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    Chapter One


    “Maion’s gone. Dead.” It looked like Eli had popped out of thin air into the extra chair at our table.


    He hadn’t really. He’d simply moved at angelic speed, faster than any human could track. Same difference.


    “Who’s Maion?” I asked. After a year training under the angel Eli to be a kick-ass illorum, learning how to boot fallen angels and their brown-nosing demon slaves back to the abyss, I was used to Eli’s sudden appearances.


    “No,” Dan Wysocki, my boyfriend, said to me. “We agreed no work tonight. We’re off duty. For one night, one hour, I’m not a cop and you’re not a half human, half angel, demon-hunting-nephilim…woman. Whatever this is can wait. He can wait.”


    Eli didn’t even spare Dan a glance. “Maion is…was an angel. A magister, like me. The illorum training under him was nearly killed as well.”


    An icy warning crawled down my back. An illorum is a nephilim—the offspring of human and angel—who has been marked to hunt fallen angels and whose angelic power, normally dormant, has been activated. The illorum are faster, stronger, heal quicker, and are only slightly harder to kill than unmarked nephilim and vanilla humans.


    “How?” I asked.


    “I don’t know.” Worry darkened Eli’s expression and chilled his voice. “There’s a lot about the attack that has me concerned. We have to discover who’s behind it quickly before the situation gets any worse.”


    “Worse?” A magister was dead. How could things get worse? Magisters are seraphim, angels still pure and without sin who had dedicated their existence to training and aiding illorum. Not all seraphim chose to take on the duties of a magister. It cost them a small amount of their power and tainted their spirit. Most weren’t willing to pay such a price to help a breed of human, nephilim, they wished had never even been born. Still, nothing, as far as I knew, could kill a magister.


    “So, what do you need Emma for?” Dan pushed to the edge of his seat, elbows braced on the table, shoulders tense. “Let me help you: here’s what you do. Go figure out what happened and what—if anything—Emma can do about it, and then come back and interrupt our private dinner…again.”


    “Dan. Careful.” Sometimes I thought he forgot who and what Eli was. But he was angry, frustrated, and I got that. Dan and I had been seeing each other for months, but it’d been weeks since we’d gone on a real, uninterrupted date. Something—attacking demons, police calls, even Eli—always seemed to get in the way. Maybe it was fate, or destiny, keeping us apart. I don’t know. I didn’t like to think about it.


    Dan glanced at me, then back to Eli, his round face reddening. I could feel his ire sizzling at the base of my neck. I clenched my fists, jaw tight, and closed my eyes. I had to fight to push his anger down as it rolled inside me and pull my true feelings to the surface.


    I used to think feeling others’ emotions was some sort of freakish gift. I’d even turned it into a pretty successful moneymaker as an Intuitive Consciousness Explorer—otherwise known as a psychic. I knew now it was just one of the many quirky side effects of being the bastard offspring of an angel. Yay me.


    Dan turned his gaze back to Eli. He couldn’t let it go. “This is a date, man. Private time. But you knew that, didn’t you? You knew we’d been planning this for the past week. You knew the last time we tried this, too. And the time before that.”


    “Emma forfeited her private time when she picked up that sword,” Eli said. “She’s a warrior for our Father now. She’s never off duty.”


    “Bullshit,” Dan said, then glanced around and lowered his voice. “She’d have private time—time alone with me—if you’d stay away long enough for her to take a breath.”


    I followed Dan’s gaze, scanning the faces at the nearby tables, worried we were drawing attention. No one looked our way. No one had even noticed Eli’s sudden arrival. But humans weren’t meant to notice the comings and goings of angels. As beautiful as they were, angels were like extras in a movie, part of the background and easily overlooked.


    “C’mon, Dan,” I said. “You know Eli’s not doing it on purpose.”


    Dan glowered at me, frustration still tight across his face. “You sure about that?”


    “Yes,” I said, but I couldn’t blame him for doubting it. Eli had been a near-constant presence in my life since the moment I’d met him a year ago. He’d been the magister of a dear friend, an illorum like me, Tommy Saint James. It was Tommy who’d brought me to him, introduced us. But even Tommy had been concerned about Eli and me working together.


    And with good reason.


    Eli was everything angels were supposed to be: tall, broad-shouldered, with a strong, athletic build. He had the looks that could steal a woman’s breath, keep her speechless for seconds. His silky, black hair hung in soft waves over his forehead, enhancing his startlingly pale cloud-blue eyes.


    But I’d gotten used to his looks a long time ago. It was the man inside the pretty wrapping that played havoc with my good sense. He was my friend and so much more. I trusted him with my life. But there was nothing romantic between us.


    There couldn’t be.


    I reached across the table to touch Dan’s arm. “This is my life. It sucks. Believe me, I know. But I don’t have a choice, and neither does Eli. If it were up to me, nothing would get in the way of spending time with you. You believe that, right?”


    Dan’s warm maple-brown eyes met mine, his anger softening at the corners. “Yeah. Of course I believe you. But him…?”


    Dan and I had known each other for a little less than a year, ever since he’d been the responding officer to Tommy’s murder. The police, including Dan, had been fooled into believing Tommy had died of a stroke when, in reality, the angels had done some creative rewriting. The truth was Tommy’s heart had been drilled through by a demon’s sword and I’d barely escaped with my life.


    Dan knew better, of course. He’d seen the truth when he helped me send an egotistical Fallen, Rifion, posing as a televangelist, to the abyss. Dan was aware now. He knew that angels walk the earth among us, that they fall, that they lust for human women, that they lie, manipulate, and kill. And he knew there wasn’t anything he could do to stop them.


    Eli leaned forward, matching Dan’s tense pose, bracing on his forearms, shoulders stiff. “What are you insinuating, boy?”


    “I’m not insinuating anything. I’m saying it outright. You’re jealous of our relationship. You’re jealous that I can be intimate with Emma and you can’t. You’re in love with her, and you’re doing whatever you can to keep us from being together.”


    Awkward silence descended over our table as the two men in my life glared at each other. I cared about Dan—I did. He was brave and gentle. He genuinely cared about people and had an innate compulsion to stick up for the underdog. It’s what made him such a great cop and an even better boyfriend. Plus he enjoyed smacking the cuffs on bad guys. Dan and I were a good fit, or we would be if we could ever get past all the crap that was keeping us apart.


    “Dan, please,” I said, giving his arm a gentle squeeze. “He’s my magister. That’s it. He only interrupts when he has to. Those are his brothers I’m hunting, his family. Remember? It’s got nothing to do with you and me.”


    Dan finally blinked a half beat later. He glanced at me, then back to Eli and slowly relaxed in his chair. “I know. You’re right. I’m sorry.”


    I had to give Dan credit. It was harder for him than most people. He was a nephilim, too—unmarked. Most nephilim go their whole lives never knowing their mothers were raped and memories erased by the Fallen. They lived normal lives just like any ordinary human: blissfully unaware.


    Dan wasn’t so lucky. He knew that inside him somewhere was the power to take action, to stop the Fallen from hurting anyone else, if only he could tap into it.


    He toyed with the fork resting on the table. “It can’t be easy for Eli and the others. And I get how this is hard for you, too, Emma. You’re a sweetheart, a peacemaker. Fighting evil, chasing after the bad guys goes against the grain for you. But it’s not like that for everybody. Some people are born fighters. Some people would want the chance you’ve been given.”


    I shook my head, tension filling my shoulders. We’d had this argument before. Dan wanted me to let him use my sword to trigger his illorum power—to make him one of us. But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. It was a death sentence, and there was nothing he could say to change my mind. “You only want to be marked because you don’t really know what it’s like. As a cop, when you take off your uniform the bad guys don’t know who you are. You’re not a target. But I can’t take off my mark—the bad guys, the demons, can feel me. They can smell me. I’m never just a normal person.”


    I was protecting him whether he understood or not. It was Tommy’s illorum sword that had marked me a year ago when I’d picked it up to save him from a cloven-hoofed demon. It had burned a symbol on the inside of my wrist—a sword with crossed keys below the hilt on the blade. It had made me an illorum, triggered my power.


    Being marked put me on the demon and fallen-angel hit list. I was under constant attack, fighting for my life until I could figure out who my angelic father was and send him to the abyss where he belonged. It didn’t matter that Dan thought he could handle it. He had two kids, a boy and a girl, from a previous marriage. He was someone’s dad. I wasn’t going to help him paint a holy target on his back.


    Dan tipped his chin, his gaze staring through the table as though he could see the sheath at the small of my back. “Put your sword on the table and let me make the choice.”


    “No,” I said. I’d been given my own sword after picking up Tommy’s. Part heavenly fire, part willpower—the illorum sword was the only thing in creation that could take down a Fallen and send him to the abyss. When it’s not needed, the sword’s just a hilt, the blade manifesting only by the will of an illorum.


    I wore it everywhere. Had to.


    “It’s not really up to you, y’know?” Dan said. “If it’s meant to be…”


    Maybe he was right. Maybe in the end if Dan was meant to become an illorum, it would happen no matter how much I tried to avoid it. But last year, at twenty-three, my life had stopped—literally—and turned into a kind of twisted biblical war-games reenactment. I didn’t want that for Dan, for some kids’ father.


    “We have to go, Emma Jane,” Eli said.


    Dan straightened. “What? No. You don’t even know if there’s anything she can do.”


    “I have good reason to believe this incident will be of particular interest to Emma Jane,” he said, though he kept his eyes on me.


    “Why?” I asked.


    Eli didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Without warning a warm rush tickled through my mind, the press of Eli’s thoughts weighing against my own. Like a memory that I hadn’t earned or experienced, images flashed through my thoughts. Night darkened the edges of my vision. A streetlamp overhead cast a dim light on the brick wall before me. Graffiti glistened across the gray blocks—the words unclear at first, the paint running in long, shiny drips.


    In my mind I blinked, narrowed my eyes trying to focus, to make sense of what I was seeing and why.


    It’s not paint, Eli said inside my head. And suddenly I knew what was written on the wall, and with what. My breath caught and the alley vanished.


    “What?” Dan said.


    “It was blood.”


    “What was?” Dan stiffened, gaze darting between Eli and me. “Whose blood?”


    “The attackers used the illorum’s blood to write on the alley wall where the illorum and magister were attacked,” Eli said.


    “What’d they write?” Dan asked.


    “The coming. Where have I heard that before?” I looked at Eli.


    “Last summer. David Lawrence Conference Center,” Eli said.


    “Richard Hubert.” I remembered the battle I’d fought with Rifion, the Fallen angel, to banish him back to the abyss.


    “Not possible,” Dan said. “You mean the Fallen who was posing as that televangelist last year? He’s dead, or whatever—locked in the abyss. I saw you slice off his head, and then he burst into a big ball of light about as bright as the sun. How’s he attacking some magister and his illorum months later?”


    Eli’s gaze slid to Dan, his expression blank. “I don’t know.” He turned back to me. “We need to find out. Now.”


    “Right.” I pushed to my feet and Dan followed a half second later. “I’m coming, too.”


    “No,” Eli and I said together.


    I sighed. “If Rifion is behind this, there’s nothing the police can do. It’s up to us, the illorum, to stop him. It’s too dangerous for you to get involved.”


    “As far as the police are concerned there’s been a murder. They won’t know the guy’s an illorum. To them he looks as human as you and me,” Dan said. “They’ll be on this anyway.”


    “Then it’s best that you investigate the incident through human channels,” Eli said. “Leave the angelic end to those with the power to handle it.”


    Dan’s anger spiked through my chest, making my heart race and my fists clench just like his. But it was his humiliation that sunk like a lead weight and turned my stomach sour. I pushed the foreign emotions away, keeping my voice calm. “It would really help us out to know what the police know. That way, we can make sure people don’t stumble across something, or someone, that might get them hurt.”


    “You mean the cops. The weak, human police,” Dan said, resentment simmering.


    “No. Not you, but…”


    He shook his head. “Forget it. I know what you meant. I’m just…I’m being stupid.”


    “We should go,” Eli said. He held out his hand to me.


    “Whatever.” Dan shook his head, pulling his wallet from his back pocket. “I’ll go down to the station and see where they are on the murder investigation.”


    I stepped around the table to Dan, ignoring Eli’s hand. “I’ll call you. Okay? We’ll try again. We’ll keep trying until we’ve had a whole date.”


    He tossed a couple twenties on the table to cover the bill. “Sure.”


    I shifted, forcing him to meet my eyes. “I mean it. A whole date…and everything that comes later.”


    “Okay.” His smile was slow in coming but when it finally crinkled the corners of his eyes, my heart hiccupped. He waggled his brows. “But next time, I say we skip dinner and go straight to dessert.”


    My face warmed and my smile stretched wider. His sexy suggestion fluttered through my belly and made parts low in my body go hot and slick.


    The guy was awesome—and built like a hard-packed pro wrestler. His bright smile, short brown-sugar hair, round cheeks, and cute button nose could make me forget all about demons, fallen angels, and holy missions.


    “It’s a date.” I balanced with my hand on his hard chest and stretched up to kiss his lips.


    Lust slammed through me, not just mine but his, too, and my whole body hummed with the rush of blood beneath my skin. Dan clamped an arm around my waist, the hand of the other cupping the side of my face. He pulled me to him, taking my mouth with his, stealing my breath.


    My brain fuzzed; the feel of his muscled body pressed to mine made it hard to think of anything else. The stroke of his tongue teased the desire for him I’d been putting off for nearly a year.


    Our lips parted and I blinked up to stare into his eyes. Those eyes had become safety to me—home. “We might be drawing too much attention,” he said.


    I stiffened, remembering Eli was watching, remembering we were standing in the middle of Houlihan’s restaurant. I put a slice of space between us. “I’ll, uh, call you.”


    He pinched my chin, smiling. “Be careful.”


    I nodded and shifted to step away, but he held me and I met his eyes. “I mean it, Em. Be careful. If anything happens to you, I will start shadowing you. No one’s gonna be able to stop me from watching your back. Got it?”


    “Got it. But I’ll be fine,” I said, loving his protective nature.


    I walked back to Eli, took the hand he’d offered before, and let him pull me against him.


    I glanced back at Dan. “I’ll see you soon.”


    Dan tipped his chin up and opened his mouth like he was about to say something. But before he could form the words, the scene around me blurred. The low hum of wind muffled my hearing; colors and shapes smeared together and reformed. Illorum could move almost as fast as magisters, and a quick in and out usually went unnoticed by any nearby humans.


    Houlihan’s and Dan were gone and I was left staring at the bloody words, The Coming, scrawled across a brick wall.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Eli had transported us at nearly angelic speed, a notch slower than the speed of thought. It wasn’t Eli’s top speed; he’d slowed down with me along for the ride to keep my head from exploding. Thoughtful, right?


    “You could’ve warned me before we took off,” I said, stepping out of his too comforting embrace.


    “Why?”


    Free of his touch, my brain spun like a dropped penny trying to catch up to the rest of me. I cupped my forehead and reached a hand out to brace on the wall. It slipped, smearing along the sticky, cold blood. “Crap. Where are we?”


    “The scene of the attack on Maion and his illorum,” Eli said.


    I glanced up from staring at my blood-covered palm to flash him an incredulous look. “I mean, where in Pittsburgh?”


    “Oh.” He reached for my hand and brushed his palm over mine. The blood was gone, though the words on the wall were still smeared, making it even harder to read.


    “Shadyside,” he said. “I believe this is the back of an apartment building. Cathedral Mansion apartments.”


    I fought not to visibly tremble from the contact. It wasn’t an angel thing. It was a girl-guy thing. Despite knowing how monumentally stupid it would be for me to hook up with Eli, my body didn’t seem to give a damn. My belly fluttered regardless of the innocence of the touch and my blood warmed through my veins. Sometimes innocent touches were worse.


    If Eli sensed my warring thoughts, he gave no indication. Angels were constantly bombarded by the din of human thought, and most actively worked to shut it out. As my magister, Eli was almost always attuned to me, although I’d learned how to shut him out when I wanted privacy. It had taken some time and apparently most illorum couldn’t do it no matter how hard they tried. I didn’t know why I had the ability. Apparently I’m abnormal even among the abnormal. Lucky me.


    He wiped a palm over the print I’d left on the wall and the blood smoothed, erasing any evidence that it’d been touched.


    “That’s…that’s near the university campus, right?” I swallowed hard, wiping my hands on my jeans, trying to erase the feel of him.


    Eli was the most important person in my world and the one man I could never be with. Love between us—real physical love between an angel and human—could destroy us both. That’s what started this whole mess eons ago. Eli and I wouldn’t make the same mistake.


    I looked around. The streetlamp I’d glimpsed in my vision shone down on a long run of Dumpsters against the wall.


    “Yes. The center of campus is a few blocks over,” Eli said. If he knew how he affected me, he kept it to himself. See? Thoughtful.


    The alley let out onto Clyde Street and a small parking lot ringed by tall, leafy trees at the other end. Not even moonlight could penetrate the inky shadows cast by those trees. I pointed to the building that made the opposite side of the alley. “Those’re apartments, too, right?”


    “Yes. I believe so.”


    I glanced up at the rows of windows on either side, some backlit from somewhere inside, others black. “There had to be witnesses.”


    “Not likely.” He slipped his hands into the pockets of his suit pants. Eli was good-looking, great-looking even, but he dressed like crap in off-the-rack suits that were too loose to show off the yummy shape of his body. “No one will witness our presence, even if they were to look out and see us.”


    “Why not?” I was still learning all the tricks angels used to go nearly two thousand years unseen by humans.


    He shrugged. “We’re in the habit of being unnoticed, easily forgotten. We strive for the mundane, the nondescript. Even now, your friend Dan couldn’t pick me out of a lineup—as he’s so apt to say. Our desire transfers through our power, making it nearly impossible for us to stand out in the human mind, to be remembered. Unless we wish otherwise.”


    “What about me? Won’t they remember seeing me out here?”


    “Not if you stay near enough to me.”


    “So whoever attacked Maion won’t be remembered by anyone who might have seen because of his power to go unnoticed.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Perfect.” I sighed and turned my back to him, studying the long, dimly lit alley. It was wide enough to fit two delivery trucks side by side with one half of the alley grating up about two feet high, leaving a drop-off straight down the middle.


    “Don’t you think you should check on the illorum?” Eli said after a long stretch of silence. “She’ll be dead soon.”


    I glanced back at him. “What? Why? Where is she?”


    Eli tipped his chin toward the drop-off beside him, indicating a spot on the lower part of the road cast in shadows from the small wall. “Where she fell.”


    His words shifted my focus, and I noticed the splatter of blood on the edge of the center wall. “Why didn’t you say something?”


    I jumped down and dropped to my knees beside a girl who couldn’t have been older than sixteen, and ninety-five pounds soaking wet. I’m only five foot and a buck-twenty, but I’d built up some muscle since this illorum thing all started. So compared to this kid I was a sumo wrestler.


    “I told you she was nearly killed.” Eli jumped down near her head. “I told you we had to go immediately.”


    “Yeah, but I thought you were just trying to get me away from Dan. And I assumed you’d called an ambulance, or the police—someone.”


    “I can’t, you know that. I can’t interfere.”


    I didn’t look at him. Didn’t have to. I could hear the frustration in his voice—knew what it was like for him. Magisters were forbidden to physically interfere in the battle between illorum and the Fallen, even if it meant allowing a fatally injured illorum to die. To interfere would mean the start of the war. The first war had split heaven in two and given birth to the angelic prison—the abyss. Heaven might not survive a second time.


    This was our battle, the nephilim against their fathers. A way to make amends for the sin our fathers committed—the sin that had given us life. Live or die, we were on our own.


    At first, I thought the girl was wearing a dark red jumper. But when I touched her shoulder she flinched, flashing a white T-shirt under her arm.


    It was blood. It was all blood. And she was covered in it.


    “Please…please…” Her voice was so soft and weak I could only understand the one word.


    “You’re gonna be okay. You’re safe,” I said, gingerly examining her for injuries as best I could without moving her too much.


    “What’s your name?” I asked, but she didn’t answer. Her black hair was in a long braid down her back and tight to her scalp. But when I touched the top of her head my hand came away wet with blood. “I’m Emma, an illorum. You’re gonna be okay.”


    She shifted, tried to lift her head. “Water…”


    “You’re thirsty?”


    “Holy water,” Eli said.


    “Holy water?” I moved my examination to her chest and arms, gently lifting her shirt to see her belly.


    There it was, a long gash from her rib cage to her opposite hip. The edges were already knitting closed. But the skin was swelling with odd bumps, like cauliflower had gotten trapped underneath and the edges oozed a thick black liquid. There was another deep gash on her thigh and about thirty smaller stab wounds all over her body.


    She should’ve been dead, would’ve been if she’d been only human. If blood loss was the worst of it, she’d probably survive with an infusion and some rest. But for illorum, losing most of your blood wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. Brimstone was.


    “Had to be a demon attack,” I said to Eli. “Her wounds are bubbling up from the brimstone under her skin. It’s bad.”


    Demons were full of brimstone from their time in the abyss. It was under their nails, in their blood and sweat. One good rake of their claws or solid bite from a demon could kill us. I slid the girl’s T-shirt back over her stomach and pulled the delicate silver necklace with its long, slender crystal from under my blouse. I wore the thing all the time. It had been Tommy’s—a gift from Eli. About five hundred years before Tommy, Eli had given it to Jeannette d’Arc, better known as Joan of Arc. It was mine now and the sentimental value was even greater than the life-saving liquid it held. As deadly as brimstone was to an illorum, holy items like bibles, crucifixes, and rosaries could slow the poisonous effect. But the only thing that would counteract it was holy water.


    My hands trembled, making it hard to unscrew the decorative silver cap. But I managed to get it open and used my free hand to lift her head enough that she could drink the swallow of holy water inside.


    “This isn’t enough.” I looked up at Eli. “She’s got too much brimstone in her bloodstream. This will slow the poison, but she’ll need at least a full cup to get her healing.”


    “The church of the Ascension is across the street in front of the apartments.” Eli knelt beside me, took the girl’s head onto his lap. A smile flickered across her lips, her eyes still closed. When they used their power, there was nothing as comforting as being in the lap of an angel. “I’ll stay with her,” he said.


    “This okay? I mean, if any demons or Fallen happen by, they might see this as interference,” I pointed out.


    He shook his head. “I am not sustaining her life or altering its destiny. I’m simply easing her pain. If you don’t hurry, there’ll be no reason to continue.”


    I didn’t argue. In the time it took to sneeze, I’d teleported down the alley, up the side street, across the road, and through the front doors of the old church. Technically I was moving like anyone else, putting one foot in front of the other. But with one step, I could fold time and space and travel distances so fast I moved through any physical obstacle that stood between me and my destination.


    Well, almost any. Private homes were protected against demonic and angelic power. Since my speed was part of my angel half, I couldn’t use it to teleport through the front door of someone’s home.


    The church was big, and it looked like an old castle on the outside with a dark stone facade and fire-engine-red doors. Inside were glimmering marble floors inlaid with polished hardwood, towering white walls, pointed arches, and stained-glass windows. I spotted the baptismal font straight ahead at the back of the sanctuary—a huge stone chalice with artfully carved religious symbols adorning all sides.


    The lid matched the chalice but with my illorum strength, I lifted it easily, setting the heavy stone on the floor next to the font. The bowl inside was shimmering gold. Real gold? Who knew? But even in the dim glow of safety lights the water inside glistened like cut diamonds against the gilded background.


    I refilled the crystal on my necklace first, then searched the back of the chapel for any sort of cup I could use. On a table behind the last row of pews were stacks of programs for the last service, a few flyers announcing upcoming events, and a small wooden pencil holder with about twenty stumpy pencils inside. I dumped out the pencils and took the cup back to the font.


    Pencil shavings and little bits of black crud floated on top, but none of that would lessen the power of the water. A sneeze later and I was back at the girl’s side feeding her the water, hoping it wasn’t too late.


    She swallowed the last of it, her head settling back into Eli’s lap. “They…” She stopped her words, swallowing against a wince of pain and tried again, her voice soft, drowsy. “They just watched. Never…never said…a word. Didn’t even try to help… Why?”


    “Who?” I asked. “Who watched?”


    Her eyes closed and she sighed, passing out before she could answer. I looked at Eli and he met my gaze. But rather than answering my question, he looked to the row of Dumpsters along the wall behind me. I turned and saw the tall, statuesque angel perched on top.


    There were maybe ten billion angels on heaven and earth and I probably couldn’t pick most of them out of a crowd. But this one I knew. “Fred.”


    “Call the authorities. The girl needs to get to a hospital,” Eli said to me, gently lowering her head to the pavement. The instant his hands slipped from beneath her he was gone—teleporting across the alley to stand in front of the Dumpster, staring up at the other angel. I pulled my cell phone from my back pocket and dialed 911.


    “Yeah. I need to report a, uh…mugging behind the Mansions apartments in Shadyside. In the alley. Send an ambulance; the girl’s pretty beat up.” I thumbed the off button before the woman could ask me any more questions and felt the girl’s neck for a pulse.


