choose me, Alexia. I wish you would want to do this with me. I don’t want it to be something you have to do; it breaks my heart that...that you don’t want to. I feel like crap, and it’s going to be hard for me to go through with it knowing that you don’t want to. The whole time is going to make me feel like shit,” he shakes his head and closes his eyes.
 
   “Well then, we can just wait and do it when we’re ready...” I suggest.
 
   “No,” he snaps in a low but firm voice. “No,” he whispers trying to make up for his previous tone of voice, probably noting my expression. “Alexia, they check us in the morning. We can’t get around this. They have been at this a long time; do you think someone hasn’t thought of pulling one over on them before?”
 
   My face surely shows my confusion. “What?” I ask skeptically.
 
   His expression turns heartfelt and compassionate and I like him even more. He has such a big heart. “In the morning, when they come to unlock our doors, they will have an expert physician, Alexia. The physician will check you, and make sure that you are no longer...that we...that I took you.”
 
   I am stunned. I have nothing to say. This I did not know. Why did I not know this? Why did Shadow not know this? Does Kaia know this?
 
   “I never knew that,” I whisper, shocked. “How do you know?”
 
   He shrugs his big shoulders. “My father and the authorities have mentioned it a few times in front of me. Plus some of the physicians trained in my father’s house when I was growing up. I’ve known for a long time.”
 
   I can’t do anything but stare into his eyes; mine probably as wide as saucers. My heart falls to me feet. Shadow is going to hate me. Can I even leave with him after this? Will the bond give away my thoughts and feelings, my plans or where I will be if I leave? Then there is the problem of not being able to ever be with anyone else once I’m bonded. This ends everything for me and Shadow. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Lexi,” Gabe whispers and touches his forehead to mine.
 
   “Gabe, I love you,” I say. “You’re more than I could have ever asked for,” I say. “I just want you to know that, you’re an amazing boy and you have a really big heart.” Tears stream down my face and his expression is pained. He wipes my tears away with his thumbs and his fingers curl back on the sides of my head on each side. My tears seem to fall faster and faster and I can’t control myself. 
 
   “Baby,” he whispers, “I can’t keep up.”
 
   I laugh through a sob. 
 
   “It’ll be over soon,” he coo’s. “I’ll make it good for you, I promise you.”
 
   “I know you will,” I reply. And I know he will. But it will feel like betrayal the whole time. I already have a broken heart but until this is finished it’s going to fall into a thousand tiny pieces. 
 
   He kisses the trails the tears left and his hand finally tugs my shirt over my head. I’m trembling now and I can’t control my body anymore. At all. “Shhh,” he whispers.
 
   I just nod. Wow. He could have someone so much better. Someone who deserves him, like Kaia. Someone willing to jump his bones. 
 
   “I don’t deserve you,” I say. “You don’t deserve me,” I add. “You deserve so much better.”
 
   He works the button on my pants and pulls them down and we kick them towards the foot of the bed somewhere. He grabs my hand and kisses my fingers lightly, one by one, while with the other hand he removes his boxers. I have to go through with this now. If they come in the morning to unlock the doors and we aren’t bonded and I’m still a virgin then they will take me. I don’t want to be the Hell Horde’s next meal. I also don’t want to disappear and have no idea where I’m going. No one would ever see me again. My parents will never know.
 
   Gabe puts my hand on his amazing pec muscle and removes my underwear. The steady thump of his heart distracts me from what he’s doing and reminds me of Shadow. Shadow’s heart was a drum staccato rhythm under my palm, erratic and strong and out of control. Gabe’s is strong and steady and I wonder if he’s anxious or excited or just numb. Maybe I don’t have the same effect on him that I have on Shadow. But a second later he puts my hand somewhere on him that makes me second guess that thought.
 
   He is on top of me now and I gaze up into his eyes, still trembling. He leans down to kiss me and position himself. My heart hurts so bad it feels like it might explode.
 