    She was still alive. She’d probably make it. I looked down the alley to Eli. He and Fred were talking, their voices so soft I couldn’t hear a sound. If not for their lips moving I’d think they weren’t saying anything at all.


    I pushed to my feet and started toward them. Fred wasn’t really the angel’s name, but since the guy was too arrogant to speak to me, I figured I could call him whatever I wanted. Fred was the first name that came to mind when I’d caught him stalking Eli and me last summer. And it kinda stuck.


    “Hey. ’Sup, Fred?” I called out when I was close enough. The freakishly tall angel didn’t even spare me a glance.


    He was thin, with big hands and long fingers. His skin was pasty white, made more intense by the brilliant bloodred of his elbow-length hair. The guy had the kind of hair some women would kill for, thick and damn near luminescent. Despite it being full-on night, Fred wore mirrored, wire-framed sunglasses. Maybe he thought they looked cool with his long, white trench coat—his white shoes, slacks, shirt, and tie. The guy seriously needed to broaden his color palette.


    Whatever. Fred was an ass.


    “Ask it who destroyed the magister,” he said to Eli.


    Eli turned to me. “Fraciel would like me to ask you who destroyed the magister.”


    I blinked at Eli. It? “Seriously? He knows I heard him, right?” I looked up at the redheaded angel. “I have ears, y’know.”


    Eli’s brow creased. He shook his head. “Emma Jane, no. He’s a seraph. The fact that he acknowledges your presence even through me is testament to the severity of the situation.”


    More like a testament to the fact that he’s an ass. I sighed. “Whatever. Fraseal is it?”


    “Fraciel,” Eli corrected, like I’d said it wrong.


    “Fraseal.”


    Eli shook his head and, I swear, repeated the name exactly the way I’d said it. “Fra-ci-el.”


    “Enough. Tell Fred I have no idea who hurt the girl and her magister. She’s out cold and until she can recover, she’s not talking.”


    Eli turned back to the redhead. “As I told you, she doesn’t know. I alerted her to the attack after I had already investigated the scene and found Maion gone and the illorum critically injured.”


    “Why?” Fred asked, his lips a straight line, his expression stiff.


    Eli tilted his head at his brother, confused. “Why?”


    “Why did you waste time alerting your illorum? Why did you not pursue the assailant?” I guess Eli’s continued confusion showed on his expression, prompting Fred to elaborate. “Your priority is to your brother, discovering who has committed this heinous act and how.”


    “The girl was dying,” Eli said.


    Fred raised his chin. “An illorum’s health is immaterial.”


    I don’t know what happened. I mean, I knew except for magisters most seraphim would sooner kill nephilim than look at us. We were the product of sin and living proof of a lost brother. But I saw red and pulled my sword without thinking, willing the blade to manifest as I moved forward. “Immaterial? She risked her life doing your dirty w—”


    My knees bent under me the second Fred looked my way. I hit the concrete road hard and the breath gushed from my lungs, pain jarring up through my thighbones. Giant invisible fingers crushed my chest, flattening my lungs; I couldn’t get another breath.


    Eli moved between us in a flash, his sword in his hand. It didn’t do any good. “Fraciel, no. Please.”


    Magisters were forbidden from interfering in the battles between illorum and Fallen, but there were no rules about my magister protecting me from another seraph.


    Fred’s attention shifted to Eli. “Control your human, Elizal. Its insolence reflects poorly on you.”


    “I know. She…she is ignorant, new to the truth.” He glanced at me, then back to the arrogant angel still standing on the Dumpster. “Please, Fraciel.”


    My vision darkened at the edges, my body screaming for air. I’d dropped my sword and grasped at my chest and neck, desperate to somehow expand my lungs. Fred would kill me without lifting a finger. The power he wielded in a single thought was greater than anything I’d ever encountered. Eli could stop him, maybe. But it would mean choosing me—a human—over his brother, and the implications of such a blatant defiance could have catastrophic consequences…for both of us.


    But then suddenly the pressure lifted, my lungs expanded, and the quick intake had me coughing—sucking air hard on all fours.


    “Ask it to tell us what is meant by the words scrawled on their nest,” Fred said, proving he’d only let me breathe so I could answer his questions.


    Eli exhaled, though his shoulders were still tense. He turned to me. “Fraciel asks if you know what the words on the apartment wall mean.”


    I blinked up at Eli, thinking. I didn’t know for sure what the words The Coming meant, but I had an idea. Months ago, when Rifion had tried to create his own heaven on earth, he brought nephilim into their power without giving them direction—without marking them. The fallen angel hadn’t used an illorum sword the way most nephilim were inducted. Somehow he’d done it with his own angelic energy. He didn’t want to use the sword—with good reason.


    The illorum sword didn’t just put the blade and crossed keys mark of the illorum on a person. It enhances a nephilim’s innate desire to hunt Fallen and their demons. Without it, the nephilim he had altered were just powerful half angels, susceptible to normal human temptations and the pitfalls of healthy egos. Without the mark they could be dangerous to normal humans and there was no reason the seraphim would allow them to live.


    There were whispers back then about The Coming of a new faith. Of creating gods on earth. Those whispers died when I kicked Rifion’s butt into the abyss, but Eli knew all that. That’s why he’d shown me the bloody writing on the wall. So why hadn’t he told the ginger-headed prick? I swallowed hard, winced, pretending I was still struggling for a good breath. It wasn’t hard. My chest ached as though his power had actually bruised me. Maybe it had.


    I shook my head, kept my gaze low, and said, “No. I don’t know what it means.”


    Eli hesitated a second, catching my eyes. He looked worried but turned back to Fred. “She doesn’t know.”


    “Ask it if the other illorum did this,” Fred said as I stumbled to my feet.


    Eli turned. “Fraciel asks if—”


    “If that kid somehow managed to kill her magister and then fatally wound herself? No. I doubt it.” My breathing was getting easier. I inhaled hard, finally filling my lungs. “The girl has brimstone in her wounds. That spells demon to me.”


    “She believes demons were involved,” Eli said.


    Fred huffed, looking away. “No demon could harm a seraph. Even a seraph laboring as a magister.”


    “Then what can kill an angel?” I asked.


    Fred tipped his chin at Eli, and my dark-haired magister turned to me, a hint of reluctance in his pale eyes. “There is nothing on earth that can harm a seraph.”


    I laughed. “I think Maion would argue that point.”


    “Save the hand of God, only a seraph’s sword can return an angel to the heavenly spirit from which he was made,” Fred said to no one in particular.


    “Another angel did this?” I asked.


    Fred’s attention snapped to me. Even with his mirrored sunglasses hiding his eyes, I could feel his glare slam into me—like a physical weight, it pressed down on my shoulders, squeezing my brain. I held my breath, clenching my jaw, but after a few seconds I couldn’t take the crushing sensation and looked away.


    That’s when I saw the rest of them. Angels, seraphim, perched in the dark trees at the end of the alley, grown men balancing on limbs no thicker than a pencil. There were twenty or so peering through the thick foliage, watching.


    Just…watching.


    The girl, the illorum, had said “they” watched but none of them would help her. Had she meant the tall, meticulously dressed men with their eerie light eyes and unearthly silence? Had they watched her lying there bleeding, dying, and done nothing?


    “A seraph would never harm his brother,” Eli said.


    “Stranger things have happ—”


    “Never,” Fred said, his voice a whip of anger in the night air.


    “Then the demons must’ve gotten their hands on a seraph sword somehow,” I said, following the only chain of logic left.


    “A seraph’s sword is made of the same…material, the same spirit, as his physical body,” Eli said. “It’s a part of him. To have a seraph’s sword is to possess a piece of the seraph himself. No angel would allow such a thing. He would fight to his end to prevent it.”


    Fred sniffed from on top of the Dumpster as though my suggestion was stupid and the reason obvious. The guy was really starting to bug me.


    I grabbed my sword from where I’d dropped it, willing the blade to disband. The gleaming metal fractured, light dispersing, fading on the wind until there was nothing but the hilt in my hand. I slipped it back into its special leather sheath at the small of my back. “Well, someone must’ve figured out a way. Either that or you’ve got a rogue angel on your hands.”


    I wasn’t sure which scenario was worse. Either way the possibility was scary…like apocalypse kind of scary.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    Sirens wailed in the distance, growing closer. I looked up at Fred perched on top of the Dumpsters, his sharp chin high, face a somber mask. “Why didn’t you help the girl? Why didn’t you comfort her?”


    The angel’s attention swiveled down to me from behind the mirrored lenses of his sunglasses and the corner of his tight lips curled ever so slightly toward a smile. Then he vanished without a word.


    “Prick.”


    “Emma Jane,” Eli said, chastising. “They understand that word and like you, they can hear.”


    “Yeah? So why didn’t any of them lift a finger to help the kid?” I gestured to the dark trees at the end of the alley, its limbs still crowded with angels watching in silent fixation.


    “They can’t—”


    “I know they can’t interfere in the battles between illorum and the Fallen by healing her or anything like that. But they could’ve comforted her. They could’ve eased her pain.” I pushed past him angrily and jogged back to the girl. She was still out cold. The cauliflower swelling from the brimstone under her wounds had gone down, but she was still pretty bad off.


    Before I could look up again, Eli was kneeling next to me. “The nephilim, even after they’ve picked up the sword, are…corrupted in the eyes of seraphim. They are still…unclean. A seraph wouldn’t even touch this illorum’s mind to discover how it was possible for someone, or something, to kill one of its own. And trust me, Emma Jane, they are in a panic over the mystery.”


    I stroked the girl’s face. She was just a kid. “You’re saying they wouldn’t ease her pain because…because they didn’t believe she deserved the kindness? They wouldn’t comfort her because she wasn’t a pure human?”


    “Yes.”


    “Aye,” someone said from behind us. “They’re a holy bunch of arses, they are.”


    I looked up at the familiar sound of a thick Irish accent and into the bright green eyes of the oldest illorum I knew. “Liam McGregor.”


    At fifty-six, the man still looked a young twenty-five—the age he’d been when he was marked. He was about as mature as a sixteen-year-old and thanks to his five foot nothing frame and kinky, orangish-red hair, he reminded me of an X-rated leprechaun.


    “How’ve ya been, lassie? Lookin’ mighty fine, I must say.”


    Just then the ambulance pulled up at the end of the alley, lights flashing, blinking off the walls with a kind of strobe effect. Our reunion was put on hold while the attendants saw to the injured girl and the police, who had pulled in behind the ambulance, asked the three of us a million questions twice over.


    Thanks to Dan, I knew most of the cops in Pittsburgh, so Officer Mike Rizzo and his partner, Larry Weinbaum, were more surprised to see me than I was to see them.


    “Emma, what are you doing here?” Mike asked. His compact, powerhouse body made me think he could’ve been on the same high school wrestling team as Dan. You could tell Mike was Italian just by looking at him. With his black hair cut short on a wide, sharp-boned face, he looked like an extra off the set of The Godfather. The right turn of his nose didn’t help much. The tough guy never had it set right after a break. “You okay?”


    I nodded, stepping out of the way of the attendants wheeling the battered illorum toward the waiting ambulance. “I’m fine. I was the one who found the girl. Called it in.”


    “You know her?” Larry asked, stepping up beside Mike. Physically, Larry was Mike’s opposite—tall and lean, more swimmer than wrestler. His hair was a few shades lighter than Mike’s and an inch or so longer. He wore glasses, dark frames with silver accents, on a very large beak-like nose that Dan said made him insecure with women.


    “No, ya gom,” Liam said. “She just found the bird bleedin’ on the ground there and did her moral duty, is all.”


    Mike narrowed his eyes on the frizzy-haired Irishman. “And you are?”


    He flashed a wide, boyish smile and bowed. “Liam McGregor, at your service.”


    Such a creepy, little freak.


    Mike jotted a note on his pad, nodding. “So you were with Emma when she discovered the girl?”


    “Aye,” Liam answered at the same time that I said, “No.”


    Larry laughed, but a shadow of doubt flickered behind his eyes. “Which is it?”


    The two cops shifted their attention back and forth between us, their brows shooting high when Liam slipped his arm around my waist.


    “Aye. Yes. Out paintin’ the town together we were.” Liam puffed his chest, stretched his five-foot frame to its fullest, and let his smile turn lecherous, brows bobbing.


    “Really?” Mike said.


    “Dan’s okay with this?” Larry asked.


    “No. We weren’t…I mean, Liam’s just—”


    “My nephew,” Eli said, moving close behind me. “I was showing Liam and Emma Jane where I grew up. It was just down the street, off Fifth. We were walking by and heard the poor girl crying…”


    Larry lifted his chin, dark eyes peering from beneath the bill of his police hat suspiciously. “And who are you?”


    “This is Eli, he’s my, uh, martial arts teacher,” I said. It wasn’t too far from the truth. Eli had taught me everything I knew about fighting—some martial arts, but mostly sword combat.


    “Is that right,” Larry said.


    It took another thirty minutes playing question and answer before Mike and Larry let us go. Eli gave them a fake cell number and address. I wasn’t sure if Liam’s information was any more real. I figured I’d find out if the police had more questions and couldn’t reach anyone but me. Something to look forward to.


    We made a right out of the alley, heading down Clyde toward Fifth, sticking to Eli’s story about showing us his old neighborhood. Liam tried slipping his arm around my shoulders again and I elbowed him in the ribs.


    “Oww…” He rubbed his side, chuckling. “When did you get so hard ta’ play?”


    “What are you doing here, Liam?”


    “Heard a magister had his holy arse returned to the start. Can’t say as I’d be seein’ that every day. Came to snap pictures.” Liam wasn’t a big fan of angels—fallen, seraphim, or magisters.


    “His illorum nearly got her ass handed to her too, in case you didn’t notice.”


    “Aye. I noticed,” Liam said, sobering. “Any word on what beastie pulled it off?”


    “Beast?” I asked. “You think whatever did it wasn’t human?”


    “Those angel pricks are a might hard to kill,” he said. “Couldn’t be anythin’ less than supernatural that did the deed. Nothin’ human for sure. If we’re lucky, the bloody angels turned on themselves.”


    “Watch your tongue, boy,” Eli said, his irritated gaze flicking across me to Liam, then straight ahead again. “You’ve no idea what intolerance your magister endures from our brothers to help you complete your mission. What we all endure.”


    “Aye, that be true. But if not for one of my magister’s brothers raping me Ma and buggerin’ my arse in the processes, I wouldn’t be in this mess to begin with,” Liam said. “So forgive me if I don’t weep for one less of ya walkin’ the earth.”


    “What are you really doing here, Liam?” I asked.


    He glanced sideways at me, his red lashes pale under the streetlights. “I have me reasons, lassie. Personal. Had to see with me own eyes if it be demons behind the killing.”


    “I don’t know who, or what, was behind the attack, but demons were there tonight,” I said. “The girl was full of brimstone.”


    Liam’s gaze fell to his feet and he nodded. “Aye. I thought as much. You’ll let me know if the little lassie points a finger?”


    “Sure.”


    He stopped, turned to face me. “It’s important, Emma.”


    I studied his face for a moment—saw the worry, the sincerity that deepened creases along his forehead and tightened the corners of his eyes. “What’s going on, Liam?”


    “Just promise you’ll let me know,” he said.


    I nodded. “Promise. But how will I get in touch with you?”


    His expression eased. “Ask your boyfriend. Just gave me number to his mates, didn’t I?”


    “Right.”


    “Now.” He sighed and held out his arms, his gaze dropping to my breasts. “Give us a squeeze before we part ways. No tellin’ how long I might go without feelin’ the soft curves of a woman’s body in me arms again.”


    “Um…no.” I wasn’t sure how Liam remembered our last encounter, when he’d nearly allowed a demon to take my head. But we were never that close.


    He dropped his arms, feigning hurt feelings. “You be a cruel hearted bit a’ fluff, Emma Jane Hellsbane. But a right fine fluff to be sure.” His smile flashed, green eyes bright. Then he winked and vanished.


    “Such a creepy, little guy.” I shook my head.


    §


    Muzak droned innocuously through elevator speakers while everything inside me screamed for me to run, to find a deep, dark hole somewhere and hide…forever. The emotion wasn’t mine, but that didn’t make it feel any less real.


    I was tracking the girl, the illorum from the alley, inside Children’s Hospital by following her bone-chilling fear so powerful it threatened to choke out my own reality. Fighting the impulse wasn’t easy, and neither was reasoning with my brain that the emotions weren’t mine. My heart raced like a caged bird despite my effort. Every muscle in my body tensed, spring-loaded, ready to flee.


    The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. The moment I stepped into the hall I knew which room was hers.


    “A little conspicuous, don’t you think?” I said.


    Eli glanced down the hall toward the clutch of angels gathered around the hospital room door. “Unlike magisters, seraphim do not reside on this plane. They are spirit only and therefore humans can’t see them unless the seraphim wish it and cross over.”


    “Seriously?” There were ten men at least, all of them tall like Eli, lean, with the same broad shoulders and stern face he sometimes wore when he was deep in thought. Like a men’s choir, they were all dressed in suits that were close enough in color and style to make them seem similar, but on closer inspection no two were exactly alike. In shades of white, gray, and black—the fabric melded to their bodies perfectly, like skin, as though they’d been born wearing them. Maybe they had.


    They were all sublimely handsome with long hair past the smalls of their backs. Butter yellows, steel grays, honey browns, and midnight blues, the colors so rich they seemed both supernatural and completely normal at once.


    The girl’s fear was still a prickling sensation at the back of my skull. But the nearer I came to the angelic mob, the more their warm thrum of power pulsed through me.


    Like stepping from a bitter cold rain into warm bathwater, my muscles relaxed, my heart slowed. Their power enveloped me, washing away even the faint sense of fear, of vulnerability that comes with being alive. My head fuzzed, drunk on the heady comfort of their power. The light scent of fresh meadows drenched in sunshine filled my lungs.


    A nurse walked through the group from the other side and as she passed, the angels popped out of her way and back again. She didn’t look up from her metal clipboard, her pen hand jotting notes as she walked. But her lips curled in a soft, satisfied smile—her eyes fluttering closed for a moment until she’d passed through the cloud of their power.


    I swallowed hard, fighting the urge to curl up on the floor and let myself drown in that soothing sensation. “What are they doing here?”


    “Waiting for you,” Eli said.


    We walked past them, zigzagging through the crowd until we reached the door. They didn’t move for me. Eli pushed open the room door, and I stepped through without a word to the waiting angels. Not that they would’ve spoken to me anyway.


    The instant I crossed the threshold, goose bumps rippled over my skin and dread chilled through me like the scratch of bony fingers all over my body. My stomach knotted—my heart a frantic pulse in my chest. I clenched my teeth, fisting my hands, trying to deny a sudden, smothering sense of despair swamping through me…swamping through the girl. For whatever reason the soothing effect of the hallway angels didn’t reach through the walls of this room. Or was it being purposely blocked?


    The small, private room was even more crowded than the hall. Another fifteen angelic men crammed shoulder to shoulder around the hospital bed, making a wall of their bodies that blocked my view of the girl. Each angel was as beautiful and powerful as the ones in the hall.


    But it was the one perched on the narrow frame at the foot of her bed that commanded the room and my attention.


    “Fraciel, you cannot do this,” Eli said.


    The lean, redheaded angel swiveled his head toward us, monster-movie slow, his eyes hidden behind those damn mirrored sunglasses. “It is not human. I can do what I like.”


    “She’s half human. You’re tormenting her,” Eli said. “To what end?”


    “He’s behind the gloom and doom cloud in here?” I looked to Fred. “What, she didn’t suffer enough tonight? You figured you’d make her off herself, too?”


    “It knows who destroyed Maion and how,” Fred said to Eli. “It must reveal this information. It must know the consequences if it does not.”


    “Did ya try asking her?” I said.


    Eli glanced at me, but every other creature in the room totally ignored me. “They can’t—”


    “Yeah—yeah, icky illorum, I know,” I said.


    Fred pointed in my direction, his finger long and elegant. “Tell it to ask the other. Make it reveal what it knows.”


    “Bite me, Ginger. You wanna know so badly, ask her yourself. Nicely.”


    I didn’t have a second to enjoy my retort before white-hot pain exploded through my right hand and steamrolled up my arm. My scream was guttural, raw, and unrestrained. I couldn’t breathe for the excruciating sensation, like every bone in my right hand had been crushed. My knees buckled and I dropped, clutching my swelling black and blue palm to my chest. Somewhere in the blind frenzy of my mind I knew Eli had rushed to my side.


    “Elizal!” Fred’s voice boomed with the single word and Eli stopped, hand mid-stretch for my shoulder. “You will not interfere.”


    “Then stop this, Fraciel. You go too far. This cruelty is unnecessary,” Eli said.


    Fred paused a moment, studying Eli. Finally, he sighed, shaking his head. “You value these nephilim too highly, Elizal. Did you learn nothing from the mistakes of our brothers? They are not to be loved or prized. They are suffered to live only in so far as they are impotent or put into duty to serve us.”


    “Not us, Fraciel. They serve the Father. They fight to do what we find too distasteful to do ourselves. They labor to cleanse their souls. Which of those undertakings do you find indecorous and unworthy of your deference?”


    “I neither condemn nor forgive. My thoughts are for my brothers and the fate that has befallen them, as should yours be,” Fred said.


    “Your concern is no greater than mine,” Eli said. “But not at the expense of my compassion. Stop this, Fraciel. Or I will.”


    The tall angel sighed. “It is only pain. The body’s reaction is psychosomatic.”


    “Fraciel, please.”


    The pain stopped and my body collapsed, relief like a tsunami crashing over me, liquefying my muscles. Suddenly I could breathe, I could think…and I wanted run.


    Eli helped me to my feet, his hands finding mine. Tenderly he felt the bones in my right hand. “Are you okay?”


    I nodded. “Yeah. Note to self, Fred’s got a bitch of a temper.”


    “A bit.” His smile flickered without the strength of his conviction to hold it on his lips. He raised a hand, brushed a blond strand of hair from my eyes. His finger traced around my ear, but the chin-length strand didn’t stay. A warm shiver shook across my shoulders with his feather-light touch.


    “Your buddies don’t like us much,” I said.


    “They’re shaken by the attack, that’s all,” he said. “We’re immortal. Invulnerable but for one impossible weakness. This shouldn’t have happened—it couldn’t have. Talk to the girl, Emma Jane. Try. If someone has discovered a way to end magisters, seraphim will only grow more desperate for answers until they discover how it was done and by whom.”


    “Yeah. I got that.”


    “What’re you doing in here?” Eli and I both looked back to the nurse standing in the now open doorway. “What have you done to that poor girl?”


    She stared across the room to the hospital bed, her round face etched with worry. I followed her gaze and saw for the first time the bed and the girl cowering under the covers. The room was empty expect for Eli and me. The angels were gone. Or were they?


    The nurse stormed into the room, making a beeline for the hospital bed. “What’s wrong, honey? Have they done something to scare you?”


    The kid sat with her back pressed against the high stack of pillows, clutching the sheet and blanket under her chin. Her wide, dark eyes darted from one point in the room to another, occasionally settling on a point high above the foot of her bed. Was she still seeing angels crowding around her, Fred towering above?


    “Are you family?” the nurse asked, turning to face us, a protective hand on the girl’s leg.


    Eli stepped forward, his hands slipping into the pockets of his slacks as he narrowed his eyes, reading her name tag. “Hello…Teresa. We’re here to help the girl. Our presence will ease her fear.”


    The pudgy, fortysomething nurse looked Eli over from head to toe, then glared my way for half a heartbeat and huffed. “I see. Well…okay.”


    Just like that she believed him. I don’t know why I was surprised.


    She turned back to the girl, fishing out the call button from where it had fallen next to the mattress and laying it within reach. “Just push this button if you need anything, okay sweetie? I’m sure your mom and dad are on their way.”


    Nurse Teresa patted the girl’s leg, smiling, and then turned that smile toward us. “Not too long. She’s still in shock.”


    Eli nodded, slipping his arm around the nurse’s thick shoulders, escorting her out of the room while I moved in to talk with the kid.


    I scanned her chart for her name. Nenita. “Hey, Nenita. You remember me?”


    “What are they?” Her small voice was barely a whisper, her eyes wide—pupils huge. She was staring at where Fred had perched on the end of her bed. I glanced that way, but there was no one there. Did he think I didn’t know he was still hanging out, terrorizing her?


    “You don’t know?” I asked.


    Nenita tugged the clutch of blanket and sheet up to her nose and shook her head, sinking deeper under the covers. I held out my wrist, turning it so she could see the tattoo-like illorum mark.


    “You know what this is?”


    She hesitated for a moment, as though she didn’t want to tear her eyes from the man I couldn’t see hovering at the end of her bed. Couldn’t say I blamed her. She finally glanced at my wrist and nodded, then showed me her mark. It was still red and raw. I grimaced at sore skin, remembering the pain, then flattened my expression as realization dawned.


    “How long have you been an illorum, Nenita? When were you marked?”


    Her terrified eyes swung to meet mine. “Today.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    She was so new. My chest squeezed, pity weighing heavy, making it hard to breathe. So new, so young. She had no idea that this was just the beginning—and that there was no going back. “What happened to you and your magister, Nenita?”


    The girl didn’t answer. She just stared straight ahead at where the invisible Fred stood balanced on the thin rail of her bed’s footboard.


    “Don’t be afraid,” I said. “He’s…he’s an angel—like your magister.” Only way more bigoted.


    The young girl shook her head. “Ain’t no angel. No wings.”


    “Yes there are. They have wings. Sort of. They just…they just don’t show them.”


    She shook her head again and sunk lower. The nurses had cleaned her up, washed off most of the blood, but there was still some crusted inside her ear and a spot at her temple and more under her nails. Her hair wasn’t as black as it had looked in the alley, more of a dark brown with reddish undertones, tight waves frizzing around her head. With big brown eyes peering from under the edge of her covers, she looked closer to twelve years old instead of the sixteen her chart confirmed.


    “Angels got wings,” she said.


    Eli stepped up behind me, his nearness setting off a quick tingle at the back of my neck. I resisted the urge to look at him.


    “I’m sorry your magister was taken so quickly from you, Nenita,” he said. “There was a lot he didn’t have time to teach you. But you can rest assured he was an angel. As is Fraciel. As am I. Behold.”


    The small hospital room suddenly flooded with light, and I glanced over my shoulder, already knowing what I’d see. An ethereal glow arched over Eli’s shoulders, down his back to his ankles. Translucent feathers shimmered within the golden light, barely there, more air than physical substance, the molecules constantly moving so the feathers seemed to flutter in an unfelt wind.


    Then he clasped his hands, lowered his chin, and slowly unfurled his wings. They were enormous, large enough to support his weight if he actually used them to fly. The tips stretched from wall to wall, filling the room, and my breath caught despite having seen it all before. I couldn’t help it. There was no preparing for it, no getting used to the sight.


    Eli peered up at me from beneath his wavy hair, a cocky half smile lifting one corner of his lips. As close as we’d grown over the last year, it was sometimes easy to forget who Eli was—what he was. But staring at him now, the curls of his blue-black hair rustling, his pale blue eyes bright with an unearthly inner glow, and his oh-so-male jaw brushed with a half-day’s growth of stubble, there was no mistaking.


    This man was an angel.


    My heart raced, desire stirring low inside me. The soothing, bright light didn’t produce heat, yet a comforting warmth spread over my skin and sank deep inside me to liquefy my bones. I wanted to play the jaded, too cool for school, experienced illorum for the younger girl. But my eyes closed of their own volition and before I could think to stop myself I relaxed into the warm honey embrace of that light.


    Then it was gone, and I resisted the urge to moan at the loss.


    “Are you all right?” Eli asked.


    I licked my lips and nodded, my brain still two beats behind. “Peachy,” I said.


    “What did you do?” Dan’s familiar voice suddenly echoed off the walls. Eli turned and I looked past him to the entrance where Dan stood holding the door, face a bristling mix of confusion and anger.


    A smile lifted across my lips at seeing him and my heart skipped. Like the sun burning away the gray clouds, just seeing him reminded me none of this—the forbidden, unearthly appeal of Eli, the bloody beaten girl in bed, the death and endless demonic attacks—was my real life.


    This was all temporary. As bizarre and terrifying and confusing as it was, it would all be over one day and I’d get my real life back. A human life—like his. “Dan.”


    “We’re trying to determine what the girl knows,” Eli said, his tone curt as though sensing the shift in my thoughts.


    “Are you torturing it out of her?” Dan let the door go and strode across the room toward us and Nenita’s bed.


    “She’s only been marked for a little more than a day. She’s freaked out. Mixed up about angels and fallen angels and demons,” I said as Dan stepped beside me.


    He flashed me a private smile, “Hi,” and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “You okay?”


    I nodded, but unease rippled through my belly remembering the bloody scene in the alley and the pain Fred had lanced through my body. I wished my safety didn’t have to be his constant, legitimate concern.


    He looked to Eli. “And you figured what…you’d force her to confront another angel and make her trust that this one wasn’t out to kill her?”


    “No,” I said, defending Eli as well as myself. “I mean…well, yeah. I guess if you put it that way…”


    I looked at the girl. Her eyes had practically doubled in size, and she’d scooted to the far side of her bed. Her knees were tucked up to her chest as though she were trying to make herself smaller. Seeing Eli’s wings clearly hadn’t affected her the same way it had me.


    “I have to go,” Eli said. “Dan’s right; I’m not helping. Besides, something’s wrong.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked.


    “The seraphim are gone,” Eli said.


    I glanced to the end of Nenita’s bed. “Even Fred?”


    Eli’s gaze slid to mine. “All of them.” And with that, he vanished.


    “I hate it when he does that,” Dan said. “Are we supposed to be impressed?”


    “You’re not?”


    Dan shook his head. “Never mind.”


    Tension thickened between us, the conversation tiptoeing too close to a sore spot neither of us wanted to pick at. He was jealous of Eli, jealous of the connection we had. I got that. But I couldn’t seem to make him understand that it didn’t matter how Eli felt about me or what feelings might be bubbling beneath my surface for the angel. Eli and I could never be. Period.


    In my head I knew there was no life with Eli, no hope of normalcy—only punishment and heartache. With Dan the future was full of possibilities and I wanted that…desperately.


    We turned our attention back to the easier problem of helping the traumatized girl. “Okay, Nenita. All the angels are gone. See? Think you can tell me what happened now?” I reached for her hand but she flinched away, pulling the sheet and blanket over her nose, hugging it tight against her chest.


    Dan dug into the back pocket of his slacks. He was still dressed nice from our date—maroon, buttoned shirt snug over his muscled chest, black tie, black suit jacket, and slacks. He looked good.


    “Nenita, my name’s Officer Wysocki.” He opened his wallet, showed her his badge. “I know a lot of weird stuff happened tonight. A lot of scary stuff. We’re going to get the people who hurt you, whoever—or whatever—they are. But I need your help. You think you could be brave just a little while longer and answer a few questions?”


    She stared for several agonizing seconds, then slowly reached out her hand, taking Dan’s badge. She studied it, rubbing her thumb over the raised symbols and letters. Finally, she nodded.


    “Good.” Dan exhaled, smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “That’s good. Uh, let’s start at the beginning. How did you get, you know, marked?” He waggled a finger at her wrist and the illorum mark that was nearly healed.


    Ironically, it was the only injury that remained on her body. When I’d checked her chart for her name, I’d noticed she was being held for observation. There was no mention of wounds other than the tattoo on her wrist, which they thought might be infected judging by the redness. But in an hour or so even that would be healed. Being an illorum had its perks. Not many, but a few.


    “Friend of mine was gettin’ jumped and I ran over to help him out,” Nenita said, her inner city accent making her English sound almost foreign. She turned her wrist, glancing at her mark. “Found this sword leaning next to the building, but when I grabbed it, the fuckin’ thing burned me.”


    “Was your friend an illorum? Did he tell you that?” I asked, but the teenager wouldn’t look at me. She shrugged, staring at Dan’s badge. She wasn’t going to talk to me.


    Dan pivoted to sit on the edge of her bed, one knee casually resting on the mattress, the other leg braced on the floor. “How well did you know your friend?”


    Nenita’s dark eyes darted up to Dan. She shrugged again, but added, “Just met him a couple days ago at the center.”


    “The center?” I asked.


    Dan glanced at me. “Youth center.”


    “Axed if I wanted to play some table tennis,” Nenita said. “He’s all right. Cute enough. Crushin’ on me an’at.”


    “If he was an illorum,” I said, “he would’ve sensed she was a nephilim.”


    Nenita’s dark gaze jumped to me for an instant, as though she wasn’t sure what I meant.


    “You know that feeling you get, like when you’re on a roller coaster and your stomach drops?” I said. “You felt it every time he first came near you, right? Well, he felt it too. We can sense each other.”


    Nenita looked away without answering, her thumb stroking over the front of Dan’s badge again.


    “What was his name?” Dan asked.


    “Leon,” she said, gaze fixed on the silver shield. “Never told me his last name.”


    “That’s okay. So a few days after you met Leon you saw him getting mugged?” Dan asked.


    “Yeah. He axed me to meet him under the fire escape at the back of the center. When I gets back there, I seen two dudes and this old chick beatin’ the hell outta him.”


    “Old chick?” I said, but Nenita just glanced at me and away without answering again.


    “How old?” Dan asked.


    The girl shrugged. “I don’t know. Old. Forty or somethin’. It was messed up too, ’cause she was kinda fat and was wearin’ blue jean Capris and them white mom sneakers. Look like she shoulda been at the mall shoppin’ or somethin’. Not at the backa some alley beatin’ on Leon.”


    “What about the men?” Dan asked.


    “They were just some dudes,” Nenita said. “One of them was way older. Dressed kinda queer. Shiny purple shirt, more like a dress that reached his knees, and matching pants. Looked like pajamas or somethin’ outta that Slumdog movie.”


    “You mean Indian clothes? Like from India?” Dan said.


    “It’s called a sherwani.” A prickle of foreboding itched under the hairs at the back of my neck. “We’ve seen it before. Last summer.”


    Dan glanced at me. “Rifion. What the hell…?”


    He didn’t finish his thought—he didn’t have to. I was thinking the same thing. Rifion was supposed to be locked in the abyss. Even if he’d escaped, he wouldn’t have the power to command demons the way he had as a Fallen. The abyss changes them, makes them less, makes them demons—if they ever manage to get out. So who was behind this? And what was his endgame?


    “What about the other guy?” Dan asked.


    “He was, I don’t know, maybe twenty. Looked like he ran with a gang, y’know?” Nenita said.


    “And this happened yesterday?” I figured eventually maybe the girl would forget she wasn’t speaking to me.


    She didn’t answer, her big brown eyes shifting to Dan instead. He raised a brow as if to say he was asking too, and Nenita rolled a shoulder. “Yeah. Last night. ’Round nine thirty. The center closes at ten.”


    “So you walked back there, saw Leon getting beaten up…” Dan let his sentence trail off, coaxing her to continue.


    “Yeah. Then I seen the sword leanin’ against the building. Was weird ’cause I didn’t notice it before. But I figured it was better than nothin’ to help scare ’em off. I picked it up and yelled for them to stop. They did, but then…” Her eyes rounded and she lowered her head, chin quivering, fear a visible mask on her young face.


    “It’s okay, Nenita. You’re not in any trouble,” Dan said. “What happened?”


    She looked at him. “One of the dudes, the young one, he…he just ran at me. I didn’t mean to hurt him. But I was holdin’ the sword and he, he ran right into it. The other dude and the lady took off. But the first guy dropped dead right there and started…he started melting. Turned into this big pile of black goo.”


    “He was a demon,” I said. “That’s what happens to them when they die. You did good killing him. Did anyone explain all of this to you?”


    That vote of confidence seemed to do the trick and the girl finally looked at me, nodding. “Yeah. Leon said killin’ the demon is what made the sword burn me too.”


    “It marked you.” I showed her the sword and crossed keys tattoo on my inner wrist again. “Switched on some pretty awesome power inside you too. You’ll see. It’s not all bad.”


    Nenita sniffed, looked back at Dan’s badge in her hand. “Whatever. Don’t know nuthin’ about that. Leon said someone would come explain everything, and then he took the extra sword and left me there with the smelly pile of crap.”


    “Someone did come, right?” I asked. “Your magister. Maion.”


    Her head snapped up, brows hiking high. “You know him?”


    I shook my head. “No. Eli, the angel who was just here, he knew him.”


    Hope dimmed and she lowered her head. “Right. Don’t matter now anyway. He’s dead.”


    “How?” I asked. “I mean, it shouldn’t be possible. What happened?”


    I thought she’d slipped into her silent treatment again, but then Dan tried. “Nenita? We need to know what happened. I know it was scary, but you have to tell us so we know who to go after.”


    She shrugged. “I don’t know. I was stupid, I guess.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Nenita wouldn’t look at either of us, her gaze focused on Dan’s badge, her thumb working a steady rhythm around the oval in the center of the shield. “’Bout an hour later, that Maion dude finally showed up. Said he was magi—somethin’ and that he was supposed to teach me stuff.”


    “Magister,” I said. “They’re angels who’ve decided to do a little more than sit on the sidelines and watch us fight for our lives. Did he bring you a sword?”


    She nodded. “’Cept it was silver like the extra one Leon took. Had my name on it, too. It’s with my stuff in that closet. It’s busted, though. Blade snapped off.”


    “Leon had two swords?”


    “Yep. One silver, like mine, and one all shiny and black. The silver one was extra. He only used the black one. It was pretty sweet,” she said.


    “Are you sure one of Leon’s sword was black? Maybe it was just too dark in the alley to see.”


    “Naw, I’m sure. It was real cool,” she said.


    I’d never seen an illorum sword that wasn’t silver. Maybe it’d gotten dirty or stained somehow. But why would he have two? “Well, you can relax. Your sword’s not broken. That’s just how they work. The blade disappears when you don’t need it, makes it easier to carry around. You need to keep it on you all the time. Never let it out of your reach. Okay?” I watched her nod as I crossed the room to the closet and found the hilt.


    “How did you end up in the alley tonight?” Dan asked, keeping the flow of information focused.


    I brought her sword, minus the blade, back to her. It felt almost as good in my hand as my own. And like mine, Nenita’s hilt had her last name, Conrad, stamped along the guard. This sword had been forged for her and her alone.


    She took the metal handle—a thin strip of leather spiraling around the grip for comfort—and slipped it under the sheet beside her. I could almost see some of the tension ease from her shoulders at having it near.


    “Maion was gonna take me someplace to practice fighting,” she said. “We was walkin’ down Clyde Street past them apartments and heard people fightin’ back in the alley. I could see right off it was Leon gettin’ his butt whooped again. I wanted to help. Maion tried to stop me.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    Nenita rolled a shoulder. “Said somethin’ didn’t feel right. Shoulda listened.”


    “But you didn’t,” Dan said.


    The girl shook her head. “Leon was my friend. ’Least I thought he was. Couldn’t let him go out like that. Not without at least tryin’ to help. He was fightin’ the old dude again, the one with the purple pajamas. Figured I’d scared him off once, I could do it again.”


    “So you went into the alley,” Dan said.


    “And Maion followed,” I added.


    Nenita nodded. “Yeah. I walked right up and took a swing at the old guy with my sword, then…then everything got all effed up.”


    Anticipation and wild curiosity edged me closer. “How do you mean?”


    “At first Leon and me were both fightin’ the old guy. And let me tell you, he was fast—I mean, superfast. Sometimes I couldn’t even keep track of him.” She pushed up, sitting straighter, the retelling of her battle melting away her earlier tentativeness. “But then Leon disappeared, like…like he just walked away.”


    “He left you alone to fight a demon before you’d had any training at all?” I asked.


    “Yeah. I mean, that’s what I thought,” she said. “But then I saw him out of the corner of my eye. He was fightin’ Maion.”


    “Wait. Was Leon the one who killed Maion?” Dan asked and Nenita nodded.


    “Why?” I asked.


    She looked to me. “Don’t know.”


    “Well…where was Leon’s magister during all of this?”


    “He never said he had one.”


    “Of course he had one. We all do. Unless he killed him, too,” I said, my mind stumbling over the thought too insane to be possible.


    “I’m still not clear on how he managed to kill one angel, let alone two,” Dan said, ever focused.


    Nenita rolled her shoulders, her dark eyes on Dan’s badge again. “Happened fast. Plus I was busy keepin’ the old guy from killin’ me. Wasn’t doin’ too good. Cut me up pretty bad, like he’d grown claws. And it burned. But I seen Leon. Seen him stab Maion in the gut. Looked like it hurt him, but Maion pulled the sword right back outta him like it was nuthin’. Like it hurt his feelings more than anything.”


    “An illorum’s sword can’t kill an angel?” Dan asked me.


    “Nothing can…at least that’s what I thought,” I said. “Our swords are only deadly to demons and the Fallen. An illorum sword might injure a seraph, but that’s it.”


    “That’s what Leon’s sword did. Just hurt Maion bad enough to distract him,” Nenita said. “He done stabbed Maion right in the heart. And Maion just stared at the sword stickin’ outta his chest. Not like he was thinkin’ he was gonna die, but like he couldn’t believe it even happened.”


    “Then how…” I couldn’t help picturing it, the heartache etched on the angel’s face, fear and betrayal thick in the air. “How did he kill him?”


    “Leon did it. While Maion was standin’ there all sad-faced and disappointed, Leon yanked his sword out of Maion’s chest and hacked off the dude’s hand. The nasty thing bounced across the alley, still holdin’ his sword.”


    “He wanted an angelic sword,” I said, my brain skipping ahead.


    “Yep. Leon snagged up the angel’s sword just as quick as he could, hand and all, and sliced the blade across Maion’s neck. Dude’s head fell right off, and then his whole body exploded. Knocked me and the asshole I was fightin’ off our feet. I think they thought I was dead from it. Plus I was already bleedin’ pretty bad. Anyway, they took off.”


    “What about the sword?”


    “Took it with them. Thing still had Maion’s hand attached to it.” She shivered, her young face scrunching with disgust. “Nasty.”


    “So they killed Maion for his sword?” I asked, looking at Dan. We stared at each other, trying to wrap our brains around the possibilities. “Why?”


    “There’s been another attack,” Eli said, suddenly behind me.


    Nenita gasped, face going pale. “Shit. Why’s he gotta keep doin’ that?”


    “Exactly,” Dan said, standing. “I’ve asked the same question.”


    Eli ignored them. “We need to go, Emma Jane.”


    “Hold on. I’m serious, Emma.” Dan reached for my arm, stopping me. “You heard Nenita. This guy’s human like you. Let the police take care of it.”


    “I am the police. At least when it comes to fallen angels and demons.” I slipped my arm out of his grip, his worry for me squeezing through my chest as real as if it were my own. I hated doing this to him. But I couldn’t stand by and let more people die. “I’m the closest thing to a cop they have. Besides, Leon’s not human, not completely. Neither am I. We just look like we are.”

    I turned back to Nenita. “Is there anything else you can tell me? Anything you heard or saw that might explain why he’s doing this?”


    Her head swung slowly back and forth, but I could tell she was thinking…going over everything in her head. Then she straightened, brows going up. She turned her wrist and pointed at her illorum mark. “His tattoo thing. It was different than yours and mine. His sword was busted. Looked like the blade was cracked, and after he killed Maion—I think…I think it was bleeding.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    The flat-screen monitor in Pittsburgh’s International Airport, Concourse A, droned on to a missing audience. The same announcements, business promotions, and traveling tips played one after the other on a constant loop to a spattering of tired travelers shambling past now and then like autumn leaves kicked up by an inconsistent breeze.


    At one in the morning, the arrivals and departures had slowed and metal gates had been pulled closed on the darkened shops in the main terminal. A haunting quiet had settled over the massive airport as though the building itself had lain down to sleep for the night.


    But at gate fifteen, fear crackled through the air, alive and real, setting hairs on end and jittering the nerves of every person who had stopped to stare. When Eli and I came to a stop at the edge of the yellow police tape, the crowd had grown to more than thirty people. Another six were cops taking statements, snapping pictures, collecting evidence. Not one of those people noticed our sudden arrival.


    “Emma Jane, wait,” Eli said. “I should have warned you. The illorum didn’t survive.”


    But I had already looked behind him, had already seen through the crush of morbid gawkers to the headless body crumpled across the row of plastic seats. An icy dread squeezed my chest and my stomach rolled.


    Blood coated the seats around the body and pooled on the floor underneath. The huge floor-to-ceiling window behind was sprayed with blood, the dark night making the glass a black mirror canvas and the blood a kind of gruesome, abstract painting.


    One of the body’s legs dangled to the floor, the other stretched straight out across the seats. A thick male arm, brushed with hair, was draped over the back of the seats; the other was half trapped beneath the body as though he’d been bracing on that elbow when he lost his head.


    Blood splatters dotted over tan work boots, more drops speckled up the legs. He’d been wearing dark green cargo pants and a teal, flannel shirt over a white T-shirt. Now the collars of his shirts and his chest were so drenched with blood that the white T-shirt had turned a deep merlot, almost black—the sodden fabric molding to his body.


    White bone jutted up from the bloody pulp of his neck, a stump of muscles and veins sheared straight across by an unearthly, sharp blade. It had happened so fast that the hand draped over the back of the seats still held the hilt of his sword—the blade having vanished with the death of his willpower.


    One of the police officers was just then covering the body, making do with a few airline blankets. On reflex, a wall went up in my mind, blocking any stray emotions radiating from the onlookers—and keeping my own spike of wild panic neatly contained. I stepped closer. “Where’s his head?”


    “There.” Eli lifted his chin, gesturing to the tall check-in desk near the door to the Jetway.


    I looked and fought to swallow the bile rocketing up the back of my throat. The head looked like a rotten melon, blackened and fuzzy. But then, through the blood and bruising I recognized a nose, the dead gray eyes, the gaping mouth—front teeth chipped and broken.


    Illorum are only half angel. We don’t explode in a beautiful flash of light when we die. When an illorum dies it’s almost always bloody, almost always violent, and almost always brutal.


    I closed my eyes for a moment, turning away. “Do we know who he is—was?”


    “Mathew Stonewell,” Eli said. “He was just twenty years old.”


    “When was he marked?” I asked, thinking of Nenita, searching for a connection.


    “I don’t know. After speaking to other magisters and seraphim, I would guess it was less than two weeks. That’s about the time Karoz stepped forward as his magister.”


    I looked over my shoulder at Eli. “Has anyone heard from Karoz?”


    Eli shook his head, his hands in the front pockets of his slacks. “We’re fairly sure he’s gone, too.”


    “Did you know him?”


    “No. But it seems he was well liked by many of my brothers.”


    The guy next to me glanced over and then back at the scene, pretending he wasn’t listening. I didn’t care. I’d discovered a while ago talking crazy out loud earns you elbow room. People keep their distance just in case weird might be contagious.


    “Is it possible whoever’s doing this is after angelic swords?”


    “No,” Eli said without hesitation.


    “Why so sure?”


    “It’s just not possible. An angel can’t be separated from his sword. It’s a part of him like his arm, his head. When his body is banished from this plane and he returns to the divine ether, everything that made him physical in this world goes with him.”


    “What if a part of him was separated from the rest before he was killed?”


    Eli looked bothered by the question, almost angry. “What do you mean? What part?”


    “Like his sword and the hand that held it.”


    Eli’s expression flattened, his face paled, and several heartbeats thudded by before he opened his mouth to answer. But it was Mike Rizzo whose voice cut through the thickening tension between us.


    “Emma?”


    Eli and I both looked at the wrestler-sized cop staring at us—head cocked to the side, crooked nose crinkled in confused surprise. The other three cops he stood with spared me a curious glance then turned back to their conversations.


    I forced a smile. “Hey, Mike.”


    He hooked his thumbs on his thick black belt and strode over. Dan’s good friend poked a finger at the bill of his hat, pushing it higher on his forehead. “Second time in one night. What are you doing here?”


    “I, uh…” I jabbed a thumb toward Eli. “We’ve got a redeye to Maryland. Martial arts conference.”


    “You guys leaving town?” He asked Eli and Eli nodded, backing up my lie. Because of his constant presence in my life, Eli had used his power to impress a memory of himself in those closest to me. They knew him as my harmless, unassuming martial-arts instructor. Not too far from the truth. “Huh…so it’s just a coincidence?” Suspicion creased his dark brows.


    “Exactly.”


    “Yeah. Had to be, right?” He glanced at the body then back to me. “Where’s Dan?”


    “Still at the hospital talking to the first attack victim. He wanted to come see us off, but they needed him there.” I crossed my arms under my chest and brightened my smile. It was mostly true. I just hoped he didn’t ask to see our tickets. When you can travel at nearly the speed of thought, little things like getting past TSA screenings aren’t much of an obstacle.


    “First victim?” Mike pulled his notepad and pen from his back pocket and jotted something down. “Dan thinks the attacks are related? Did the girl say something? Last I heard, she wasn’t talking.”


    “She wasn’t. Not until Dan got there. He has a way of making people trust him.” It was one of the many things I liked about him. And I wasn’t the only one who had noticed. Dan was usually the guy they sent in to talk to witnesses, especially those who’d been traumatized in some way. That’s how we had met. I’d been the one traumatized.


    Mike nodded, reaching up to tug his hat lower on his brow. “Yeah. He’s got a way about him. That’s why he always gets the best women.”


    My cheeks warmed and my smile turned a little more genuine. “Nenita, the girl, said her attackers had swords. Judging by the damage and the hilt in that guy’s hand, I’m guessing something long, sharp, and pointy was used here too. That’s a helluva coincidence.”