   “Okay?” he asks.
 
   “I’m okay,” I lie and manage to choke out.
 
   He kisses me hungrily. 
 
   “I love you, Alexia,” he says, right before he opens me to womanhood.
 
   At that very second, Shadow fills my mind with a heartbroken and anguished expression yelling, “Noooo!” 
 
   I didn’t think it was possible, but it makes me hate myself even more.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_20_Torn_Apart]*~*~Chapter 20- Torn Apart*~*
 
   A knock on the door wakes me up. There’s a leg tangled in between mine and a warm, male arm across my stomach. I am naked and my eye lashes are stuck together. Last night rushes back to me and I remember crying like a baby. It must be why my eye lashes are stuck together. I rub at my eyes and someone knocks again, probably Kaia or Wraith.
 
   Gabe rustles behind me and mutters a lazy curse word as he throws the covers aside and scoots out of the bed. I look over my shoulder at him and giggle. He’s trying to step into some shorts but he can’t keep his balance and ends up hopping all over the place and getting his foot stuck and almost busting his ass. He gives me a mock glare and a smirk then rushes to the door.
 
   “A good morning to you we hope,” someone in a white outfit tells us.
 
   He nods, “Good morning.” His voice is still groggy and rough from sleep and it sounds pleasant.
 
   “We are here to assess your wife and your bond.”
 
   He gestures for them to enter the room and I sit up, hair a mess, making sure to bring the covers up to my neck with me. 
 
   “No need for modesty my dear, I’m going to get much more personal here in just a few minutes,” the physician states.
 
   I glare at her. At least it’s a she.
 
   She gives a pointed look to her partner and turns back to me. The other physician is a male and asks Gabe to leave with him so I can have my stupid exam in private. Not that it’s anything he has not seen now.
 
   I am numb at this point. I don’t care about anything anymore, and I feel blessed relief at that. A broken heart is not an emotion I can handle.
 
   “Lean back please,” she tells me as she pops on examination gloves. I lean back and stare out the sky light above me.
 
   She spreads my legs and it’s all history from there. 
 
   “Good, and are you feeling alright? Any pain or discomfort?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   She nods. 
 
   “Questions?” she asks.
 
   “No.” 
 
   She seems to study me for a second and then she removes her gloves and grabs her belongings.
 
   “You may get dressed. We will unlock the doors on our way out.”
 
   I don’t say anything. I don’t care what they do now. Keep them locked for all it matters. I decide I will just lie here all day. I doubt Gabe will show this morning if he was in my mind last night. 
 
   Something occurs to me at that thought and I gasp. The physician turns back to look at me with a cocked eyebrow and I smile innocently. She exits the room and shuts the door. 
 
   Am I bonded to Gabe now? I don’t feel any different. I am not aware of any new connection or different feelings or emotions. And, not a shock we don’t share a mind link that I am aware of. I reach out to him just to make sure and I cast some thoughts to him. Nothing. Hmm. Did it not take? Has this ever happened before? Is this normal? I have so many questions that need answered!
 
   Before I can process anything further my feet swing over the bed and run me to the closet. My body gets me dressed into a short white dress with a low neckline. Even I think it’s a little too tight when I look in the mirror but I don’t have time to change. Apparently I am still going to meet Shadow. My body has decided for me and my mind thinks it’s a great idea. 
 
   But my heart worries he won’t be there.
 
   I remember something else my mother told me. She told me that when I finally fall in love with my mate, that it will be hard. It will be good, bad, ugly, beautiful, easy and hard. She said that love is harder to remove than hunger for bread. And I know I will never remove this love I have for Shadow, no matter what I do. It will only put distance between Gabe and I and my heart will continue to be unfaithful despite my body. I will only ever be able to give him half of me. And that, is not enough for him. 
 