    Mike glanced at the body under the airline blankets then back to me. “Yeah, that’s what we’re thinking, but keep it to yourself, okay? We don’t want the details getting out yet. Plus we need to ID the vic. See if he’s got family.”


    “Mathew,” Eli said.


    Mike’s eyes narrowed on my angelic teacher. “What’s that?”


    “His nam—”


    “Nothing,” I said before Eli got us hauled in for questioning—questions we couldn’t answer without being committed afterward.


    “You know the victim?” Mike asked anyway.


    Eli didn’t answer at first, his gaze stuck on the dark blankets as though he could still see the headless body of the illorum underneath. Finally he said, “No. I didn’t know him.”


    “You sure?” Mike asked, straightening his shoulders, his stern expression telling me he’d shifted back into full-on cop mode. “What was that you said before? Mathew?”


    “Thank you,” Eli said, his expression emotionless. His attention slowly shifted from the covered body to the cop in front of him. “I said thank you…for considering the boy’s family. It’s very noble of you.”


    Mike flinched, the compliment knocking him off his game and bringing a quick blush to warm the color of his cheeks. “Yeah, well y’know, it’s standard procedure. Just the right thing to do.”


    “Absolutely,” I said. “You guys do an awesome job. Listen, we need to get going. Eli’s about to miss his flight.”


    Mike’s brows jumped high under the bill of his hat. “Oh, right. Yeah. Have a good trip, man. Emma, you want me to pass any messages to Dan when I go back to the hospital?”


    I shook my head. “Just tell him I’ll see him later.”


    “You bet,” Mike said, waving before he turned to go back to work.


    “Emma Jane,” Eli said suddenly, his voice edged with dread.


    “What?” But with my next breath I didn’t need his answer. The rancid odor of rotting eggs filled my lungs, clogging the back of my throat, telling me all I needed to know. I tried not to breathe through my nose but it didn’t do any good. The stench was already inside me, seeping into my pores. “A demon.”


    “He’s near.”


    I scanned the crowd. I’d never get used to the fact that no one, except illorum and magisters, could sense the nauseating reek of brimstone. A demon could stand nose to nose with a man and he’d never know it. Eli said the stench was from spending so much time in the abyss. Brimstone was what kept them trapped there.


    Unfortunately, except for the odor, I couldn’t tell demons from humans either—not unless they shifted into their red-skinned, horned-head, claw-handed form. Which they didn’t do if they could help it. Even though they were stronger in their natural form, running around looking like the biblical devil himself didn’t generally help one blend in—and demons were all about blending in.


    I studied a face and then the next, but every set of eyes was fixed on the bloody scene before us. I’d nearly given up when, just as I looked away, a set of bright violet eyes flicked to me. “Got ’im.”


    He was a sandy-blond, six-foot-three, stack of muscled hotness and the second our eyes met he turned and walked the other way, snaking through the crowd in the opposite direction. I moved to go after him and felt Eli follow behind me.


    I spun around and stopped him with a hand on his chest. “Hey. Where are you going?”


    “There’s a good chance he’s the demon behind the attacks,” Eli said. “I will not allow you to face him alone.”


    “I know he might be the guy—and that’s why you’re not getting anywhere near him. If he is, then both of us going after him is exactly what he wants. They’re collecting angelic swords, Eli, and killing magisters to get them. You could be walking right into a trap.”


    The man standing next to us had dropped the pretense and stared openly, listening to our conversation.


    I huffed and grabbed Eli’s wrist. “C’mere.”


    We zigzagged our way out of the crowd and went to the other side of the wide concourse hallway, putting twenty feet or more between us and the back of the crowd. A cheery, ten-foot-tall woman in a smart suit dress smiled over us from the enormous lighted sign for First Bank.


    The light from the sign cast us in a blue glow that made the lines from Eli’s somber, worried expression seem all the deeper. “I don’t give a damn what a demon wants or what trickery he plans. I’m a seraph, a magister. I’m a thousand-fold stronger and faster. You need my help. You’re not going after this one alone. Plus, if he’s killing magisters, then the rules have changed.” Eli’s tone was deadly. “I can act, and I will.”


    “Listen,” I said. “I get why you want to help and that you’re worried, but I can handle this. Really. Besides, it would seriously tick me off if you got your hand and sword sliced off trying to do my fighting for me.”


    He glanced away, scoffing. “No demon could take my sword.”


    Sometimes my mighty angelic magister was just as much a guy as any mortal man—stupid male ego and all. Pride and the rest of the seven deadly sins apparently didn’t apply to angels—one of the perks of not having a mortal soul. “Right. You think Maion and Karoz believed they’d lose their swords to a demon?”


    “They weren’t prepared for the possibility,” Eli said. “I am.”


    For one breath-stealing instant the image of Eli’s surprised, handsome face flashed through my mind. His eyes wide with heart-wrenching disappointment an instant before a seething demon hacked off his hand turning his own blade on him to take his beautiful head. The vision sent a sickening weight plummeting to the pit of my stomach.


    What would I do without him? How would I get through a day without seeing his face, without talking to him about…whatever? Dan was great, a really nice guy, but I needed Eli. I needed the safety zone he gave me. I could tell Eli anything—everything—and trust that he wouldn’t judge me, wouldn’t hold it against me. He’d always be there, always care—no matter what I said, or didn’t say, no matter what idiotic mistakes I made. It had nothing to do with what he was but rather who he was inside. He’d become my best friend, my confidante. But he was more than that. The thought of losing him was like imagining myself without an arm or leg—without my heart. I couldn’t. I loved him.


    I pushed the thought from my head—fought to keep the fear from showing in my eyes, from trembling through my voice. “It’s too big a risk. Just…just hang back a few seconds. Make him think you’re not coming. If I need you, I’ll…scream.” If things got bad enough that I needed his help, screaming was the one thing I’d probably be doing anyway.


    He let out a frustrated breath, his pale, brooding eyes staring down the concourse in the direction the demon had gone. The guy was out of sight now, having taken the first corridor to the right about three hundred feet away.


    “I’ll count to ten. Then I’m coming.”


    “No. I mean, that’s too soon. Make it…make it one hundred,” I said. “And add a Mississippi in between. You know, one Mississippi, two Mississippi…” With any luck the demon would be a pile of black goo by the count of fifty.


    His worried gaze swung to me, his mouth a tense line. “One hundred. That’s it.”


    The look in his eyes was more than anger over the loss of his brothers, over the death of an illorum he didn’t know. The look in his eyes was personal—rage, fueled by unabashed terror…for me.


    My heart skipped a beat and a dull ache pressed through my chest. This was why seraphim didn’t speak to humans, why magisters were punished for growing too close to their illorum. I could see it in the tense muscles of his face, the tight line of his shoulders. His fear for me, our connection, could drive him to do the unthinkable. Would he kill any demon who hurt me like they had Mathew? Would he start a war to protect me? To avenge me?


    Would I do any less for him?


    The possible answers scared me. I swallowed hard and looked away. My hands trembled, not because I was about to face a demon, but because of Eli. Because of that intangible line we risked crossing with every breath. I pulled the hilt of my sword from its sheath, stepping back from the ledge once more.


    Eli pressed a finger under my chin, lifting my face so I’d look him in the eyes. “I need you to be careful. Please.”


    I licked my lips, pretended he couldn’t hear my heart hammering in my chest and that I didn’t notice the way his eyes followed the track of my tongue. “I’ll be fine.”


    We were getting good at pretending. Too good. Before I could do something stupid like push up on my toes and kiss him, I took off. The scene around me blurred in a rush of wind as the world flew by.


    Faster than any human could see, I moved down the concourse, following the stink of demon. It wasn’t instant teleportation, but it was close. My angelic half folded time and space and with each step I traveled huge distances. Despite my speed, my footfalls echoed off the walls, sounding like a single drum beat, nothing like a normal stride.


    Through the blur of my vision I noticed the lights from a corner newsstand as I passed and saw the occasional mass of a human body here and there—fellow late-night travelers clueless that I’d just streaked past. I moved fast through the grand expanse of the quiet terminal, barely hearing the soft piped-in music.


    I followed the demon’s scent down the escalators to the tram. The swoosh of automatic doors closing sounded the moment my foot hit the metal landing at the bottom. Three seconds later the tram on the other side roared away toward the landside terminal.


    The demon had come this way, even stood around long enough to leave a cloud of brimstone behind. I could almost see the putrid stench slowly expanding to fill every inch of the long embarking room. I couldn’t stomach waiting here for the next tram.


    Like most of the airport, the tram room was empty, free of witnesses, so I could call my blade. With a simple thought, an easy focus of will, my angelic power gathered the molecules from the air around me—one moment nothing, the next a solid, deadly sharp blade formed at the end of my hilt.


    I used the beautiful weapon to wedge the doors open to the tram tunnel. Not the job it was forged to do, but it got it done. It was a good five-foot drop to the tracks. I made the jump easily and took off again.


    An instant later I’d caught up to the tram, tightened my jaw, and willed myself faster. I’d done it before, moved so fast I passed through solid matter. The idea seemed bizarre, but lately bizarre had become the norm in my life.


    Trying to pass through the end and stop inside the tram was too tricky. My best bet was to keep going and beat the whole thing to the landside disembarking room. I’d wait for the demon and stage the battle there.


    The blur of my vision brightened for a split second as I moved through the lit train, and then I was standing in the long tram bay—identical to the one on the other side. With the smooth glossy wall behind me, sword double-fisted in my hands, I stood ready, staring at the tinted windows of the automatic doors. A heartbeat later, the train rumbled to a stop and the doors swooshed open.


    There was only one passenger in the tram, and I knew he was the demon by the way he reeked to high heaven. He stepped out—eyes narrow, jaw tight, muscles tense. He was ready for a fight.


    I’d never get used to how normal demons could look. This guy, with his lean body shown off under a snug muscle shirt and tight jeans, could have walked off the set of a porn movie. His sandy-blond hair flowed in soft waves back from his forehead, and his baby smooth face was a perfect mix of adorable innocence and hot, sexy sin.


    Even snarling at me the way he was, those violet eyes were captivating—his small, rounded nose and strong, rounded chin the perfect frame for a great set of lips. The demon was hot. It wasn’t hard to believe he’d once been like Eli, once been a seraph.


    Too bad all his hot, yummy good looks were just a meat suit he wore. The real being underneath the beauty was something very different. Experience told me that. The abyss changes the Fallen—inside and out.


    “Hi. I’m from the demon-greeting committee. My name’s Emma. Welcome to Pittsburgh. So sorry you can’t stay. Your departure to the abyss will board in oh…about three seconds.”


    The guy snorted. “You think you’re funny? Or are you hoping I’ll let you slice off my head just to get away from your lousy jokes?”


    I shrugged. “Whatever works.” Smart-aleck demons. Gotta love ’em.


    And just like that the sexy Adonis shifted forms—his big hands growing longer, talon-like claws forming at the ends of his fingers. His body mass increased, muscles thickening, bones lengthening. He grew taller by two or three inches and wider by the same degree. Veins bulged on his neck—down his forehead, shoulders, and forearms. He bared his sharpened teeth at me, growling. “C’mon, let’s do this.”


    His voice was raw, gravelly like a three-pack-a-day smoker. The sound didn’t go with the pretty-boy looks he’d had before, but it was standard form for demons.


    “What? That’s it? No lumpy horned head, no blood-red skin, no cloven feet? You’re not gonna get any bigger than that?” I had to admit, he was kind of a letdown.


    He waved me on with one clawed hand. “All I’ll need. Let’s go.”


    “You bet. Just one thing I gotta know first.” I adjusted my grip. “You kill that illorum back there?”


    “Would you let me go if I said no?”


    “Why? So you can live to kill another day? Uh…” I rolled my eyes, pretending to consider it. “No.”


    He stalked toward me. “Then don’t ask stupid questions.”


    “You kill Karoz too?” I asked, centering my weight—feeling the perfect balance of my sword in my hands, ready.


    But the demon stopped, eyes going wide. “Karoz? He was the boy’s magister?”


    I scoffed. “Like you care. You’re a friggin’ demon. Some Fallen’s bitch. All you care about is seducing moronic humans into throwing themselves on a grenade to protect your puppet master and keeping your ass out of the abyss.”


    He blinked at that, as though he couldn’t quite believe I’d said it. Then his expression twisted, a fresh mask of ugly rippling across his face. He crouched, preparing to pounce. “Filthy spawn.”


    Faster than an electric spark, he sprang and I ducked, his claws swinging at my head, ripping the shoulder of my white, silk blouse instead. I spun, my sword coming around and nicking his side.


    I was still wearing my date-night clothes—silk, tapered shirt, clingy black slacks, black fitted vest, and low-heeled, ankle-high cowboy boots. Not the best outfit to wear to a sword fight, but hey, it could’ve been worse.


    He skidded to a stop, slamming into the polished block wall behind him.


    “What are you doing with the swords?” I asked, finding my balance again, ready for his next attack.


    He got to his feet, seething, and looked up at me from under the shelf of his brow. “Rot in Hell, you murderous bitch.”


    The demon launched himself at me again, but this time I started my swing a half beat sooner, the blade poised to slice across his chest—maybe even sever an arm. It didn’t.


    Instead my sword met human meat and muscle, clipping a lock of bright red hair that hadn’t been there an instant before. Bodies collided and fell at my feet. My brain scrambled to make sense of the tangle of limbs, the tumbling flash of claws, hands, and legs.


    They slammed into the automatic doors, denting the white metal bottom. The sound of it echoed off the walls. The demon moved first, rolling quickly off the smaller body underneath.


    “Liam?” I said.


    He lay on his stomach, blood seeping through his shirt. I’d made a five-inch gash across his back. His blood stained the white doors.


    Slowly he pushed to his elbows and rolled over, his small Irish green eyes smiling, mouth in a crooked grin. “Hello, lassie.”


    “Are you crazy? I could’ve killed you.”


    The demon took advantage of our momentary distraction. He started toward Liam, and I felt sure he meant to finish the job I’d started. I moved quickly, stepping forward, swinging my sword, aiming to take the demon’s head from his neck.


    But just before I could connect, my legs slipped out from under me and I hit the tiled floor, slamming my hip, pain jarring up through my spine. My sword jolted from my grip and clamored out of reach.


    Panic was like a living thing in my chest, squeezing my lungs, punching through my heart. I scrambled backward after my sword, grabbed it, and turned back to defend myself—to save Liam—and then stopped cold, Liam’s sword at my nose.


    “Hold your horses there, lassie. I can’t be lettin’ you harm Amon,” he said, looming over me.


    “Amon?” I glanced at the demon on his knees by the automatic doors where Liam had been. He’d shifted back to his human form, looking vulnerable despite his long, muscled body. “He’s a demon. Why are you protecting him?”


    “Because…” Liam shrugged his small shoulders. “I love him.”


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    “But you hit on me. Hard. All the time.”


    Liam rolled his shoulder. “Don’t wear a sign. A private matter, it ’tis. Besides,” he said, winking with a lecherous smile, “you liked it a wee bit, did ya not?”


    “Um, no. And, eww. Anyway that’s beside the point,” I said. “You’re gay? And dating a demon?”


    Liam’s dirty-boy smile flattened, his orange-red brows tightening. “That demon saved me life. I trust him a damn sight more than I do any too-holy-to-speak seraph.”


    Before I could ask for details, Liam suddenly flew sideways, slamming into the wall. He hit hard enough that the block wall cracked where his shoulder drove into it. Mortar dust showered the tiled floor over the crumpled heap of his body.


    I blinked up at where he had been standing and met pale blue eyes. Eli exhaled. “One hundred Mississippi.”


    “Awesome timing.”


    “I know.” Eli glanced at Liam, who was slowly pushing up to his hands and knees, then behind him to Amon. He turned back, offering me a hand up. “This isn’t what I expected.”


    “You too?” I took his hand and let him pull me to my feet. “Just wait. It gets better.”


    “Elizal?” Eli and I both turned to look at Amon. The hottie demon braced his hands on the dented automatic doors, pushing up to his feet. His eyes were big and white, like a frightened child, glistening as though he were holding back tears.


    “Keep my name off your lips, demon,” Eli said, putting himself between Amon and me.


    The sandy-blond man shook his head, tears finally spilling down his cheeks. “Kill me. Please. This is too much to be borne. End this torment.”


    Eli narrowed his eyes, tilting his head to study the man. “It’s not for me to end you, demon. Beg the master who broke you free of your punishment or the children charged with atoning for their father’s sins.”


    “Shut yer gob, Amon.” Liam hissed in pain, dragging himself to his feet. “You’ll not go anywhere if I have a breath left in me.”


    Eli glanced from the demon to Liam and back again. “Amon?”


    The tall, handsome man nodded, quiet sobs shaking his shoulders. He wouldn’t look at the rest of us, his head down, arms folded over his muscled abs.


    “You know him?” I asked. “I mean, like from before he was a demon?”


    Eli spared me a quick look then turned back to Amon. “Yes. It was Tommy who sent him to the abyss. He was…different then.”


    Amon raised his gaze to Eli, his sheepish expression making him all the more adorably pathetic. “The abyss damaged me. I look the best my savior could manage.”


    Eli scoffed. “Savior. That’s a matter of perspective.”


    “I know,” Amon said. “The Fallen who freed me was a betrayer and freeing me was an act of further disobedience. He was banished by an illorum shortly after doing so. I had little choice but to serve him, but I’m free now and…” He straightened some, lifting his chin. “I won’t go back to the abyss.”


    “That’s not your decision.”


    “No. It’s mine,” Liam said, stepping between the demon and Eli. He made a wall of himself even though the wall was barely five feet high. Okay, so maybe he was more of a hedge.


    “Wait. Wasn’t Amon just begging for Eli to shish kebab him with his sword a second ago?” I said.


    Eli exhaled like I’d asked if snow was white and glanced back at me. “He begged that I end him. Your sword, your power, sentences the Fallen to the abyss. My sword…ends them.”


    “Oh. Yeah. Right.” Maybe I was missing something. “So, what’s the difference?”


    “The abyss is punishment,” Liam said. “Eternity in darkness, their bodies and minds feeding upon themselves. ’Tis a hell worse than any dreamed by men or debated by science.”


    “The point is that they exist. They continue—even in the abyss they think, feel, and suffer…forever,” Eli said.


    “Well, yeah, that’s kinda the definition of immortal,” I said.


    “None of us is truly immortal. We do not age or suffer illness,” Eli said. “We have no natural end. But the blade of an angelic sword can end our existence, as it is. We return to the divine ether, to the spirit and power from whence we were formed. What we were…ceases.”


    I looked to Amon, tears drying, though his wide-eyed, handsome face was still etched with sorrow. “And you don’t want to end him because…?”


    “He doesn’t deserve it,” Eli replied.


    “What the bugger-all do you know, ya feckin’ wingless fairy,” Liam said.


    “I know his sin.” Eli’s voice was cold steel. “I know the pain his defiance wrought on the humans he used to satisfy his wicked desires.”


    “I loved them,” Amon said, his head low. “I loved her…I loved Beatrice with all that I am.”


    “Then you should have left her untouched, uncorrupted,” Eli said. “You would have done her less harm.”


    “Her?” I so did not understand angel sexual preference.


    Liam huffed. “Said I was gay. ’Tis all the same for angels.”


    Eli continued as though he hadn’t heard. “She was inconsolable after your banishment. She…” He exhaled, jaw tight, hands flexing, and then he looked away.


    Amon lifted his gaze to Eli, back stiffening. “She what?”


    In one swift movement, Eli drew his sword, pulling it from the invisible sheath at his side. He pushed Liam aside before the small man could see him move. Eli leveled the point of his sword at Amon’s neck, light reflecting off the metal beneath the demon’s chin.


    “If my blade could banish you to the eternal torment…”


    Amon’s expression flattened and he held his ground. “She what? Tell me.”


    “She took her own life,” Eli said.


    The demon stumbled back, his face going ashen, mouth agape—wordless.


    “She believed in death you would be reunited. She orphaned her child…your child.” Eli stepped closer, pressing his sword’s point against Amon’s flesh again. “Why would she believe such a thing unless you lied to her?”


    Amon shook his head. “No…no. I wouldn’t.”


    Liam shoved his way between the two men, slicing his sword against Eli’s, knocking it away from Amon. “Are ya deaf? He loved her. The daft bird never knew what he was. Didn’t know there was a special hell for fools the likes of him. He never told her. Was her human beliefs that twisted her reasoning. Not Amon.”


    “And now you’ve decided to take out your resentment on those of us who’ve proven stronger than you. Is that it?” Eli asked. “You resent us, your brothers who have controlled our desires and resisted temptation despite our nearness to humans.” Eli lowered his sword and leaned forward, his chest uncomfortably close to Liam’s face. “What are you doing with the magisters’ swords?”


    Confusion creased a mirroring expression across both Amon’s and Liam’s faces. Amon visibly swallowed and lifted his chin. “You’re wrong, Elizal. I’ve harmed no one since returning from the abyss.”


    “You fecks think it was us?” Liam asked, his green eyes looking from Eli to me and back again. “You think we took that lad’s head back there? Done in his magister? Truly? Have ya lost yer bleedin’ gourds?”


    “The girl from the alley said it was an illorum and a demon who attacked her and her magister,” I said. “And here you are.”


    Liam held his hands out to his sides. “Do ya see any bloody angelic swords on me? We’ve been tracking the pair same as you.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    “Because the pricks killed me magister. That’s why.”


    That got Eli’s attention. He stepped back. “What was his name? When did this happen?”


    There were thousands of magisters, each one as focused on his illorum as Eli. It was just too easy to lose track of each other, too easy not to notice when one of them went missing even with their angelic connection. I could see how the news had come as a shock to Eli.


    “No more than a fortnight ago,” Liam said.


    I stiffened. “Before the attack on Maion?”


    “Aye. Me magister’s name was Rehel, and despite wantin’ to keep me under his thumb, he was a right fine bloke. Didn’t deserve what they done to him.”


    “You saw it?” I asked.


    Liam looked at me, pain glistening in his small green eyes. “Aye, I saw them take his hand half a click before they used his own blessed sword to take his head. And there wasn’t a bleedin’ thing I could do to stop it.”


    “Lies,” Eli said, sword still in hand, his other fisted tight. “What kind of illorum stands by and watches his magister slaughtered?”


    “The kind that’s battling for his own buggered life, that’s what,” he said. “The demon you’re lookin’ for ’tis wicked fast and meaner than hellfire. Killed the poor gom Rehel had been trainin’.”


    “He had taken on a new illorum?” I knew magisters often brought in a second or third trainee, especially when the first was particularly experienced. That’s how it’d worked for Eli, Tommy, and me. And then Tommy had been killed. Eli had yet to volunteer to take on a new trainee.


    “Aye. Not more than a month marked,” Liam said. “If Amon hadn’t tackled the bloody demon battling me, I’d be a head shorter me self.”


    “Amon was there?” Eli’s cold stare shifted to the demon behind Liam. “So he is involved with the attacks.”


    “No, ya eejit,” Liam said. “He was passin’ by is all. But he’d be a right prick to walk on while two of his brother’s bastards were ripped from the mortal coil.”


    “No. He’d just be what he is, a demon,” Eli said, his gaze never leaving the tall blond behind Liam.


    “Why’d you help him?” I asked Amon. “Why would a demon help save an illorum?”


    Amon’s gaze shifted from Eli to me, his expression softening. “The abyss is a cold, maddening place devoid of all light. It’s not meant to kill its inhabitants but to damage, to punish, to slowly strip away all that made us what we were. Our beauty is the first to be destroyed, then our compassion, and finally our minds. I was not a prisoner long enough to forget my heart.”


    “How long were you in there?” I asked.


    “Five years.” Eli’s tone was flat.


    Amon looked to the angel and then lowered his gaze. “Less than that. My savior was banished twenty-two months ago. I have been free for some time.”


    Liam poked a finger at Eli’s chest, glaring up at him. “And he’ll stay that way as long as me lungs draw breath.”


    Eli looked down at the brassy redhead, fighting the smile ghosting across his lips. He snorted, then sobered. “Trusting a demon may be the very thing that costs you that last breath.”


    “So why were you there when Liam’s magister was attacked?” I asked, refocusing the conversation. “You expect us to believe you were just passing by? Really?”


    “Aye, that’s right,” Liam said. “And a lucky coincidence was all it was.”


    The tall man glanced at his pint-size love and back to me, his cheeks flushing. “No. It wasn’t a coincidence. I had been…watching Liam for a few months. He doesn’t remember but he saved me long before I saved him.”


    “Bollocks,” Liam said.


    “How, Amon?” I asked.


    “After my fellow brothers in service to our master—”


    “Demons,” Eli said, interrupting. “Demons in service to a Fallen.”