   I crack the door open slowly and peek through it. No one it around as far as I can see. I slip through and leave it half-way open as I walk on down the hall, not wanting it to creak on its hinges if I opened it all the way or click when I close it. I sneak around corners and avoid voices by maneuvering through rooms ducking under walls until I make it to the front door. 
 
   *~*~*~*
 
   I turn the corner and come to a fence. Dangit! There’s a fence right before I reach our rendezvous. I have horrible luck. Why didn’t he mention this? What am I supposed to do now? I check my surrounding to make sure no one sees me and I scan the fence to the top. Way tall, someone would definitely see my climbing over the top, not to mention the lasers at the top. I scan the bottom hoping for a hole, walking along it a few feet. Aha! Yes, some loose dirt under a spot and the fence seems to be flimsy and curved at the tips a little, giving away that someone has used it more than a few times to crawl under. I drop to my knees and scoop the dirt away as fast as I can, making a deep scoop, hopefully big enough to allow me under. I fall to my belly and shimmy under. Luckily no one is around to see me do this in such a short dress or they might get an eye full. 
 
   On the other side, I stand up and dust my knees and my whole front side off. My dress is no longer white but hey, who cares. With the Guard training arena in sight, I run to the back near the wall and stop to catch my breath. I scan everywhere, hoping to see him. I look to the wall, I look behind me, to the side, along the wall, and everywhere I can. My heart and my hope plummet. He’s not here. My lip wobbles and my face starts to cringe. I bite my lip hard and wince at the pain. I don’t know why I would expect him to show. It’s my fault he didn’t. I ruined it for him, for me, for us. I lied to him, I broke a promise, and I hurt him. Three pretty much unforgivable things. But man, I wish he knew why. I wish he knew that I had no choice. I didn’t choose Gabe! I didn’t enjoy it. My shoulder slump and I fall back against the wall and slide to the dirt. Staring at my feet out in front of me, I let the poison of un-feeling enter my heart again. And I wait until it numbs. For once, the tears don’t come. 
 
   A pair of black boots land in front of my feet from out of nowhere. My eyes jerk straight up to meet a pair of deep black ones. 
 
   Now the tears come.
 
   He takes in my dress and an unpleasant expression crosses his face.
 
   “Don’t ask,” I mumble.
 
   He shakes his head. I think he’s mad. Or hurt. Either way, this only confirms that he knows what I did. And somehow “I’m sorry” just doesn’t seem sufficient. 
 
   “I had to,” I say instead.
 
   He closes his eyes in pain and my heart throbs once, very painfully.
 
   “I know,” he breathes.
 
   I stand up to embrace him, to show him all my emotions. 
 
   I inhales a ragged breathe, his big shoulders jerking.
 
   He smells so good. He’s like my drug.
 
   “Half,” I say.
 
   He leans back to look at me. “Half?”
 
   “It’s all I would ever be able to give him.” I pause a second. “My body is only half of what I have to give someone. My heart is the other. He had my body but he would never have my heart, Shadow. I’ve already given you that.”
 
   He gives me this look, that’s so complex and full of a thousand different emotions, that I could never explain it in a few words. All I know is it means something to him. It means a lot, so much that I don’t think he knows how to process it, so he just freezes. One lone tear appears on his eyelid and runs down his cheek to his chin, where it free falls from there to wet the dirt somewhere near our feet.
 
   “I can give you both,” I whisper. I lean up to kiss the wet trail on his cheek from the tear. “All of me.”
 
   He frowns at me, “How? I was in your mind last night, I know you guys bonded.”
 
   I shake my head. “I don’t know, Shadow. I don’t think it worked.”
 
   The look in his eyes as his head jerks back to look at me, as if I can’t be serious, is filled with longing. He dares to hope, I can tell. 
 
   I smile.
 
   His face absolutely lights up like nothing I have ever seen from this boy and it’s so beautiful it almost knocks me on my ass.
 
   “You, you think, maybe?”
 
   “Yeah,” I laugh, “I think maybe.”
 
   He looks to the sky and smiles and laughs, like God answered his prayers. Then the next thing I know I’m backed into another wall and his lips are soft against mine. And this time when we kiss it’s magic. 
 
    
 
   *~*~*~*
 
   Present Day
 
   He breaks off the kiss and we’re both panting but with smiles on our faces. He tilts his head towards the wall, “Come on, let’s get out of here. I packed a few things we might need too. They’re over by the wall.”
 
   “Okay!”
 
   He grabs my hand and we jog towards the wall.
 
   “What the...” a familiar voice trails off.
 
   My heart rate really spikes now. Because now I am caught.
 
   We both stop mid jog and turn towards Gabriel. I wiggle my hand out of Shadow’s but he makes that difficult.
 
   “Alexia?” he asks, looking back and forth from me and Shadow. “I was looking for you. You weren’t in your room or anywhere in the condo after the exam...” he pauses, waiting to see if I have a reason.
 
   Shadow takes this second to look at me curiously about the exam. He’s smart enough to figure it out, I hope. Then he will understand what I meant when I told him that I had to. I didn’t have a choice.
 
   “What are you doing?” Gabe finally asks, frustrated. “Why are you running towards the wall, hand in hand with a demon?”
 
   I am at a loss for words. 
 
   “What the hell!?” He is losing his patients now.
 
   “Gabe, I...I...” I what? I don’t know.
 
   “We’re leaving.” Shadow declares boldly. Like he is daring Gabe to try and stop us.
 
   “Oh?” Gabe scoffs. 
 
   “Yes. Oh.” Shadow retorts. He is scary. I wouldn’t want to mess with him no way, even I was someone as fit as Gabriel. Or the Captain of the Guard.
 
   “See, that’s funny you say that, because I say you’re not. Especially, not with my wife.”
 
   “I am leaving. Especially, with your wife.” Shadow taunts. “Even though she doesn’t want that title, I’m sure.”
 
   Shadow grabs me tight and presses me against his big, muscular body and devours my mouth. I melt. Holy, wow, he is good at that. The only thought that I can think is I hope that I am not drooling all over him when he’s pushed away from me violently and him and Gabe are in a blur of motion. 
 
   They fight. The Guards come. Kaia gives me a look that hurts my feelings. And the Hell Horde shoots me with an arrow as soon as Shadow is taken off to the dungeon. But you already knew all of that. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: Chapter_21_Depression]*~*~* Chapter 21- Depression*~*~*
 
   I awaken to a steady beeping rhythm that sounds familiar, like it’s been in my dreams and yet responsible for keeping me asleep by lulling me off every time I tried to wake up. I immediately despise it.
 
   I glance around the white room trying to find where it’s coming from. Everything is blurry and I feel so groggy. I have to fight just to stay awake. I finally realize the beeping is coming from a tiny machine behind me and it has cords hooked to me. 
 
   I am lying in a white bed of course, wearing a light blue gown and my chest is extremely sore. In fact, so sore that I try not to move, much less sit up.
 
   “Hey,” a voice says.
 
   I look up towards the door where Gabe is leaned halfway in. “Hi,” I smile.
 
   “How’re you feeling?”
 
   “Like I got shot,” I reply.
 
   He snorts. “You’ve been out for five weeks and you still have a sense of humor right when you wake up.”
 
   Five weeks!
 
   “How long have I been out?” I gasp.
 
   He cringes, “Uh, five weeks.”
 
   “Oh. My. Gods.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a miracle you pulled through at all. You got hit with Hordian arrow and they’re dipped in death poison. It spreads through your veins like a fire and goes straight for your heart. We have no idea how you survived or why they shot you.”
 
   I am stumped too. So all I can manage to say is, “Huh.”
 
   “Do you know why they would want to kill you?”
 
   “No!”
 
   He holds his hands up, “Sorry.”
 
   I sigh and try to relax. “Sorry. It’s just a little hard to hear. So they didn’t attack us?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Nope, only shot you and we never did catch them.”
 