    Amon’s gaze flicked to the dark-haired angel beside me, a cold acceptance hardening in his violet eyes. “Yes, Elizal, that’s right. My fellow demons had scattered the moment we were free of our debt to the Fallen who’d pulled us from the abyss. I was alone. Even the damned among angels are not built for solitude. We need to connect to our kind. And after months with only my thoughts for companionship, I’d grown so desperate that I considered offering my service to another Fallen.”


    “And Liam stopped you?” I asked.


    “He did.” Amon’s handsome smile lit his face, looking down at the short illorum. “By banishing the Fallen to whom I meant to pledge my allegiance.”


    “No,” Liam said, clearly surprised to hear the story. “Who was it?”


    “Farun.”


    “Naaww…” Liam shook his head, looked away for a second and back again, his surprise melting to understanding and then love. “You never told me.”


    “It didn’t matter,” Amon said. “You were so beautiful. Your conviction, your sense of duty and justice, shined like a brilliant light around you. You walk with the grace of our Father within you, Liam. I was helpless to resist.” He hiked a shoulder. “Plus, I’ve always been a sucker for redheads.”


    “Wait,” I said, my brain shuffling information and finding holes. “If there’s no Fallen forcing you to fight for him, why did you attack me just now?”


    Amon’s violet eyes swung to me. “You were chasing me. Waiting for me with your sword drawn. Was I simply to let you end me?”


    Good point. I shook my head, moving on. “So, basically you were stalking Liam,” I said, my smile letting them know it wasn’t meant as an accusation.


    Amon glanced from Liam to me and back again. “I suppose I was.”


    “Lucky me,” Liam said, pushing up on his toes to press a kiss to Amon’s lips.


    “Why didn’t you alert anyone to your magister’s murder?” Eli asked, unmoved by the pair’s romantic how-we-met story.


    Liam’s brows creased. “What, the way you pricks tell us when an illorum bites us in the arse? Keep track of your own bloody brood, why don’t ya? Besides, he was my magister. His death was mine to avenge, it was. Didn’t know the bastards were making a habit of it, now did I?”


    I knew when I first met Liam that he was sort of fighting on his own team rather than picking sides between good and evil. He wouldn’t raise a sword for a demon, but as he put it, he wouldn’t be the seraphim’s dirty little bitch either.


    Eli opened his mouth to comment, but I spoke before he could. “So you’ve both seen the pair who’s been attacking magisters and their illorum. Did they say anything? Do you know why they’re doing this? Why they’re keeping the swords?”


    Liam shook his head. “Naw. I got to the fight late. There was no time for talk. The illorum was a tall git—thin, mid-thirties, blond hair, glasses. The blasted demon was an old one, thick and strong and dressed in one of those sherwani outfits, like a Hindu priest if that don’t beat all.”


    I glanced at Eli, both of us recognizing the description of the demon Nenita had given. But the illorum didn’t match. I looked back at Liam. “You’re sure the illorum was a grown man—not a kid, maybe an older teenager?”


    The small man nodded. “I’m sure of it. But I can’t say for certain he was an illorum. There was somethin’ off about the fella. His sword was black as pitch and I got a glimpse of his mark. The feckin’ thing was ruined, like somethin’ had cut it in half, left a scar straight through.”


    “Did it look like the sword was broken?” I asked.


    “Aye. That’s it exactly,” he said, green eyes widening. “What’s that about?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t know. But we need to figure this out fast, before anyone else is attacked.”


    “I can tell ya this. The bloke was takin’ orders from the blasted demon like he’d been the one who’d given him his powers. If me gut hadn’t told me the big one was a demon, I might’ve thought they were magister and illorum.”


    “Perhaps you’re closer to the truth than you think,” Eli said. “If the demon is as old as you say, he could have the power to seduce nephilim, corrupt their minds, and persuade them to do his bidding.”


    Liam shook his head. “Naw. This bloke already had his power. No demon can trigger a nephilim’s angelic half, no matter how old he is. Only an illorum sword can do that.”


    “But an angel can. Rifion figured it out. He’d triggered the power in hundreds of nephilim before I banished him,” I said. “Those people are still out there. They’ve got the same power as you and me, but no mark, no sword, no focus. What if this guy was one of them?”


    “Possibly. We know this demon had been serving Rifion—working with him and the awakened nephilim,” Eli said. “Now he’s finishing the job on his own.”


    “Naw, I don’t believe it,” Liam said.


    “I agree with Liam,” Amon said. “That black sword came from somewhere. Like a twisted version of an illorum sword. Someone made it for him. And even an old demon can’t do that. There has to be a Fallen behind the scenes pulling the strings.”


    Eli’s cold, blue eyes shifted to Amon. “You’re a demon. Your opinion is suspect by default and therefore meaningless. Fallen do not work in concert with each other; their egos won’t permit it. Rifion would not have shared his knowledge with another Fallen. It is unreasonable to believe any other Fallen would have risked being in the presence of an empowered nephilim long enough to discover that he had not been marked.”


    “So who made their swords?” I asked.


    Eli looked at me. “I can’t say for sure without inspecting the weapon itself. If this demon is as old as we suspect, he could have the power to seduce an illorum and turn him against his calling. In that case, maybe the blackened sword is an indication of corruption.”


    “Have ya ever heard of such a thing?” Liam asked.


    Eli shook his head. “No.”


    I shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. There’s a first time for everything. But something about it doesn’t feel right to me.”


    “Then we should not assume anything,” Eli said. “You were born to battle the Fallen and their demon minions. Your instinct would not mislead you.”


    “Glad you’re sure of that,” I said.


    Eli smiled and my heart skipped a beat. “I am sure of you,” he said. “I will request an audience with the Council. If there’s any instance of a blackened illorum sword and corrupted mark, they will know of it.”


    The Council was made up of seven archangels who interpreted the word and will of God and served as a kind of Supreme Court for all angelic matters. They rarely came to earth, using several self-important errand boys, like Fred, to keep them up to date on the dirty details.


    “Good idea,” I said. “Let me know.”


    “We’ll stay on the prick’s trail,” Liam said.


    “And I’ll…go home. I’ve got a family thing tomorrow.” I wanted to do something, go after them, go with Eli to hear what the Council knew, but I’d promised my mom. And my sister Lacey would never let me hear the end of it if I didn’t show up.


    “I’ll keep you informed,” Eli said, as we all turned to leave.


    “Elizal, wait,” Amon said. “Where is my daughter?”


    My heart dropped. “You’re going to kill her? She’d still be just a baby.”


    Amon’s violet eyes shifted to me. “No. I want to help raise her. We’re not all the selfish fiends you’ve been told. Some of us, many of us, love our children as any parent would. Even when they’ve been turned against us.”


    Well, crap. That complicates things.


    §


    I used to think the danger I posed to my family from being an illorum was the risk that demons would target and kill them to hurt me.


    I was wrong. It was way worse than that.


    It didn’t take long to figure out that despite their supernatural strength and power, a demon’s most dangerous weapon against humans was his frightening ability to seduce. They’re master manipulators—corrupting human morals, asserting their influence little by little, convincing people to go against their principles, to hurt themselves or others, ruining lives.


    They have eternity to work their destructive power and the more subtly they weave their dark influence, the less likely they are to be discovered. I had thought avoiding my family was the best way to keep them safe. But then I discovered a demon posing as my sister’s gynecologist.


    He had no idea the woman whose life he was worming his way into—with plans to wreak havoc however she would carelessly allow—had an illorum for a kid sister.


    I didn’t tell her I’d been the reason Dr. Kern suddenly gave up his practice and was rumored to have moved to Costa Rica. She also had no idea that he really hadn’t moved anywhere but had been banished to the abyss. No one did.


    Staying away from my family didn’t keep them safe, but involving myself too deeply in their lives was still a senseless risk. Finally I’d decided to aim for a happy medium over the past year or so—visiting for a few moments here and there, trying to get a feel for any demonic influence. The annual family reunion was a perfect opportunity to get a read on the whole Hellsbane clan.


    “There she is,” my mother said when I stepped into the shade of the pavilion in Mingo Park. “I told you she wouldn’t miss the family reunion.”


    My sister, Lacey, rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say she wouldn’t make it. I said she’d be late.”


    “Well, yeah. I’m a Hellsbane. It’s kind of our thing. How late were you?” I found an empty spot on the picnic table for my famous green Jell-O salad and looked across the outdoor room to my uncle Greg and his son Justin. I waved.


    “Emma Jane Hellsbane,” Justin said in his typically annoying singsong voice.


    “Towhead,” I said in my own annoying fashion. Most of my family is some shade of blond, and I’d heard my mom call my cousin, Justin, a towheaded blond when we were kids. It kind of stuck.


    The rural county park was crawling with offshoots of the Hellsbane family tree—playing horseshoes, taking over the park’s playground, sending smoke signals from the complimentary park grills. Love and pride filled my heart, making me smile. And then I remembered…I wasn’t a Hellsbane. I was the bastard child of a Fallen angel. Even a year after learning the truth, it still hit me like a cold smack in the face. These people weren’t my family. Not really. Not the way they were family. There was a part of me that was different from all of them. And for a second I couldn’t breathe.


    “We got here ten minutes ago,” Lacey said, pulling me out of the ice storm of thoughts attacking my brain. She popped a chip into her mouth. “But I have three kids and a husband who can’t walk away from the mirror until his hair is perfect. What’s your excuse?”


    “Actually, it’s my fault,” Dan said, stepping into the pavilion behind me. “We stopped by my ex-wife’s to get the two little ones.”


    “Dan!” my mother squealed, clapping her hands like a six-year-old in front of a candy store. “And look at those sweet little babies. I could just eat them up.”


    To their credit, nine-year-old Kenny and six-year-old Abby didn’t run screaming from the strange woman making munching faces and wiggling her fingers at them. They just cuddled close to their father on either side, holding his hand like a lifeline. My mother ignored their cringing and leaned down to give them both lung-crushing hugs.


    She straightened, beaming. “You certainly make adorable children, Officer Dan.”


    “Thank you, Mrs. Hellsbane.”


    “Now, Dan, you know I told you to call me Carol, or Mom if you’d rather.” My mother winked at my momentarily terrified boyfriend. “I bet Kenny and Abby would love to have a new little brother or sister one day.”


    “Mom,” I said in warning.


    Kenny scrunched his face and shook his head. “Naa…Mom says she’s too old and Dad loves his job too much. That’s why she made him move out and started letting Captain Richard come over for dinner. He’s in the navy and he owns a boat.”


    “She did?” Dan asked, clearly hearing the news for the first time.


    “Oh, sweetheart, I didn’t mean your mother would give your dad a new little baby, I meant Emma—”


    “Mom.”


    “What?” She waved a hand at me. “Oh relax, dear. They know you’re their dad’s special friend.” She made quotation marks in the air with her fingers. “You’re his Captain Richard. Besides if things work out, you’ll need to have this conversation with them eventually.”


    “Yeah, well, we’re not there yet,” I said.


    “We’re not?” Dan asked, with the same stunned expression he’d worn a second before. “I mean, we’re moving in that direction, though. Right?”


    He looked at me with such confidence, sure what we had was what he wanted. It felt good to have something solid and sure in my life when everything else was so out of control. I didn’t want to lose that. I didn’t want to lose him.


    I wanted kids, wanted the whole house-and-home-and-soccer-mom gig. And every time I looked at Dan, I knew he could make it happen. But how could I have any of it with demons attacking at any moment and angels popping in and out of my life? Visiting with family for a few hours a week was one thing. But a family of my own—24/7? No matter how much I wanted it, the timing was all wrong.


    “Let’s talk about this later,” I said. Lately things between us had been so up in the air—my supernatural duties getting in the way more and more. How could I promise him the future we both wanted when I didn’t even know if I’d live through the week? My uncertainty was causing problems, sending him vibes I couldn’t help. We hadn’t even slept together in weeks.


    “A mother can dream. C’mon you two.” My mom held out her hands to Dan’s kids and Dan nodded for them to go with her. “Let’s see what the other kids are up to. Who knows, they might be your cousins one day. Might as well get to know them.”


    “Seriously, Mother,” I started to say, but she just kept walking as though she hadn’t heard.


    “Thanks, Mrs.— I mean, thanks, Carol,” Dan said, his smile bright. He turned to Lacey. “Hi, Lacey. It’s good to see you. I have to talk to Emma for a minute; you mind if we step away? We’ll be right back.”


    Lacey smiled. “Sure. Glad you could make it.”


    My stomach sank. Crap. I hoped we weren’t going to have the talk now. With the murders and sword thefts going on I had enough on my plate to keep my brain spinning. I couldn’t handle dancing around questions and seeing the pain my hesitation caused in his eyes. I loved Dan. But it was hard to make a man who can’t help wanting to protect me understand that my very existence was what caused the danger.


    I let him slip a hand around my waist and lead us out of the shade of the pavilion. “What’s up?”


    He pulled a twice-folded piece of paper from his back pocket and handed it to me. “Sorry it took so long. You remember that photo of the guy who could be your father? I think I finally have a lead for you.”


    I unfolded the photocopied picture I’d given him of my mother twenty-four years ago. It was taken at some political fund-raiser. My uncle said that the man passing behind the posed group of volunteers in the picture had been more than casually interested in my mother at the time.


    Unfortunately, Uncle Greg seemed to be the only one who remembered the guy even existed. I asked my mother if she recognized the man, but she couldn’t even remember the picture being taken. I didn’t push it. I didn’t want to be the one to tell her she’d cheated on my dad with an angel, and I was the proof.


    It didn’t count anyway. The Fallen had used his powers to seduce her. Then, like all Fallen do, he’d used his power to erase all memory of himself from her mind and the minds of anyone close enough who might remind my mother about the affair. Clearly my angelic father hadn’t realized my uncle Greg’s somewhat inappropriate interest in my mother and left him with a few memories—sketchy as they were.


    Now, the name Gertrude Newberry was written in Dan’s handwriting at the bottom of the photo along with a phone number. “What’s this?”


    “That’s who I talked to at the William Penn Hotel,” he said. “Took a while, but we finally got this computer program at the station to figure out that’s where the picture was taken. He might even have been a hotel employee at the time.”


    I squinted at the picture and the tiny flash of color on the lanyard around his neck. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it, but my heart thrilled at the possibility of discovering my father’s identity. I exhaled a shaky, excited breath.


    “Mrs. Newberry is the human-resources person at the hotel. If your biological father was hiding out as an employee there, she might have a record of him,” Dan said.


    He was beaming like a kid who’d just aced his first exam, and with good reason. He’d just handed me the best lead I’d gotten on my angelic father’s identity in the past year.


    It was almost over, all the craziness that had become my life. No more demon attacks. No more worrying that the people I love might be caught in the middle. No more seraphim watching me in creepy silence everywhere I went. And no more need for the illorum sword I’d grown used to feeling at the small of my back.


    Once I found and banished my angelic father, my life would go back to normal. I’d be normal.


    Normal.


    I should’ve been thrilled. So why did I feel like I’d just been kicked in the gut?


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    “Grandma Hellsbane said if you marry Emma, she’ll take us all to Disney World,” Dan’s son told him seriously.


    “Yay!” his sister Abby said from her car seat, clapping her chubby hands. “Marry Emma. Wanna go to Disney World!”


    Grandma Hellsbane? In one day my mother had completely won over Dan’s kids. Granted, she’d bribed them to do it, but that just proved how determined she was. Wow, I missed them—my mom, my nieces and nephew, even my sister. I wish I could’ve spent more than a few hours at the picnic, but I just couldn’t risk it. It was bad enough I’d gone at all. I used to hate those things…now I just wanted to cry for missing it.


    “You marry her, Daddy?” Abby asked.


    “We’ll see,” Dan said.


    I hid the goofy grin that suddenly took over my mouth. His answer sent a quick jolt of excitement through my belly, with an equally hard shock of dread. I wanted to get married…someday. But was Dan the one? And wasn’t the fact that I even asked that question a bad sign? I loved Dan. I did. But shouldn’t a woman just know when it’s right?


    I didn’t know. Not even close. Besides, I wasn’t ready. I was too young—at least I felt too young—plus, with everything going on in my life, the timing was way off. So until I found and killed the Fallen who’d fathered me, my answer would have to be no. I pulled to the curb in front of his ex’s house.


    “Let’s not mention this to Mom, though. Okay?” Dan said.


    “Okay,” the kids agreed.


    I shifted into neutral and set the hand brake while Dan got out and unstrapped the kids from the backseat of my Jeep Wrangler. The little rug rats loved riding with the top off. So did I. We got along great. Dan’s ex-wife and me…not so much.


    It wasn’t like we fought the urge to scratch each other’s eyes out, but I could feel Janet’s jealousy making my chest tight, prickling over my nerves, and egging me to say something I’d regret every time she saw us together. They were her emotions, not mine…mostly. She didn’t want Dan back. She just didn’t like seeing him with anyone else. I figured there was no reason for either of us to endure the discomfort. So I waited in the car until Dan came back from handing the kids over.


    He closed the Jeep’s door and strapped on his seat belt. “Janet says hi.”


    “I bet.” I smiled but I knew it didn’t reach my eyes. I couldn’t stop thinking about Gertrude Newberry and what she might know about my Fallen sperm donor. I had a real chance at discovering my angelic father’s identity. This could all be over soon. Really over. And then Dan and I…oh crap… I stopped thinking about it.


    It seemed like only a few minutes later that I made the right onto Route 51 and Dan said, “You okay?”


    I glanced at him and realized we’d been driving for nearly fifteen minutes without talking. “Yeah, I’m good. Fine.” Even I could hear that I’d said it a little too fast, a little too desperately.


    “You’re thinking about having to confront your real father, aren’t you?” he asked.


    Among other things. But I shrugged and nodded.


    “You worried everything’s going to move too fast after your life goes back to normal?” he asked.


    I glanced at him again. That was it, in a nutshell. That’s why my stomach had been trying to come up my throat all day and my chest felt like it was caught in a vise. All the talk of marriage—of becoming a stepmother and having babies of my own—had totally screwed with my head.


    “Yeah, maybe.” I swallowed hard and tried to smile. I didn’t pull it off very well.


    Dan put a hand on my leg as he reached his other up to tuck my hair behind my ear. “So don’t think about it. Just…forget everything your mom and my kids said. When you’re ready—when we’re ready, we’ll talk about it, and not a second sooner.”


    I glanced at him again and this time my smile was genuine. I exhaled and the pressure in my chest eased a little. “Thanks for digging up the info on that picture. I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you.”


    He leaned close and kissed my cheek, his musky cologne drifting over me, the warm, familiar scent soothing my nerves.


    “I just hope it pays off,” he said. “I can’t stand you being mixed up in all this angel-and-demon shit. It’s dangerous. I’ll be glad when it’s over.”


    Dan was a cop, trained to serve and protect. I knew it ate at his bones that there were bad guys out there after me and he couldn’t do anything about it. The fact that the power he needed to protect me lay dormant inside him made it even worse.


    At the next stoplight I leaned over to kiss him, but paused a hairbreadth from his lips. “You’re a good guy, Dan Wysocki. But I can handle the angel-and-demon shit. I was born for it.”


    I kissed him and he kissed me back, his tongue making a quick pass across my lips. My breath caught at the unexpected sensation, and Dan whispered against my mouth, “I was born for it, too. Remember?”


    The car behind us honked and I jumped straight in my seat, realizing the light had turned green. We pulled out and made the left on to Cook Street and another left into my driveway. Dan’s black Charger was parked on the street but he followed me inside, closing the front door behind him as I tossed my keys on the small foyer table.


    “I know you can take care of yourself, Emma,” Dan said and I turned to see him standing in front of the door, hands in the pockets of his jeans. “You have those powers, and that sword. But it is dangerous. You’re risking your life dealing with these supernatural beings and all I can do is stand on the sideline and pray one of them doesn’t slice you to ribbons or hack off your head. Your friend was killed right in front of you. Two more have died in the last week. I want to tell you to stop. I want to tell you to put down that damn sword and walk away.”


    “You know I can’t—”


    “Yeah, I know,” he said, cutting me short. “I know you don’t have a choice. This is part of who you are, but it’s taking over your life, Em. It’s all you do now. There’s no room for anything else.”


    I stepped toward him. “Dan…”


    But he held up a hand. “No. Stop. ” He laughed to himself bitterly. “Jeezus, I sound like my ex-wife. Now I know how she felt all those years. And this isn’t me. I’m not some clingy, needy, insecure wuss. But…”


    He shook his head and looked away, as if he were searching for the right words and not liking what he was coming up with. “I’m losing you, Em. You’re losing you. I can see it happening little by little. One way or another, that part of your life is going to take you away for good; I know it. And it’s driving me crazy that I can’t do anything about it. Not without joining you.”


    I closed the distance between us and put my hands on his chest. “It’s not that I don’t think you’re capable. You’re more than capable. You’re exactly the kind of person the magisters hope for. But Kenny and Abby…they’d lose you.”


    “They wouldn’t.” He took my hands in his. “I’m a cop. They’re used to their dad taking risks to catch criminals. And between me and Janet, we can keep the kids safe. It’s not like your family—I can tell her the truth. Tell her what to keep an eye out for. The demons won’t hurt the kids. They can’t if we just do our jobs as parents and pay attention.”


    “But it’s not the same. I mean, there’s more to it.” I squeezed his hands. “You’re right, this thing, this illorum life, it does separate you from normal people. It pulls you away from everyday life and sucks you into a surreal world filled with angels and demons, life and death. Before you realize it, that world feels like your real life. And all this—going to work, going out with family and friends, just hanging around with normal people—all this is just what you do until your real life pulls you away again. You have kids, Dan. If you allow yourself to be marked, you will abandon them. Not on purpose and not right away, but eventually, a little at a time. They will lose you.”


    He gathered me into his arms, his body hard and warm against mine. “So that’s it then. You are slipping away. Then what’s the point of this, of you and me? What am I supposed to do?”


    Our eyes met and a quick stab of panic pierced my heart. I didn’t want to lose him. Despite all my doubts, I needed him. I needed the normalcy he brought into my life. But was that all he was to me, all I wanted from him? I didn’t know, but I wasn’t ready to give it up.


    “You’re supposed to hold onto me. Be here. Remind me what’s waiting for me, what’s missing in that other life. Remind me why I want to finish all of this.”


    His gaze dropped to my mouth, tracking my tongue when I licked my lips. “I can do that.”


    He kissed me—his lips a soft, warm press against mine, his hands at the small of my back pulling me tight against him. My heart thrummed faster as his desire pressed a hard line against my belly, centering in my mind.


    The hilt of my sword moved and I realized an instant too late that he’d pulled it from its sheath. I gasped, pushing back, my hand shooting lightning fast to catch his wrist.


    “Holy shit, Emma,” he said, a half smile warring with the surprise on his face. “I was just getting it out of the way.”


    “I…I know.” I took the hilt from his hand anyway and stepped back to set it on the small foyer table with my keys. It wouldn’t have marked him unless he’d picked it up to fight evil, but I didn’t want to take any chances.


    I started to turn back but Dan’s arms were already snaking around me, lifting me up to cradle against him. I laughed. “You really gonna do this?”


    “What, sweep you off your feet?” he asked, as I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Yes. Yes I am. Those angels ever do this for you?”


    I held my smile, remembering a time when I’d been taken high above the earth, safe in Eli’s arms. “Never. Not like this,” I said, finding an element of truth in the technicality.


    “Thought not,” he said. “Wait ’til we get upstairs. I’ll show you something else they won’t do.”


    “Pay taxes?”


    “Ooo, baby, you know me so well.”


    Dan made me laugh, made me think about the future. He made me remember what it was to be human. I wanted it to be enough.


    §


    I awoke next to Dan, my instincts jolting through me in the dark bedroom. His arm lay draped over my waist, warm and heavy. His big body nestled against my back, flesh to flesh. The steady sounds of his breathing rumbled deep in his chest, vibrating through my back, his exhales warming over my shoulder. I took a steadying breath, trying to be still in his arms, trying to calm my panicked heart.


    Dan’s musky cologne hung in the air, his skin scenting the pillows under my head. I breathed him in, snuggling closer. Whatever sixth sense had woken me was quickly fading, and sleep tugged at my eyelids.


    “Emma Jane, ya daft bird,” an Irish-accented voice said in the darkness. “Don’t ya be goin’ back to sleep on me. Eli needs you.”


    My eyes snapped open, and I jackknifed upright. Sheet to my naked chest, my gaze went to the silhouetted figure at the foot of my bed. “Liam?”


    “Aye,” he said. “Get dressed. Time’s a’wastin’.”


    “How’d you get in here? You can’t use your powers to cross a private threshold.” I’d found that out the hard way. The threshold of a home protects the owner from supernatural invasion, like an invisible fortress against angelic and demonic power. Nothing can enter without the owner’s permission.


    “The door was unlocked,” he said.


    “Oh.”


    “What’s going on?” Dan’s groggy voice seemed to boom in contrast to Liam’s and my whispers. He rolled over and clicked on the bedside lamp.