   I massage my temples.
 
   “Anyways, I don’t want to start off with such bad news after five weeks. My apologies.”
 
   I wave this off. “No need, tell me everything I missed. My memory is a little foggy.”
 
   “Yeah because you’ve been dreaming for five weeks not awake to remember anything short or long term.”
 
   I nod. I try my best to remember back to that day, before I got shot. Gabe is quiet, just watching me.
 
   “Can you remember what happened?” he asks solemnly.
 
   His total attitude just changed from happy and welcoming to hurt and confused. What is going on?
 
   I rack my brain for something, anything about that day. I remember rain. Someone fighting. Gabe was there! He was yelling and fighting. With...I freeze. Shocked. I remember it all. Shadow.
 
   “You remember.” It was a statement. He looks at his feet.
 
   I inhale shakily. “I remember.”
 
   We’re silent.
 
   “Where is he?” I ask.
 
   He shoots me an angry look. “Well I am fine, thanks for asking. I am great. For five weeks I have been in complete and total misery because I didn’t have answers. Because I was hurt. I was confused. And I was worried about you!”
 
   Ouch. I am a bitch. A selfish one. 
 
   “Come here,” I whisper.
 
   He looks doubtful but he comes. I reach my weak arms up signaling for a hug and he gives me what I want. Like he always does. I rub his back in a comforting manner. I whisper how sorry I am in his ear. He stands back up and pulls a chair up beside my bed and sits down. He grabs my hand.
 
   He takes a deep breathe like he is about to say something he doesn’t want to, but he’s too good of a person to keep it from me. “He’s been in the dungeon since that day, Alexia. I can’t say I don’t hate him. I can’t tell you that I’m not glad he is out of the way. But I don’t know if he deserves what they’re doing to him.”
 
   I cover my mouth, afraid to even ask.
 
   His lips are a tight line and his expression grim. I don’t even have clearance to get to him anymore. For two weeks they had the Guards use torture methods on him, but they won’t kill him. We got close a few times and they made us stop until he healed enough to continue. It’s really messed up, Alexia. They’re trying to blame him for the Hell Horde attacks. Saying that he’s a spy for them, and he screwed my father over by convincing them to throw the deal and alliance off.”
 
   I shake my head, not believing this! This is so messed up!
 
   “We have to save him, Gabe! He didn’t do any of that, my gods! We have to...we have to...do something!”
 
   “Calm down, Alexia.” He squeezes my hand. 
 
   “I know you don’t like him Gabriel, but he doesn’t deserve this! If you’re going to point fingers at someone for what happened point them at me! It’s my fault we don’t work, Gabe!” I’m getting hysterical again, and I don’t want to say anything rash. I don’t want to crush him again.
 
   “Gabe,” I say calmly. “Even if he is gone, forever,” I choke out that last word, “I can never love you in that way.” I whisper. “You’re my best friend, and I love you like my own brother, but I love him, like a mate. And I am so. so sorry!” I sob.
 
   He scratches his head. “I know,” he sighs. “I don’t like it, and it hurts like hell,” his voice hitches a little and I squeeze his hand for support and comfort. “But if you love him, Alexia, I won’t stand in your way. I know that our bond didn’t work, and if this is why then what choice do I have but to let this be?” He pauses. “Why fight it if I can’t change it?” he smirks.
 
   I smirk, sorrowful and grateful at the same time. He has definitely had time to think about this. I would guess the whole five weeks, because he’s taking it amazingly well.
 
   “So does this mean you will help me save Shadow?” I whisper, daring to hope.
 
   He looks deep into my eyes, on into my soul and debates. 
 
   “It definitely does.” He smiles.
 
    
 
    
 
   …Don't miss My Immortal, the next book in Anastasia's young adult series coming in 2013! 
 
   Gabe and Alexia set off to rescue Shadow from prison, but when they finally see what he has become, a lot of things are about to change.
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