    Liam straightened, squinting against the harsh light, his longish, red hair frizzed straight out from his head at odd places. “We found them, the bastards who killed me magister and the others. Caught them in the act, we did. But there were two of the dirty traitors this time.”


    “Is everyone all right? Did you stop them? Do you have them somewhere?” I scooted out of bed, dragging the sheet with me.


    “Hey,” Dan said and I felt the sheet tug. I looked back to see him holding the last corner over his groin.


    I looked at Liam. “Turn around.”


    The small man sighed and propped his hands on his hips. “You remember I’m fond of the fellas, do ya not?”


    “Turn,” I said, and he did. “Answer my question.”


    “They had the poor magister bloke cornered by the time we got there. The demon prick had already sliced his illorum into pieces. ’Twas nothin’ to be done for him so we threw our swords in with the magister.”


    “We?” I asked, shoving on my underwear and bra. I dug a T-shirt from the drawer and grabbed my jeans off the handlebar of my exercise bike.


    “Aye. Me, Amon, and…Eli.”


    The way he said Eli’s name made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I stiffened, staring at him. “What happened?”


    Liam turned. “I took on the illorum traitor and Amon chased after the yellow-bellied demon. The prick tucked tail and ran when he saw it’d be a fair fight. I can’t tell you more about him than the color of his hair and that he was too fast for poor Amon.”


    “What about Eli?” I asked, my throat closing.


    “Fought like a true warrior of God, he did. Held back the half-human prick the demon brought. But there was somethin’ different about the git. He was stronger, faster.” Liam shook his head. “It’s not good, lassie. Eli’s feelin’ some true pain. Bad. That’s why I came ta fetch ya. He asked for ya.”


    “Wait.” Dan sat straight in bed, his muscled chest and shoulders tight, bracing forward on his arm. “It’s the middle of the night, Emma, and these demons or whatever they are were strong enough to wound an angel.”


    “I can’t let them get away.” Did he really think I would? “Besides, didn’t you hear him? Eli’s hurt. He needs help.”


    “What I heard is an immortal angel got his ass handed to him. He’ll be fine. He’ll heal.” Dan looked at Liam. “He’ll heal, won’t he?”


    Liam shrugged. “Aye. He will. But the man is sure to be in a bad way for a while. ’Tis the honest truth. And he asked for Emma Jane. In all my days I’ve never seen a seraph suffer as he does.”


    Dan’s dark sapphire eyes turned to me, considering the risks.


    “I have to at least see what happened. See if there’s any way to track them. And I have to…I have to see if Eli’s okay,” I said. I could’ve lied, but Dan deserved better than that. “He’s my magister, my teacher. If it were me lying hurt somewhere, he’d come to me.”


    Dan looked away for a second, thinking. Then his gaze shifted to Liam. “Keep your guard up. They know Eli’s down. He’s vulnerable. They might show up again to finish the job. Watch her back.”


    Liam gave him a solid nod. “Aye. I will.”


    I lunged across the bed, and Dan flinched at my inhuman speed. I kissed his cheek. “I’ll be back. I’ll come right here as soon as I make sure everything’s okay.”


    “I know. Come back when you’re finished.” He kissed me hard, and a fresh wash of desire heated my veins, muscles tightening. His hands cupped my face and he broke the kiss, holding my gaze with his. “Finish this, Em. Understand? Finish whatever this is.”


    I nodded, but I wasn’t sure if there was more to what he was telling me. I didn’t want to think about it, didn’t want to face what I understood deep inside. Instead I pushed to my feet and grabbed the belt and sheath hanging on the headboard of my bed, then strapped it on. I’d left the hilt downstairs. I’d get it on the way out.


    “Where is he?” I asked.


    Liam stepped up beside me. “New York.”


    “Right. Let’s go.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    Central Park. I’d never been there so I followed Liam. Our first step was on a weathered blacktop path that led over an old stone bridge. The trail wound along a wide stream disappearing into the night, the faint light of the moon crowded out by the dark forest that seemed to stretch for miles.


    I stopped, peering into the darkness with just enough ambient light to see the large, uneven stones on either side of the bridge. In the distance, the soft glow of a streetlamp twinkled. But there was nothing nearby, only looming darkness. “Where are we?”


    “Huddlestone Arch,” he said. It meant nothing to me. Central Park was hundreds of acres. I couldn’t even hear the city, let alone see it to get my bearings.


    I turned in circles, trying to force my eyes to adjust. “Well…where is he? Where’s Eli?”


    Liam stepped in front of me, his hands up as though he was about to talk a jumper off a ledge. “Calm yourself, lassie. I told you, yer magister will live. But ya need to prepare yourself. He’s been hurt bad. It looks worse than it ’tis, but in all my days I’ve never seen such carnage.”


    “Dammit, Liam. Just take me to him.” The delay was making it worse. My hands were shaking, and my heart was racing in my throat.


    “Aye, I will, love, but it’ll do him no good if he wastes what strength he has worrying over you.”


    I sighed, cupped my hands to my face, and tried to get a grip. He was right. Eli needed me to keep it together. I dropped my hands to my hips. “How did this happen?”


    “There were two gibborim with—”


    “Gib-what?”


    “Gibborim,” he said. “Your Eli named them—the nephilim bastards who turn their illorum gifts against us…and God.”


    “But these gibborim aren’t any more powerful than we are,” I said.


    “Aye, unless they’re wielding one of their stolen angelic swords,” he said. “Then they be mighty ones indeed.”


    “They had angelic swords? Did they… I mean, you said Eli was all right.” An angelic sword was the only thing that could harm him and my heart was suddenly in my throat again.


    “That he is. That he is. But it was a battle to be sure,” Liam said. “His wounds slowed him, weakened him, and…in the end he…he had no choice. Eli, the sorry bloke, had to end the half-human bastard where he stood. I think that more than the psychical pain wounds him deepest.” Without a word he turned on his heel and walked to the end of the old bridge. He stepped off the path, climbing over the huge boulders that spilled down the hillside, and disappeared into the inky blackness beneath.


    “Where’re you going? Where’s Eli?”


    “Where do ya think?” he called up from the dark abyss. “He’s here. Now get your arse movin’ and help me. The bloody angel weighs a ton.”


    I snapped into motion, gingerly climbing over the same boulders. My feet slipped on the damp stones, my hands clutching fists of weeds, nails digging into moist dirt. Finally, I found my footing on another blacktop path at the base of the hill. This one was narrower and edged by the babbling stream that flowed under the bridge. “Liam?”


    “Here. We’re under the bridge,” he said.


    Footsteps splashed in the black water beneath the bridge and I rushed forward. The nearer I got the more I was able to see. “Eli.”


    He sat slouched against the wall of the bridge, one hand limp in his lap, the other between his leg and the wall. His long legs stretched across the path, dress shoes dangling in the stream. Everything clung to him, wrinkled and wet, his suit, his jacket, even his black hair dripping, curls plastered against his forehead.


    I dropped to my knees beside him, stirring the cloud of fog surrounding him. It was so thick I could almost feel it slipping between my fingers. I waved it away and felt for a pulse. Eli didn’t stir at my touch, but his skin was warm. He was alive, and my heart found a steady beat again. Then my attention shifted to the body lying next to him.


    A sword, gleaming silver even in the darkness, was sunk at least four inches deep into the dead man’s blood-soaked chest. His lower half lay in the water, his upper body stretched across the path. Blond hair clumped in places as though something thick and wet had splattered over him. The clumps were dark and my mind jumped to the only explanation—blood.


    His pasty, white face was frozen in a grimace of pain, and he lay with one hand clutching the blade in his chest, the other arm reaching out toward Eli. I saw the mark I’d heard described—so much like mine with the crossed keys over the long blade of a sword. But the sword was broken and red stains streaked down his forearm as though the mark had been bleeding.


    He’d been a tall man, thin, and beside him were a broken and twisted pair of wire-framed glasses. “Is that…?”


    “The bastard who killed me magister?” Liam finished for me. “Aye, it was. And that be the poor sap he killed before the eejit turned on Eli.”


    My gaze flicked past him to a second body lying facedown on the path, odd for its lack of a head. And then I saw the missing body part stuck against a rock in the stream less than a foot away—water lapping into the open mouth, eyes wide beneath a tangled mess of brown hair.


    Eli lifted his head, blinking at me through dark, wet strands of hair. “Emma?” He turned to Liam, head wobbling as if the weight was nearly too much to bear. “You brought her here?”


    “Aye. Told you I’d be fetchin’ her.”


    “I told you not to.”


    “Did ya now?” Liam said. “Huh. Can’t say as I recall that.”


    Eli’s head lulled back, and his eyes closed. “Pog mo thoin.”


    “What’d he say?” I asked.


    Liam glanced at me, a mischievous smile flashing across his face. “Told me to kiss his arse.”


    “I thought so.” Being half angel came with its benefits. One of them was that I could speak and understand all languages. That didn’t mean I always believed my own ears.


    “Where’s Amon?” Liam asked. “Told the feckin’ princess to stay with you.”


    “He’s a demon,” Eli said.


    “That demon helped you keep your head.”


    Eli sighed, swallowing hard, eyes closed. “Yes. He did. I sent him to find transportation. I won’t be traveling at top speed for a while.”


    “Grab his other arm. Help me get him to his feet.” With one foot in the stream and the other on the path next to Eli, Liam leaned down and looped Eli’s arm over his shoulder. “You’d think creatures made of air would be lighter.”


    “I’m fine,” Eli said, suddenly animated again. He leaned away, jerking his arm free from Liam. “Just give me a blessed minute. I’ll walk on my own.”


    “The bloody hell you will. Least not soon enough. That feckin’ demon and his gibborim pet could be back any minute to finish the job they started. I’d rather be gone by then.” Liam reached for him again and Eli pushed him away making him stumble deeper into the stream.


    “So go,” Eli said. “I can handle them. I’ve got a score to settle now, don’t I? Just retrieve my sword and I’ll be ready.”


    Liam pressed his lips, shoving a hand through his tangle of red frizz. He stomped forward, but I raised a hand to stop him. “Wait.” I looked at Eli. “What score? Liam said you were hurt, but I…I don’t see any wounds. I don’t see any blood.”


    “I’m fine. I’m…I’m nearly healed,” Eli said, but his voice was too soft, too weak.


    “No blood?” Liam scoffed. “What are ya, blind? Yer kneelin’ in it.”


    I jerked back, trying to see the dark blood anywhere on the damp blacktop under my knees. It was useless. I could hardly even see the pavement through the stubborn fog congealing around us. I touched the cool ground, but there was nothing except the strange sensation of that fog—like silk gliding through my fingers.


    “Look at his leg, lass.” Liam waved a finger at Eli’s thigh and only then did I notice the jagged tear in his pants above his knee. “Why do ya think he can’t walk?”


    “Silence, boy,” Eli snapped. “I’ll walk. I just need a minute.”


    I pulled at the ragged edges of his slacks to see the flesh underneath and winced. The cut was brutal, straight through with only a raw band of meaty flesh holding the lower half of Eli’s leg to his body. But there was no blood.


    And then it hit me. Eli wasn’t human; he was spirit. His body had been molded from borrowed molecules to house that spirit. And spirit doesn’t bleed—it escapes. I looked at the fog that surrounded us, fanning it away from Eli’s leg. Within seconds more oozed up from his open wound, spilling over his thigh, rolling along the ground and flowing out into the stream. There was so much—too much.


    “Grab his arm, lassie,” Liam said. “The demon prick and his newest lackey could be back any minute.”


    “But he’s bleeding—I mean, he’s losing…”


    “It will stop…eventually,” Eli said, grimacing. His hand slid to his thigh and squeezed. He swallowed hard. “I just don’t have much…strength until it does.”


    “Could you, I don’t know, bleed out?” I asked, not sure what to call it.


    Eli’s lips turned up in a weak smile. “No. My spirit is endless, but without an intact vessel, it’s difficult to manifest my strength.”


    I glanced at his leg and then at Liam. “Gimme your shirt.”


    “What? Why? You heard him; he’ll heal,” Liam said.


    “He’ll heal faster if we can stop the flow,” I said, wiggling my fingers at him.


    Liam sighed and shrugged off his faux-leather vest, then yanked his whitish T-shirt over his head and handed it to me. “Not likely to do any bloody good.”


    “Shut up,” I said, tying the cloth around Eli’s thigh as best I could. I sat back, waving a hand at the wound to clear the ghostly fog, and waited. After a second or two, only a faint mist seeped out from beneath the T-shirt. “It’s working.”


    I looked at Eli. His face pale, his lips parted—he looked like he might pass out. But he met my gaze and a smile trembled across his lips that seemed too weak to be real. “Better.”


    “Why were you even here, Eli?” I asked. “Why were you fighting? You’re forbidden from interfer—”


    “No,” he said before I could finish. “These gibborim have turned their swords on my brothers, on me. I can defend myself. I will.”


    My mouth snapped shut at his harsh tone and an awkward silence settled over us for a moment.


    “Beautiful,” Liam said, stepping close to take Eli’s arm and looping it over his shoulder. “Good to know that’s settled. Now grab his other arm and let’s go.”


    I pushed to my feet and reached for his right arm lying in shadows beside his leg. My hand on his elbow, I grabbed for his wrist. It wasn’t there.


    My brain froze. I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing—or what I wasn’t seeing. “Eli, your hand…”


    His arm tensed and somewhere in the back of my mind I felt him pull away, but I didn’t let go of his elbow. I couldn’t.


    “It’s worse than it looks,” he said. That strange, thick fog poured from the ragged stump inches above where his wrist should have been. “It’s my own fault.” His gaze fell to the dead man lying nearest him, the sword still stuck in his chest. “He went for my sword. I should have known he would. But he was faster than I’d expected, stronger. It was the sword.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked.


    Eli looked at me. “The sword enhanced his powers and protected him from me. Once he’d taken my hand and sword, I had no choice but to use my power on him. I tried to crush his heart, stop him cold. But nothing happened.”


    “How’s that possible?” Dread settled like a ball of wet newspapers in the pit of my stomach. My instincts seemed to understand what my brain was fighting to deny.


    Small beads of sweat formed across Eli’s forehead and above his lip. He was exhausted and in pain, but he answered. “Seraphim can’t use their powers against each other. It just doesn’t work. That’s why we have the swords. But in the hands of a gibborim, the sword seems to transfer some sort of immunity. I think that’s why they’ve been able to kill the magisters once they’ve taken possession of their swords. The magisters are defenseless and too surprised to react swiftly enough.”


    “Then how did you survive?” I asked.


    “Luck,” he said. “The gibborim didn’t feel the need to trade the angelic sword he had for mine, and I was able to move fast enough to retrieve and use it.”


    The image of Eli lunging for his severed hand still gripping the hilt of his sword played out in my mind and I pushed it away, fighting against a gag.


    “Aye, ’twas a wicked smart move to be sure. Finally the bloody bastard didn’t get away,” Liam said. He struggled to pull the taller angel to his feet, prompting me to loop the wounded arm over my shoulder and help.


    “It may have been better if he had. Now they’ll be no denying what’s coming,” Eli said, then hissed in pain when he put weight on his leg. He lifted it almost instantly. It couldn’t hold him, the broken limb dangled uselessly from his thigh. “My sword. I need my sword.”


    Liam stretched away to reach for the sword, forcing Eli to lean more heavily on me. I gritted my teeth, refusing to let the strain of the angel’s weight show on my face. An instant later Liam was under Eli’s arm again, slipping the sword into his hand. The moment the handle met his palm, Eli’s sword vanished, reuniting the separated molecules with his body.


    “How could it possibly be better to have that gibborim out there free to kill more illorum and their magisters?” I said, carefully pivoting in unison with Eli and Liam to head out from under the bridge.


    “It’s not. I missspoke, mourning the bliss of ignorance. If the gibborim are working under the direction of a Fallen, as it would seem from their knowledge of weaponry they are, then their attacks on magisters have broken the truce. Now there’ll be no ignoring the events that have come to pass. The ensuing destruction will only be a matter of degrees,” Eli said. We walked slowly and Eli hopped to keep up.


    “So that’s it?” I said. “The war in heaven has started again?”


    Eli glanced at me, pain etching deep creases across his face as we slowly made our way along the lower path to where it merged with the one over the bridge. “Not yet. There’s still hope. If we can prove the gibborim are working on their own or perhaps working for a rogue demon rather than a Fallen, then we will be free to act without igniting an all-out war.”


    “What difference does it make? Illorum and their magisters are being killed,” I said. “Forget about the stupid politics. Something needs to be done regardless.”


    “It makes a difference,” Eli said. “The war was fought to see that the Fallen were punished for their sin of copulating with human women. My brothers warred for eons. A truce was only accepted when our Father permitted the illorum to atone for the sin of their birth by banishing their angelic fathers themselves. The battle is between father and offspring now. We cannot interfere without it being perceived as the seraphim moving to punish their fallen brothers once again. Such an act would restart the war.”


    I knew this better than anyone. I was friggin’ living it. Killing my angelic father was the only way I’d be free of all this angel-and-demon crap. But this was different. “This has nothing to do with Fallen fighting illorum to avoid their punishment. This is just a bunch of misguided, half-human idiots trying to make a power grab. This is exactly the kind of thing seraphim should be stopping.”


    “Let’s hope you’re right,” he said. “The difference is between simply putting down an uprising or igniting a war,” he said. “Do not wish heaven’s warriors to come to arms, Emma Jane. Few nephilim, marked or not, will likely survive it.”


    We made it as far as the old-fashioned streetlamp I’d seen through the trees when Amon appeared on the path before us. We’d seen him approaching faster than any normal human could track.


    “I found a car,” he said. “It’s just ahead alongside the road.”


    “Found?” I asked. Stole, he meant.


    The tall, athletic blond rolled a shoulder. “First place I looked.”


    “Good on ya, Amon, but we’ll be a bit longer. Hop-along’s moving slower than a mortal in lead boots,” Liam said.


    “I can help with that.” Amon dashed forward and before anyone could stop him, he’d scooped Eli into his arms.


    Cradled in against the other man’s chest like a child, Eli gave a loud yelp of pain before quickly swallowing the momentary weakness. He gritted his teeth. “Put me down, demon, before I pull your spirit from that body with my bare hands.”


    “The assailants could return at any moment. Let me help you, brother,” Amon said. “We have to move swiftly.”


    “Just until we get to the car, Eli,” I said. His dangerously slow pace wasn’t my only concern. With every step pain carved a new crease across Eli’s forehead and squeezed small sounds from his tightly clenched mouth. He needed to be still. He needed time to heal.


    Liam and I were stronger than normal humans, but Eli was heavier than a man three times his size and his height made carrying him virtually impossible for us. Amon was the most capable of getting Eli to a safe, comfortable place and fast. In my book, that was all that mattered.


    “What more does the sorry gob have to do to earn a little forgiveness from you?” Liam asked Eli.


    “Receive it from our Father first.” Eli turned his gaze on Amon. “But that would require that he ask. That he repent.”


    Amon’s jaw tightened and he looked straight ahead, nodding. “Understood. But for now, I’m the only way you’re getting out of here before sun up.”


    We were in the car three seconds later, pulling into my driveway seven and a half hours after that. Eli had passed out against my shoulder an hour into the trip. I’d spent the time loving the simple nearness of him and watching as the raw stump of his arm healed, then began to lengthen and shape into a wrist. Little by little the nubs of fingers grew, but it still had a ways to go. I’d only checked once, but I was pretty sure his leg had healed, though the effort had clearly cost him.


    “Where do you want him?” Amon asked, hefting the sleeping angel into his arms.


    “The spare room,” I said, leading the way to the front door, grabbing the fake hide-a-key rock next to the front steps as I passed. “Top of the stairs first door on the left.”


    I stepped through first and held the door for Amon. He didn’t move.


    The tall, fair-skinned demon blushed. “I’m not human, Emma. I can’t enter unless I’ve been invited.”


    “Oh. Right,” I said, but every instinct inside me warned against it. Liam’s lover or not, he was a demon. Tommy, my friend and Eli’s illorum before me, had trusted a demon once, even allowed her into his bed, and she’d nearly killed him for his carelessness. He’d told me that she’d slit an artery in his groin and intended to bleed him dry. Tommy had taken her head as she kneeled between his legs, a moment of intimacy turned into a brutal betrayal. The memory of that day never left him.


    “Are ya bloody serious?” Liam said beside him. “The man saved yer magister’s life. Carried him to safety and drove across the bloomin’ state to heal in your home and you’ll not invite him in?”


    I looked from Liam to Amon and then to Eli, his face so pale against the inky blackness of his hair. He needed more time to heal and I couldn’t get him to the spare bedroom myself. “Come in, Amon.”


    The demon took a single step over my threshold and stopped, his lavender gaze falling on me. He hesitated a half beat, then forced a smile that was all about polite manners and nothing to do with actual emotion. “Thank you.”


    I nodded, regret making my return smile a struggle.


    He and Liam took Eli to the bedroom at the top of the stairs on the left while I went to apologize to Dan. I’d told him I’d be right back, but that was more than seven hours ago and it was already past eight in the morning. I hadn’t planned to be gone so long and I’d left my phone on the charger.


    I could’ve transported home to fill him in and gotten back before Eli even realized I was gone. But seeing Eli so hurt had knocked every other thought from my head. I’d never really prepared for the possibility. He was weak, vulnerable like I’d never seen him before.


    I knew before I walked into my bedroom that Dan was gone. I couldn’t hear his soft snores and when I turned the corner I saw that my bed was made and a note was folded on my pillow.


    Em,


    Hope you took care of what you needed to. I had to go. Call me when you’re ready.


    Waiting,


    Dan


    I read the note three times, my gut sinking with each reading. Not because of what he’d written but because of what he’d meant.


    I’d left his bed to go to the side of another man. No matter my reasons, my excuses—good intentions, divine calling, world salvation… In the end it always boiled down to one undeniable truth—I’d left Dan’s bed to go to another man. It was simple and yet infinitely complicated at once. Regret made it hard to swallow, a heavy weight pressing against my chest. I couldn’t keep thinking about it.


    I slipped the note into the back pocket of my jeans and went across the hall to the spare room. Eli was awake, grumbling at Liam as he fought against his attempts to remove his damp suit jacket.


    “Ya can’t crawl into bed wearing all these sodden clothes, ya git. You’ll ruin the lassie’s sheets and mattress.”


    Eli shrugged him off, giving himself a hard shake. “Problem solved,” he said—his suit magically dry, the tear in his slacks repaired.


    Liam stepped back. “Well, don’t that be a nifty trick. Could’a spared a wee Irishman the effort and dried yerself from the start.”


    Eli’s shoulders drooped, his head down, his hands bracing against the bed on either side of him. He took a shaky breath, the small flash of strength expended. “It’s not as easy as it looks at the moment.”


    I strode the rest of the way into the room. “Okay, that’s enough. Thanks guys, I’ve got it from here.”


    “Aye. Good. We’ll see if we can track the bastards who did this,” Liam said slipping his hand into Amon’s.


    “He’ll be safe here,” Amon said. “Just keep him inside until he’s fully healed.”


    I nodded, reaching out to touch his free hand. “Thank you, Amon.”


    A smile flickered across his young, roguish face and then both he and Liam were gone. I turned to Eli, barely able to hold himself upright on the edge of the bed.


    “You need to rest,” I said, pushing him back against the pillows. I lifted his feet to the bed just as his shoes vanished.


    “I’m nearly healed,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.


    He looked so…human lying there—his skin ghostly white, his body limp. My chest ached for him, emotion thickening at the back of my throat. I cared about Dan. He was my tie to reality. But I’d nearly lost Eli today and the realization turned my blood to ice.


    It didn’t make sense, but I had to stay near him—make sure he was alive, safe. Even as guilt turned my stomach, I couldn’t stop myself from lying down next to him, my head resting on his chest, the steady beat of his heart echoing against my ear. I breathed him in, taking comfort in the sweet, summery scent of him—fresh-cut grass and sunshine.


    In his sleep, Eli curved an arm around me, tucking me in closer. The tension that had the muscles down my back in knots eased and I closed my eyes. Eli was an angel—constant, invulnerable, or so I’d thought. Now I knew I could lose him and that…that changed everything.

  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    It must have been a thunder strike that woke me. The sound still rumbled through the sky, like the long grumble of a lion. Lying on my belly, I pushed up to my elbows, squinting at the clock on the bedside table in the gloomy light. I wiped the drool from the corner of my mouth. It was 12:32 p.m. and Eli was gone.


    I rolled over, my gaze gliding to the window, catching a glimpse of glowing white eyes. I swallowed back a scream. “What the hell?”


    Fred stood outside my window—his weird white eyes staring at me, hands clasped in front of him, long, bloodred hair curtaining down his back. Problem was, the bedroom window was on the second floor.


    Your presence is commanded in the backyard. Come at once. His smooth, melodic voice echoed through my mind and then the next instant he was gone. Crap, I hated that.


    I scooted out of bed just as another clap of thunder shook the house. Rain beat against the window where Fred had been, the wind whipping through the trees. I hurried out into the hall to the window that overlooked the backyard.


    Wind rocked the trees that ringed my gram’s backyard. I’d inherited the house when she died a few years back, but it would always be her home. The big oaks had been saplings when she and my granddad bought the place. Those trees were more than fifty years old now and I worried that for some of them, this storm might be their last.


    “I’m not going out in that.” Gram’s old metal lawn set was holding up against the wind and pounding sheets of rain, but puddles were forming in the lower spots of the yard and an impromptu stream had formed around back. The quick current rushed between the trees into my neighbor’s yard.


    I stepped away from the window, determined to ignore Fred’s request when something in the shadows behind Gram’s glider caught my eye. I lunged forward, hands on the windowsill, narrowing my eyes to see through the gloom and rain. “Eli?”


    He was on his knees, his back to the house, his chin up as if in prayer to the heavens. His short, black curls were plastered to his head, the jacket of his suit waving to the side like a flag. His white dress shirt was nearly transparent. Whatever the reason Fred wanted me in the backyard, I didn’t need any more convincing.


    I called on my power, seeing where I wanted to go, and took a step. The world narrowed, blurred, and the rules governing time and space gave way for me. With my next step my bare foot sloshed in the cold, wet grass behind Eli.


    The icy rain stabbed at my cheeks and bare arms, the wind snapping my hair over my eyes, plastering it to my face. I shoved at my hair and stepped up next to Eli. “What’s wrong?”


    “You will leave it,” a voice said from the trees in front of us and I turned to see seven angels, including Fred, perched in separate trees. Their weight had no more effect on the limbs than a feather or a drop of rain would. The thickly leafed branches around them all seemed to bend away, framing each angel in a curtain of green.


    Aside from Fred, I recognized only three of the other seraphim. I’d seen them after Tommy was killed. They were part of the Council of Seven’s envoy and had stalked Eli and me last year, making sure we didn’t give in to our grief over Tommy’s death and cross a line there was no going back from. We hadn’t, and I hadn’t seen the three again until now.


    All seven angels were unnaturally tall and lean, with long hands and fingers and oval faces. Their hair, thin and silky, reached the smalls of their backs, and their skin had a soft, newborn glow. Like the cluster of angels in the hospital, the seven were dressed in matching tailored suits in varying shades of black and white with overcoats that reached their calves. And they were all dry. The storm didn’t touch them.


    Goose bumps tingled over my skin from head to toe and a bone-deep shiver had my body vibrating like a cheap motel bed. My teeth chattered even as I pushed my hair from my eyes again, squinting up at the angels through the beating rain.


    “Who are you telling him to leave? Me?” I yelled, ignoring the jolt of adrenaline and fear squeezing my chest. I’d almost lost him last night. I couldn’t go through that again.


    “I will not,” Eli said as though I hadn’t said a word. “This is ill timed, brothers. The situation has grown too dangerous to abandon her now. Magisters and illorum alike are at risk.”


    “It is because of the situation that we command you to part from it,” the angel on the far left said. His voice was soft and deep like a late-night radio DJ. He was one of the angels from last year, his long hair so white it was nearly translucent. The pale hair made his seraphim-white eyes even more creepy.


    “This is not a request, Elizal,” Fred, in the center tree, said. “The Council commands it.”


    The wind howled and I had to yell just to hear my own voice. “Then let us talk to the Council. I need Eli to help figure out who’s behind the attacks.”


    The angel on the far right spoke up. “Tell it that another magister has been assigned. He will aid it as you would. It will discover who is behind the attacks and end them.”


    He was another of the angels I’d seen last year. Hair the color of butterscotch curtained the back of his pinstriped suit. Those stripes made his suit the most…different.


    “What do you think we’ve been trying to do? You take Eli away and I’ll have to start from square one,” I said, but I knew they weren’t listening to me—at least they were pretending not to. I was there to listen, not speak.


    “I am the only one to have seen the demon who accompanies the gibborim attacks,” Eli said. “I am essential to this endeavor.”


    “Right,” I said, following Eli’s lead. “You see? I don’t know who we’re looking for. I need Eli.”


    “You will share this information with its new magister,” the third angel who’d stalked me last year said. He stood on the right in the tree next to the white-haired angel. This angel’s hair was darker than Eli’s—so dark it was nearly blue—and his plain, snug suit was a deep black that matched his hair almost perfectly.


    “No. It’s too great a risk. There’s more.” Eli’s body stiffened as if he were about to stand to make his point but didn’t. “I’ve already been attacked. I’m the only one to have survived. I’ve seen them. They’ll want to finish what they started. They’ll want to silence me, keep me from warning others.”


    “Warning others about what?” the butterscotch angel asked.


    “The swords,” Eli said. “The angelic swords they’re taking from the magisters. They shield the gibborim from seraphim powers—we are defenseless against them. Removing me from this engagement just because…” He glanced at me then back to the seven. “We need to focus on what’s important here. I chose to be a magister. I knew the risks. I have faced them before and triumphed. I will again.”


    The white-haired angel on the end glanced at Fred, just a quick flick of his creepy eyes, then back to Eli. None of the other angels allowed his somber mask to crack. After several seconds, Fred gave a single nod, closing his eyes as though in answer to some unspoken question.


    He raised his chin and looked at Eli. “Is this why they are taking the magisters’ swords? To use them in battle against seraphim?”


    Eli exhaled a frustrated breath—jaw tight, blue eyes blinking against the driving rain. “I can find no other explanation. Please, brothers, let me stay and fight.”


    “Then it matters not,” Fred said, unclasping his hands so they hung loose at his sides. “The war has begun.”


    “Wait. No,” Eli said, raising his hands as if to stop them. “We can’t be certain that a Fallen is behind the movement.”


    Fred narrowed his eyes on the kneeling angel. “Do you suggest that the human half-breeds conceived of this possibility on their own?”


    “No. Of course not,” Eli scoffed, glancing apologetically at me. “But I believe the demon I witnessed may have.”


    “To what end?”


    “I don’t know. So far we have only fought in self-defense without knowledge of who was behind the attack order. If it is a Fallen, then, as you said, they have begun the war. But if we initiate a strike at a Fallen and discover later that this demon is working for his own interests, it will be too late. We will be at fault for restarting the war. We must know with absolute certainty.”


    Fred seemed to think about that for a moment, then glanced in the direction of the butterscotch angel in the pinstriped suit. He gave him a nod, then looked back to Eli. “Your illorum will discover the truth of this mystery and what devil is behind the attacks. It will report what it finds to its new magister. And it will end the transgressors. This will take precedence over the search for its father.”


    “No,” I said, my arms clutched around me, my body shivering so much it was hard to speak. Only Eli turned to look at me, but I could feel the weight of everyone’s attention pressing against my chest. “I don’t want another magister.”


    Eli shook his head. “Emma Jane, don’t…”


    I ignored him and took a step toward Fred and the others, forcing my back stiff, my head high. “In fact I won’t work with another magister. Free will, right? The deal was I’m supposed to find my angelic sperm donor and kick his butt to the abyss. Then I get my life back. That’s why I have these powers, why my life was put on hold. You want me to put that off to do you a favor? Fine. I’ll be your little special-agent nephilim. But I get to pick my own team. It’s Eli or nothing.”


    The search for my angelic father was always there, ghosting at the back of my brain. I wasn’t sure if I could really stop looking for him, stop wondering who he was, where he was. But in that instant all I could think about was keeping Eli planted on terra firma—keeping him with me. I’d say whatever they wanted to hear.


    “That’s enough, Emma Jane.” Eli was on his feet, jerking me back by the elbow, putting his body between mine and the seven angels. “Forgive her, brothers. She knows not what she asks.”


    “Yes I do.” I couldn’t let them take Eli away. They may be his boss, but they weren’t the boss of me. I stepped around him. “Aren’t you listening? Whoever’s behind these attacks, whatever their reasons are—you’re all at risk. Now is not the time to send in the second string. Eli and I are your best defense. We know what we’re looking for, how to fight them. We’re the only team that’s gone up against them and survived. We work. Simple as that.”


    I believed what I was saying, though I thought it best not to mention that of my first-string all-star team only one of us had actually taken on a gibborim. Seemed counterproductive.


    From the corner of my eye I saw Eli move forward at the exact instant Fred vanished from the tree and reappeared four feet in front of me.


    Eli was between us. “Fraciel, no. I will not allow you to harm her.”


    Fred tilted his head, the corners of his blush-pink lips turning up in what could only be a smile, though his eerie white eyes left the expression cold. “You are dear to me, Elizal, so I will give you a moment to reconsider your actions. You are not helping her. Worse. You are not helping yourself.”


    Eli lifted his chin. “Her arrogance is my fault.”


    “Yes. As are your actions. Let us strive to lessen at least one cause for your misgivings,” Fred said. Then he took a very slow, very human step forward and the storm raging around me stopped.


    I fought against the tremble quaking through my body and stared up at the seven-foot-tall, blood-haired angel. This close I felt like an ant under a magnifying glass. I kept my head high.


    Fred leaned over, speaking slowly as though I was a child. “You are a danger to Elizal.” He straightened and looked to Eli. “Does it understand?”


    Eli’s angry eyes narrowed. “She not it. She understands as well as you or me.”


    “What do you mean?” I didn’t really care what Fred thought of me. I figured he had the same low opinion of all illorum. Oh well. But how could he say I was a danger to Eli? I’d never let anything happen to him.


    Fred looked back to me, white eyes focusing. He leaned over again, talking down to me in more ways than one. “He has allowed the corruption that brought about your existence to infect him. It will cost him his life.”


    I felt my brows go up, and I glanced at my magister. “Eli’s sick? What is it?”


    “It is lust,” Fred said and I snapped my attention back to the too-tall angel, a hot flush warming my cheeks.


    “We haven’t done anything wrong.” I held Fred’s creepy white gaze. “You can’t punish us for something we haven’t done. Eli and I make a good team. That’s all that matters. We care about each other. We’re close, yes, but that just…that gives us a better connection—a stronger connection.”


    “It makes him weak,” Fred said.


    “You’re wrong.” I straightened, lifting my face a fraction closer. “We’ve never been stronger.”


    Our connection had allowed Eli to see through my eyes last year and identify the Fallen angel who had been trying to kill me. According to Eli, illorum weren’t supposed to be able to speak mind to mind with angels; it’s normally a one-way connection. Angels can speak to our minds and read our thoughts, but we can’t really talk back. To hear our response they have to be listening to our thoughts.


    So how had Eli heard me without plucking the words from my brain himself? I didn’t know. I wanted to believe it was because of all we’d been through, how much we understood each other. We were a perfect team, but I wasn’t sure that was all of it.


    “Stronger?” Fred leaned back and stared at me in quiet repose. Finally he clasped his hands in front of him and spoke very matter-of-factly. “We have known from the beginning that the bond between magister and illorum is a treacherous one. It is why so few are willing to serve. Every moment my brothers spend wallowing in the insidious adoration of humans is paid for with the slow decay of their purity. Too quickly magisters lose their perspective and begin to value the illorum over their mission. It is expected, to a degree. But the fear that one will slip further, will bond too closely as you and Elizal have… Most feel it is simply not worth the risk.”


    “What risk?” I asked.


    His delicate jaw tightened. “The fall, nephilim. What do you think? You are born of corruption, of lust and unleashed desire. You are made of temptation, and vice flows through your veins. You are that which angels desire and God so loves. You are our damnation. We risk our immortal spirit with the very acknowledgement of your existence in our minds.”


    “Enough, Fraciel,” Eli said. He shoved a hand through his sodden hair and wiped raindrops from his lips. “I have supplicated myself to you and the Council’s envoy as expected, but she is not one of us. You have no right to disparage her this way.”


    The angel turned on Eli, his red hair flowing around his shoulders. “No right? I have every right to protect my brothers. To protect you from the torture you endure by her hand.”


    “It’s not her fault,” Eli said.


    “Then whose?” Fred spun back to me. “She knows. I can see it in the way she looks at you. You know, don’t you?”


    I swallowed hard, feeling his ire like an open furnace in front of me. “Know what?”


    “He loves you,” Fred said. “And it is destroying him. Can you fathom it? Every moment, every breath, every beat of his heart is spent in battle. Fighting the corruption of his spirit. Fighting the desire of his flesh. Fighting the seduction of his love for you, to love Father more.”


    “That’s not true,” Eli said. “I love Father as I ever have.”


    Fred snapped his cruel, white eyes to Eli. “But you love her more. If she felt half as much for you, she’d send you back to us before it’s too late—”


    “Take him.” My stomach twisted, and pain squeezed my chest like a vise. I couldn’t breathe. “I don’t need another magister, but take Eli. Keep him safe.”


    Fred turned back to me, dark red brows going high. As if his lifting mood was somehow connected to the storm, the pounding rain slowed to a light sprinkle. Eli shoved his hands through his hair, pushing it from his eyes one last time. He stepped closer, his feet sloshing in the flooded grass, putting himself between Fred and me.


    “Emma Jane, don’t listen to them. You don’t have to do this. It’s too dangerous for—”


    “It’s too dangerous for you.” I cupped his cheek, his skin cool, beard soft as peach fuzz against my palm. “Fred’s right. This isn’t why we were brought together. You’re not like them, like the other seraphim. You’re sweet and caring and protective. You were made to train illorum. You’ve trained the best, and that can’t end with me. But if you stay I’m afraid…I’m afraid it will end. I can’t let that happen. I can’t be the reason you fall, Eli.”


    It didn’t matter what I felt for him. If he slipped, if we gave in to what we felt for each other, he’d fall. There was no way around it. He’d fall and I’d be sent to kill him. At least with his brothers he’d be safe—safe from demons, safe from gibborim…safe from me.


    Fred slipped a hand over Eli’s shoulder. “Come, Elizal…”


    But Eli shrugged him away and took my hands. “Leave us, Fraciel.”


    I watched Fred’s pale, perfect face tense over Eli’s shoulder, his lips pressing into a flat line. But the angel bowed his head and said quietly, “We will be waiting.” And then all of the Council’s envoy vanished.


    “Are you sure about this?” Eli asked me. “There’s a chance the gibborim will think I’m still vulnerable and that you’re my Achilles heel. They might hunt you to find me.”


    “I can handle it. And Liam’s around if I need him. I was just trying to convince Fred and the others to keep us together. But…I changed my mind.”


    “Yes. I noticed.” A smile flickered across his lips but didn’t last.


    “Besides, the gibborim aren’t stupid. They have to figure you’d be back to full strength by now.” I tried to ignore my too fast pulse, pounding so hard I felt light-headed. Alone with him my body awakened, my senses tingling. I liked it, being near him.


    I stepped away, out of reach.


    He sunk his hands into the front pockets of his slacks. “You’re right. You’ll be fine. It’s just… I should go, at least for a little while. That’s why I went alone last night.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Eli closed the last bit of distance between us and reached up to brush a wet strand of hair from my forehead. His fingers stroked down my cheek, making me tremble. “I know you think you’re a danger to me, Emma Jane, but the truth is, you’re the one who’s risking everything. When this is all over, when you’re human again, you’ll want a normal life—a husband, a family. As long as I’m in your life you won’t have that. I’ll never be able to give you normal.”


    I hugged my arms around me, still shivering, but it had nothing to do with the cold. “Why would you even worry about things like that?”


    “Exactly,” he said, crooking a finger under my chin, lifting my gaze to his. “I knew inevitably one of us would have to be strong enough to walk away. I’d thought—hoped—it would be me. I’m sorry it’s fallen to you. But it is for the best.”


    I closed my eyes—squeezing them tight—tears stinging, emotion clogging my throat. I didn’t want to think about the future, about what I’d do when I was human again and could no longer see angels for what they were—when I could no longer see Eli. When I was with Dan everything was so clear, so easy. I wanted that, the normal life I could have with him. But I didn’t want to lose Eli. What was wrong with me?


    Eli leaned closer, his breath warm on my face. He kissed my cheek, his lips so soft and warm, then whispered in my ear. “I will never be far. If ever you have need, just call to me and I will be at your side before my name leaves your lips.”


    I nodded. I couldn’t speak. He thought I was the strong one, the one to walk away from these feelings, from what we were to each other. The truth was if being normal—having a human life—meant losing him, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be strong. I didn’t want to walk away.


    I opened my eyes, but Eli was gone.

  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    It took more than a week before some know-it-all angel showed up claiming to be my new magister. Not that it mattered. He could call himself Santa Claus, but that didn’t mean I’d sit on his lap.


    “Listen, Jaz—”


    “Jazar,” the big, mocha-skinned angel said, stepping quickly to keep up behind me. He had a deep, smoky voice that kind of rumbled when he talked. I liked that. But I kept it to myself.


    “Whatever. I really don’t care if you think it’s a good idea or not. Amon is helping us find the demon who attacked Eli and that’s it.”


    “Amon is a demon.”


    “Why do people keep saying that like it’s news?” I shook my head and yanked open the door to the Irish Center at the edge of Frick Park. “Yes. He’s a demon, which makes him uniquely capable to locate the demon he saw attacking Eli and the others.”


    Eli had left without sharing what he’d seen with me. I guess he figured my new magister would put the face of the demon we were looking for in my mind. He’d figured wrong. Jaz hadn’t been able to muster the stomach to connect his mind with my icky, corrupted illorum brain, so I was no closer to finding the bastard than I had been before Eli was attacked.


    “Demons cannot be trusted. They are concerned only with serving their Fallen masters and avoiding banishment to the abyss.” Jaz shuffled in close behind me, not wanting to touch the door. The guy had a kind of germ phobia, except it wasn’t germs that freaked him out really; it was the everyday filth of humanity. Germs were fine.


    “Not all demons are the same. Amon is a friend. Plus he’s in love.”


    “There have been more attacks,” Jaz said. “And yet your demon friend has not reported what he knows of them.”


    I stopped one step inside the door and spun back to him. “More? And you’re just telling me now?”


    “I learned of it only an hour ago,” he said. “I informed you when the information was pertinent.”


    I blinked at that, mouth open, then shook my head and let it go. “Fine. How many attacks? Was anyone… Did anyone survive?”


    “At least twenty attacks. Likely more since I last heard,” Jaz said standing straighter, clearly satisfied that he’d finally gotten my full attention. “Fourteen magisters survived. All twenty illorum…perished.”


    I swallowed hard, looking away for a minute, fighting the rush of grief and prickle of fear that threatened to smother me. I exhaled, finding my voice. “Did any report back with a description of the demon?”


    If I were lucky, one of the other magisters would share his memory with me.


    “The attackers were all gibborim,” he said.


    Lucky. Right. What’s that like? The angel was useless. I turned around and scanned the room, trying to figure out where I was supposed to go.


    I’d been invited to do some readings at the Pittsburgh Pagans’ summer solstice celebration for my day job. It was going to be an all day event, ending with a massive ritual bonfire. Yeah, I wasn’t staying for the evening’s clothing-optional festivities. Besides, I’d picked my outfit for a specific reason—battle readiness. A sheer, sleeveless blouse over a white camisole and black, stretchy slacks. Simple and sword-friendly. Stripping it off to dance naked under a full moon wasn’t part of the plan.


    The place was kind of perfect for the gathering though, with the two-story block building of the Irish Center for the indoor attractions and the four-and-a-half acres it sat on for outdoor events. The additional five hundred plus acres of Frick Park adjoining it, nearly all of it forest, was just a bonus.


    I crossed the polished floor of the entryway and stepped through the double doors into the social hall. A folk band was playing on stage and people dressed in peasant skirts, puffy pirate shirts, and flowered vests mingled among the makeshift booths set up along the walls with more tables set back-to-back down the center of the room. They’d told me only a select few vendors had been invited, most of them private craftsmen, homeopathic healers, and new-age musicians.


    It took a few seconds, but I spotted my booth. Even if there hadn’t been a giant poster of my face perched on a metal easel in the far corner, I would’ve figured the booth with the glittering astrological symbols decorating the deep purple back curtain was mine. They had used glitter to spell out Madam Hellsbane on the sign and made pentacles of every O in the words Intuitive Consciousness Explorer.


    The sign was…nice and the booth’s silver symbols against the purple background really popped. But I couldn’t help my inward cringe at the overall hokey feel of it. The whole thing just screamed Psychic Friends Network. And I’m so not a psychic friend. But it’s not like I could tell people that my abilities to feel other people’s emotions, to hear their thoughts—were a part of my biology, like blond hair and blue eyes, and not some random gift or clever scam.


    Whatever. With Jaz fast on my heels, I made my way through the crowd to my sparkly booth. High Priestess Brenda and Don, the event’s coordinators, had said they’d set up appointments for me, but a short line of people had already formed next to the booth. My nerves itched under my skin as I hurried around the table and shoved my purse underneath.


    I wasn’t late. Okay, I wasn’t as late as I could’ve been. Just like my angelic abilities, my lateness was genetic. I couldn’t help it. If my family had an entry in the dictionary, our definition would read “perpetually late.”


    Jaz didn’t seem to give a crap who was waiting for me. He followed me right into the booth—brows knitting over his dark sunglasses, arms knotted across his chest. The glasses were my idea. His eyes were lighter than any magister I’d seen—almost pure white. It was just creepy.


    “Demons cannot love. They cannot think beyond themselves, beyond their own fear and resentment,” Jaz said, picking up the abandoned argument and giving his back to the line of waiting customers. “The few lucky enough to survive the banishment of their Fallen masters spend their days in a panic to avoid being banished themselves, while nurturing a limitless abhorrence for humans, whom they believe are afforded unconditional forgiveness for every imaginable sin. Demons do nothing that does not first and foremost aid themselves.”


    “Well, Amon’s not like that,” I said, settling into the upholstered wingback chair. He’d saved Eli and he’d been working tirelessly with Liam to discover who was behind the attacks. I’d grown to trust him after that night, and it bothered me that Jaz wouldn’t take my word for it. I grabbed the clipboard someone had left on the low end table between the two matching chairs. I had a full slate for the next three hours, plus the people waiting in hopes of slipping in between appointments or snagging any no-show spots.


    Jaz couldn’t understand. He was new to being a magister. Like, shiny new: I was his first illorum. Nine days ago he’d been a straight-up seraph, untainted by human interaction. Now he was up to his neck in us, and I got the sense he felt like he was drowning most of the time.


    He had the same long, silky-fine hair as all seraph when I met him. Like deep, endless space, his hair had been absolute black, though he’d shaved it off, since it looked just as strange short as it had long. He was bald now, but passed easily as human in his poorly fitted suit and oversize duster. In fact, for a six-foot-eight man he was surprisingly overlooked. It was an angel thing.


    “We do not require a demon’s assistance.” He looked away, practically pouting.


    “Well, unless you’re willing to show me what Eli showed you, we do,” I said and watched his nose crinkle in disgust at the thought of touching his mind to mine. Jerk. “Amon’s the only one who’s even gotten a glimpse of the demon and he’s got the connections we need to find him.”


    Jaz sighed. “So we will use the demon to gain information. Very well.”


    “Right. However you need to spin it,” I said. Baby steps into the messy world of demon hunting. Baby steps.


    “Excuse me.” The woman first in line checked her watch, then propped her hands on her hips. “Yeah, I’m sorry. But I was supposed to have an appointment at one and it’s one forty-five.”


    “Oh. Right. Sorry…” I glanced at the list. “Sorry, Ann.” Then looked at Jaz. “Leave.”


    “Why?”


    “I’ve got work.”


    He looked from me to the people in line and back again. “You have a mission assigned to you by the Council. It takes precedence over the menial tasks of human life.”


    “Actually, eating tops Council missions. It’s one of those pesky menial tasks I kind of can’t live without.” I shooed him, waving with both hands. “Gotta pay for my Doritos somehow. So go. Find the head of a pin to stand on or something.”


    Out of the corner of my eye I watched Jaz sulk back toward the double doors of the social hall as Ann took the chair across from mine. The huge man had nearly made it to the door before he vanished. No one else noticed.


    “So what do I have to do?” Ann asked, pulling my full attention.


    “Take my hands,” I said, angling my knees toward hers, hands out across the small end table between us. I closed my eyes, concentrating.


    I’d grown a lot as an Intuitive Consciousness Explorer over the past year. Mostly because I’d come into my illorum powers, and now instead of just experiencing other people’s emotions, I could actually read their thoughts.


    I was better at it than most illorum for some reason, which only meant I had to be more careful. Angels were forbidden to delve any deeper into a person’s brain than the thoughts that floated at the surface of the mind, the thoughts they didn’t instinctively protect. I was no angel, but my ability was part of my angelic half, so Eli had warned me the Council would figure the same rules applied. I wasn’t sure I agreed with their logic.


    Being half human had given me immunity from all the other hang-ups angels had to deal with, like ignoring freewill if I had to. Maybe I shouldn’t do it, but the only thing that would really stop me was my own moral code.


    I couldn’t help the smile tugging across my lips when Ann’s thoughts echoed through my head loud and clear. I hope this isn’t a scam. If she tells me she sees a tall, handsome stranger in my future or some other stupid shit, I’m gonna scream. Just tell me if I’m getting the promotion—


    “So you’re…up for a promotion?” I asked and opened my eyes.


    Ann’s back straightened, brows high, eyes hopeful. “Yeah. That’s right.”


    I looked away, listening.


    Don’t say he’s giving it to that slut Leslie. Michael’s such a pig.


    “Michael. He’s your boss?”


    Ann nodded and thought, Michael Paris.


    “Michael Paris,” I said.


    The woman gasped, smile brightening. “Yeah. How’d you know that?”


    I smiled but didn’t answer. I was already searching for the thin string of consciousness that connected Ann to her boss. There were hundreds of possibilities in Ann’s mind, like a knotted ball of yarn with countless strands stretching out into the ether—one for every person she’d ever met.


    My angelic power allowed me to follow those connections. For Ann, it connected me to her boss somewhere in Pittsburgh and opened his mind to me as clearly as Ann’s.


    Searching his thoughts took only seconds and with almost no effort at all I had Ann’s answers. It was almost too easy. It shouldn’t be this easy, but I ignored the tug of morality and I met Ann’s hopeful eyes. “He’s definitely considering you for the position, but…Leslie’s a possibility, too.”


    “Shit.” She deflated a half inch and looked away and back again. “What if I sleep with him?”


    Well that was a no-brainer. I didn’t even need to touch the guy’s mind to know what I’d find. I checked anyway. “Yep. That’d probably do it. But—” Omigod…


    My stomach dropped, rolled, and pitched like I was on the deck of the Titanic and we were going down. I doubled over in my chair—wrapping my arms around my gut, trying for steady, even breaths until the sickening sensation passed.


    Ann pushed forward, hand on my shoulder. “You okay?”


    I nodded, recognizing the quick, nauseating feel of another nephilim, but it had never been this bad. The sickening rise and fall of my stomach subsided. There was something wrong—the sensation was too intense, almost painful. I looked up to scan the room, searching for the face of nausea that would match my own. If his or her presence hit me this hard, mine should do the same back.


    Instinct, or maybe it was dumb luck, made me look past Ann to my booth’s sign on the other side of the table and the notepaper that now covered my picture. It was just kind of stuck there, wet, red smears at opposite corners plastering it to the poster board. I got up, walking around the table, my body numb, an intuitive dread weighing in my gut.


    There were fingerprints and smudges all over it in the same sticky red liquid. It was blood; I was sure of it. But whose? I didn’t think I wanted to know. Finding a clean spot along the edge, I pulled it off and read the message messily scrawled in black ink.


    Join us, or your boyfriend will.


    My gaze flicked to the people waiting in line, the first few only feet from the sign. “Who left this? Who put this here?”


    Confused, worried eyes met mine, all of them shaking their heads. No one had seen. No one had noticed. It didn’t matter. I knew who’d left the note. I’d felt it. Gibborim.


    “Crap.”


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    Dan still wasn’t taking my calls. Not since the night Eli was attacked more than a week ago. I’d tried calling a couple times and left messages, but he hadn’t called me back. I had decided to take it as a hint that he still needed time. Not that I blamed him. If he’d left my bed to go nurse a sexy, immortal angel—if angels were female—I’d be…upset.


    So, okay. He deserved some space. I just couldn’t give it to him. I had to talk to him, to warn him that the gibborim might try to get to me through him. My stomach roiled at the thought of a gibborim attacking Dan, triggering his powers, making him one of them. Or worse, catching him off guard and slicing him to ribbons because of me. The thought made the bile push at the back of my throat. I swallowed it down—told myself to be calm.


    He’d be okay. I’d get to him, whether he was still mad at me or not, and I’d keep him safe.


    Worry twisted my thoughts in circles even the note flashed through my brain. I couldn’t think about it. I couldn’t think about anything but warning Dan.


    “What is it?” Jaz asked, striding into the booth to stand next to me.


    “There you are. What took you so long?” I asked. I’d been screaming for him in my head for ten minutes.


    “Hey. I’m next,” a very large woman in line said.


    “He’s not a client. He’s…he’s my assistant.”


    Jaz huffed, offended. “Contrary to what Elizal may have led you to believe, I am not your personal assistant or your guardian angel. I am your magister.”


    “Yeah. Okay. Whatever. Listen, I need you to go to Dan. Make sure he’s okay until I can get out of here.”


    “I am not his guardian, either.”


    I took the big angel by the arm and led him to the far corner of my booth. It was as much privacy as I could manage in the small space. “I just had a visit from a gibborim. He left this.” I pulled the bloody note from my pocket and waited while he read. “I need to let Dan know to be careful.”


    Jaz’s forehead creased above his dark sunglasses. “What has your former lover done to garner their notice?”


    “I don’t know. And he’s not my former anything,” I said, offended. “We’re just taking a break.” I think. “I mean, nothing’s been discussed. We’re just—”


    “Forgive me.” Jaz held up a long-fingered hand to stop me. “My word choice must have given the impression that your relationship status matters to me in the least. It does not.”


    “Right. You’re a real peach.” I shook my head, pushing the irritation from my mind. “For now, it doesn’t matter what the gibborim have got planned, or why. The most important thing is letting Dan know he might be a target.”


    Jaz waggled a finger at my purse under the table. “Can you not message him on Mr. Bell’s little device?”


    “My cell phone?” Not exactly Alexander Bell’s device anymore, but whatever. “He’s not taking my calls. Just go to the police station and keep an eye on him, will you? It was probably a bluff. I mean, the gibborim might be playing for the other team, but they’re still on the human grid and not likely to screw with cops. But I’d feel better if he literally had an angel watching over him.”


    Jaz tilted his head with a quizzical lift to his brow. “Why?”


    “To protect—” Then I realized Jaz wasn’t a bend-the-rules kind of magister. He’d stand by while any gibborim or demon who wanted to sliced Dan to bits. “Okay, if any gibborim or demon shows up to attack Dan before I get there, can you just pop back here and let me know?”


    I’d be able to teleport to Dan in a heartbeat, though I wasn’t sure how the sudden disappearance would go over with the people waiting around my booth. Not that it would stop me.


    Jaz gave a noble bow of his head, his hands clasped in front of him. “I can do that.”


    “Hey, my appointment was supposed to be like twenty minutes ago,” the large flower-child lady said.


    I glanced at her. “Just a minute, ma’am.” I looked back to Jaz, but he was gone.


    §


    It was past six when I finished my last scheduled reading. There were still ten diehards in line hoping I’d squeeze them in, but I had to get to the police station. I had to know Dan was all right, even though I hadn’t heard from Jaz to tell me any differently. Didn’t matter. I couldn’t stay.


    So I grabbed my purse and dug out my business cards. After some quick apologies and offers to do a free reading for each at my home, I was out of there.


    Climbing into my Jeep, I couldn’t help wishing that I’d left my car at home. With my power I could’ve been downtown, literally, in the blink of an eye. In my Jeep it’d take me twenty minutes with the construction on I-376—longer if I hit traffic. And there was always traffic on 376.


    Thirty minutes later I pushed through the squad-room door and relief washed over me like a soothing balm. Seeing Dan across the room talking to another cop let me take the first easy breath I had in hours. He was okay. Safe.


    I was already crossing the room when he noticed and moved to meet me halfway. Before he could say a word, before he could think, I threw myself into his arms, feeling his breath huff from the impact warm across my neck. His body was strong and hard against mine, holding me for a moment before he wedged us apart.


    “What are you doing here?” he asked, leaning away until I stepped back where he could see my face easily.


    “Didn’t Jaz tell you?” I looked past him, scanning the cluster of desks spaced throughout the large room and further back to the wall and table with the coffee maker, then beyond through the windows of offices and interrogation rooms. I didn’t see him.


    “Who’s Jaz?”


    I glanced back at Dan. Damn he looked good in the snug-fitting blue uniform shirt and badge. “My new magister.”


    Dan balked. “Where’s Eli? Is he okay?”


    For a second I’d forgotten he didn’t know that they’d reassigned Eli. I shrugged, looking away. It was weird talking to Dan about Eli, knowing there was no love lost between the two. “I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him in more than a week. The powers that be decided that with all the attacks going on, I was too much of a distraction for him. They told him he had to leave and he did.”


    The bitterness in my tone surprised me. I knew Eli hadn’t had a choice. He had to obey the Council and I’d agreed with them. But a part of me wished he had put up more of a fight—wished he’d found a way to keep in touch. It was stupid. The Council was right. I was a danger to Eli…in more ways than one. Still, I missed him.


    “So he’s gone? Out of your life for good?” I’d expected Dan to sound more pleased by the idea. “I’m sorry, Em. You didn’t tell me.”


    Dan was a good guy and I was an idiot for letting my feelings for anyone else distract me from him. “You’ve been ignoring my calls.”


    He made a small snort and looked away, blushing. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”


    I shrugged again. “It’s okay. You needed space. I got that.”


    A moment of awkward silence passed and then Dan cleared his throat. “So who’s this Jaz? What’s he look like?”


    “Oh, I think you’d remember if you’d seen him,” I said, picturing the nearly seven-foot man trying to go unnoticed. Though he always managed it somehow. “I don’t see him. He was supposed to be here watching you.”


    “Me?” Dan pointed a finger at his chest, straightening. “Why me?”


    “I had a visitor today—”


    “Wysocki, is that her?”


    Dan turned and I looked past him to an office door and the heavyset cop, Commander Frank Batts, standing in the threshold. Dan had mentioned his boss before and I recognized him right away from Dan’s description. He had twenty years on Dan, plus six inches and fifteen pounds. His thick, salt-and-pepper hair was cut regulation short—a quarter inch off the collar, neatly trimmed on the sides and on top. He was heavier than Dan’s wrestler-type body, his desk job sagging his muscled abs into a small paunch.


    Dan looked back at me, his sexy smirk replaced with tense worry. He whispered an oath under his breath, then looked back to his boss. “Uh, yeah. Yes sir. This is Emma Hellsbane. She came in voluntarily.”


    The older man nodded. “Good. Well, find out what she has to say for herself. Let me know.”


    “Yes, sir.” Dan turned back to me. “Sorry about this. I meant to call and give you a heads-up.”


    I glanced from Dan to the commander and back again. “What’s going on?”


    He propped his hands on his hips, puffed his chest. “We got him.”


    “Him?”


    “The guy from the airport. The one who sliced the other kid’s head off.” A proud smile tugged at the corners of his mouth and he leaned close so only I could hear. “He’s human.”


    No. He isn’t. Not completely. But I figured I’d keep the latest revelation to myself until I was sure Dan could handle knowing there was yet another group of people who might like to rip me from the mortal coil. “How do you know he’s the one?”


    “Surveillance cameras,” he said. “Only problem is there was some kind of glitch with the tape and you can’t actually see him attack the other kid. He just appears on camera and pulls the sword out of nowhere the same way you do. Then he swings it around and, poof, the other kid’s lying there dead.”


    “Can I see the video?”


    “No. It’s evidence, Em. You know I can’t—”


    I nodded before he could finish. “Yeah. I know. But what you’re saying doesn’t make sense. What do you mean you don’t see him killing the other kid?”


    Dan tossed his head for me to follow and we zigzagged through the clusters of desks, grouped in twos and fours, toward the hallway at the back of the room. He lowered his voice so only I could hear as we walked. “I’m only telling you this because I’m betting you know what’s going on better than any of us. I need answers, Em.”


    “I can only tell you what I know.” And what I think you can handle.


    “The video shows the perp, Greg Reddmen, walk into frame. He stops right in front of the seats where we found the vic—”


    “Mathew,” I said, remembering the boy’s headless body stretched limp and lifeless across the plastic airport seats. “His name was Mathew Stonewell.”


    “Right. Except Reddmen doesn’t talk to the kid, Stonewell—he’s not there. At least not yet. He just stands there for a second or two like he’s talking to empty space, then all the sudden he pulls this sword from his hip out of thin air. At the same time the Stonewell kid pulls his sword and they both start fighting. But not with each other.”


    “What?”


    “Yeah.” He nodded, looking a little freaked out. “Told you there was a glitch. The two practically turn back to back and start fighting with…nothing. I mean there’s nothing there. Just the two of them and they’re not touching each other.”


    “So how’d Mathew end up dead?” I asked.


    Dan rolled his compact shoulders. “Not sure. I mean, one second he’s standing there hacking away at thin air and the next”—he sliced his thumb across his neck—“his head goes flying and his body drops right where we found it.”


    I swallowed hard, my stomach giving a sickening roll at his colorful description. “What happened with the other guy, Reddmen?”


    “That’s where it gets weirder.” We stopped in front of a gray steel door. A few steps further was another door—this one with a small window at the top, wire-mesh reinforcement embedded in the glass.


    “Seriously?”


    “Well, yeah, because Reddmen kept fighting. You can see him swinging away at thin air like his life depends on it. Then all the sudden he spins and slices and bam…you see this sword bounce across the floor out of nowhere and it’s got a goddamned hand still attached to it.”


    Karoz. Mathew’s magister. Suddenly the scene Dan described made sense. Karoz’s power had kept him from showing up on the video. The demon who seemed to always travel with the gibborim attackers must’ve affected the video the same way. Only the human participants showed up on camera.


    “Faster than you can see,” Dan said, “Reddmen snatches up the new sword and swings it across in front of him. Then there’s this massive flash of light and the feed goes to snow.”


    The police didn’t know it, but they’d actually caught two murders—and one of them was an angel. “Where is he?”


    Hands on his hips, Dan tipped his chin toward the door with the window, but then reached for the solid gray door we stood beside. “He’s cooling his heels in there, but there’s a two-way mirror.”


    I slipped past him into the dark room, the glow from the large two-way mirror illuminating the rectangular space well enough. I stopped short three steps in, meeting eyes with my new magister.


    “Jaz.”


    Dan stepped in behind me, closing the door. “Hey. Where’d you come…? Wait. You’ve been there the whole time, haven’t you?”


    He dipped his head in a silent nod. He stood in the corner, not exactly invisible, but in the darkened room I could see how he might be overlooked…for a few seconds.


    “I even said hi to you,” Dan said.


    “Yes.”


    “The other guys that came in and out of here spoke to you, too,” Dan said pointing a confused finger at the angel. I could almost see him scrolling back through his memory.


    “You did, as well as a few others, yes,” Jaz said in his deep baritone voice. “I said hello.”


    “Right…who are you?” he asked.


    “This is Jaz—”


    “Jazar,” Jaz corrected.


    “He’s my new magister.”


    Dan gave a half nod, brows high, fighting to hide his confusion. “Right. Okay.”


    I pointed at the window onto the room next door. “That him?”


    Dan pulled his attention from the bald angel hiding in the corner and nodded. “Yeah. Yes. That’s, uh, Greg Reddmen. Recognize him at all?”


    I studied the guy. For an angel-killer there wasn’t anything special about him. His peanut-butter brown hair needed a cut, but not badly enough to make him look shifty. He was less than six feet tall, but he wasn’t really short. He wasn’t thin, but he’d probably never been to a gym, and he needed a shave, though he could probably go another day before it got too scruffy. He looked like an accountant or maybe an insurance agent.


    “Nope. Why would I?”


    Dan looked from me to Jaz and back again. “Because he’s been asking for you.”


    I looked back to Greg Reddmen, searching my memory for the remote chance I’d met him but couldn’t remember right away. “What does he want?”


    Dan rocked back on his heels, hands on his hips. “Says he’s got a message for you.”


    “Another one?”


    “It is unlikely this gibborim would repeat a message his brethren delivered designed to bring you here,” Jaz said.


    “Gibborim?” Dan asked.


    My face warmed, knowing how it bothered Dan to be left out of this part of my life. “That’s what we’re calling the nephilim whose marks are ruined and have been targeting magisters.”


    Dan hiked a thumb at the guy in the other room. “You mean he’s not human?”


    I shook my head. “Not completely.”


    “Doesn’t make sense,” Dan said. “We apprehended him no problem. I mean, he put up a little bit of a fight. Tried to run—but we caught him, cuffed him, and brought him in. Why were we able to overpower him?”

    I shrugged.


    “Got me. Wanna find out?”


    “Hell yeah,” he said, reaching for the door.


    I sensed Jaz moving to follow and turned to stop him. “You stay here. He’s killed at least one magister. This whole thing could be a setup to get to you.”


    Jaz looked through the window at the gibborim then bowed his head in acceptance. “Agreed.”


    I turned back and Dan let me step into the hall first, but led the way to the next door, opening it, and strode inside.


    Greg Reddmen sat on the opposite side of the table facing the door. His dull blue eyes swung up to mine and then squinted at the same instant that my stomach dropped. I swallowed, trying not to fight the wash of nausea plunging into my gut. My knees buckled and I clutched a hand to my stomach, grabbed the back of the metal chair with the other to keep from dropping to the floor.


    Dan caught my shoulders, a grimace washing across his face, then quickly vanishing. “You okay?”


    He’d felt the same nauseating stomach drop of being near a gibborim, but with his powers still dormant it clearly wasn’t as bad for him. For me, it took two more deep breaths before the sickening feeling subsided enough that I could answer. I nodded, yanking back the chair and dropping into it.


    “Jesus, it’s worse than they said it’d be,” Greg said bent over in his chair, his arms folded across his gut.


    Dan pulled back the chair next to mine. “Suck it up, Reddmen. Let’s get this over with. Time to start talking. Why’d you kill Mathew Stonewell? How’d you know him?”


    The gibborim ignored Dan’s questions, his eyes narrowing on me. “So you’re Emma. Emma…Jane…Hellsbane. What’s so special about you?”


    I shrugged. “I can make my ears wiggle, and my fingers are double-jointed so I can touch my thumb to my wrist.”


    He lurched forward—face red, a vein bulging in his neck. “You’re a stupid whore for the seraphim tyrants!”


    “Hey.” Dan slapped the metal table, making us both jump. “Enough. Hands on the table.”


    Greg spared him a scowl but brought his arms up from his lap to rest on the table, his cuffs clanking against the metal. His wrists rolled to the side and flashed the broken sword mark that proved once and for all where his loyalties lay.


    I looked up to find him staring at me again. “How’d this happen to you? I mean, I know my powers weren’t triggered until I picked up a sword to defend a friend of mine from a demon, and here you are serving one.”


    Greg snorted and dropped back in his chair. “My powers were given to me by my God, Richard Hubert, to serve him and his angels here on earth and prepare for the coming.”


    “The spiritualist Richard Hubert? The leader of that occult group they arrested last year and sent away?” That was the story the police told the press. The fact that he’d actually been a fallen angel named Rifion who’d figured out a way to trigger a nephilim’s angelic half and the power that came with it was never mentioned.


    “You think we’re fools?” Greg smirked. “No man-made prison could hold a God. He released his earthly form to lead us from the next plane.”


    I tipped my chin at his wrist. “That mark didn’t come with the power.”


    I’d met several of the powered-up nephilim who’d come to hear Rifion when I’d gone to the religious conference where he was a featured speaker. The people he’d brought into power didn’t have the illorum mark, but they didn’t have the gibborim mark either.


    Greg rolled his arm, glancing at the broken sword tattoo. “No. That came when I committed my body and soul to him by accepting his sword.”


    “Who gave you the sword?” I asked. Rifion was in the abyss. I’d put him there myself. So someone else was running the show, taking advantage of the mess Rifion had left behind and using Rifion as a front man…or front God.


    The gibborim sneered, his blue eyes flicking to Dan and back to me. “I won’t defile his name by speaking it in front of a human.”


    Dan snorted a laugh and I looked at him. “Can you give us a minute?”


    He blinked at me. “No. Hell no. Em, I can’t leave you alone with this scum. He’s a killer.”


    “He’s a gibborim and I’m an illorum. I can handle him,” I said. “I need this information. It’s nothing the police can use anyway. Whoever’s calling the shots for these guys is not human. Not even half human.”


    Dan looked at Greg and I followed his gaze to see the gibborim grinning back at him. Ass.


    “Fine.” Dan shoved back his chair, the legs screeching against the linoleum floor as he addressed Greg. “But I’ll be right on the other side of that window. And there are fifty cops out there. One false move and a world of shit is gonna rain down on you.”


    Greg looked away with a huff, but a flicker of fear twitched along his cheek and tightened around his eyes. He wasn’t fooling anyone.


    The door closed behind Dan and Greg scooted to the edge of his chair. “I’ve got a proposition for you.”


    “Not interested,” I said. “Who gave you the sword? Who sent you after Karoz and Mathew?”


    “The same supreme being who’s offering to save your life…and your soul,” he said.


    I shook my head, hoping to re-jumble the words so they’d make sense. “What are you talking about?”


    His smile brightened and his back went straight as if he’d won some battle. “Join us. Join us and never worry about another demon attack. Never worry about finding your father. Join us, and get your life back…without losing your power.”


    My gaze snapped to his; I couldn’t help it. I hated the life I’d been sucked into a year ago. I hated keeping my distance from my family, worrying about Dan’s safety, worrying about being around anyone who might get caught in the crossfire if a demon chose that moment to attack me. But the one thing that made it tolerable was my angelic power.


    I never asked to be able to move inhumanly fast or to speak every language. I never wanted to be able to read people’s minds or have the strength to lift a small car if I needed to. I never asked for the power, but I’d miss it now that I’d had a taste.


    “I don’t deal with lackeys,” I said. “If there’s an offer to be made it needs to come from the guy who has the power to negotiate. Who gave you the sword, Greg?”


    He fell back in his chair again, grinning like I’d said exactly what he’d expected me to say. “Okay.”


    “Okay?”


    “Yeah. Okay, the offer will come from him. He’ll meet you…alone. And once you talk to him you’ll see what an amazing gift it is.” He laughed, as though relishing his own special gift.


    “I bet. Where, and when?” I asked, anxiety spiking through me. It wasn’t my emotion. It was coming from behind the window. It was coming from Dan, and I pushed it out of my mind.


    “Three a.m.,” he said. “The Mount Washington overlook.”


    “Why there?” I hadn’t been to the giant concrete viewing stations perched along the mountainside overlooking the city in nearly a year. Not since Tommy had been killed. We used to meet there to practice our fighting skills.


    The gibborim shrugged, still smiling. “It’s a favorite spot of his.”


    “Fine. Whatever,” I said, wanting to keep my feelings about the location private. “I’ll be there.”


    Greg stood beaming, his hands still cuffed in front of him. “I knew you’d say that.”


    A moment before I remembered that he had the strength to break handcuffs—same as me—Greg jerked his wrists apart and the thick chain between them snapped. A heartbeat after that the gibborim was gone.


    The intercom from the other room crackled and Dan’s voice piped through. “Where… Where the hell did he go?”


    “Crap.” I shook my head and looked past my own reflection in the two-way mirror. “We never really had him. He was playing us the whole time.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    “You can’t come. I can’t risk it.” I pushed past Dan in the narrow hallway, but he snagged my elbow and turned me back around.


    “It’s a trap, Em,” he said.


    “Maybe. But probably not for me, which is why Jaz won’t be going with me either.” I looked up in time to see the big angel appear behind Dan. Our eyes met.


    “The Council believes it was the magisters’ emotional attachment to their illorum that made them careless with their own lives. Seeing their illorum attacked, and being attacked themselves by the children of their brothers, for whom they’d forsaken their pure spirit to train and guide, caught them unprepared.” Jaz lifted his chin. “I do not suffer such emotion.”


    I snorted. “No doubt. You still can’t come.”


    “I am a seraph. I do not require your permission,” Jaz said.


    “And I’m a cop. This is part of a police investigation.” Dan’s hands went to his hips. “So neither do I. Besides, you owe me. How am I supposed to explain Reddmen disappearing on my watch?”


    I pointed at Jaz. “You can fix that. Use your angel mojo and make it look like he lawyered up and got released or something. That’s what I need from you, not lurking in the shadows behind me on the overlook. Until we discover if it’s angel or demon behind the attacks, you risk anything you do to be seen as interference.”


    My finger went to Dan and I pushed it at his chest. “And you. You know this isn’t your run-of-the-mill string of murders. These people aren’t human. But those guys out there, your cop buddies, don’t know that. You bring them to the overlook tonight and they’re going to get hurt, or worse. And I couldn’t handle it if something happened to you. Stay away from the overlook. Okay?” I kissed him then turned and started down the hall, glancing over my shoulder at him. “I’ll call you when it’s over. Promise.”


    I’d thought I was free and clear when I climbed into my Jeep without being stopped again by either of them. But after I made the right out of the lot and turned left onto Centre Avenue, Jaz popped into the passenger seat beside me.


    “I have considered your argument and have concluded that it is unsound,” he said, dipping his head to peer out the side window. A half inch taller and the cloth top of my Jeep would have a head-shaped bump sticking out of it.


    “Well, I conclude that I don’t give a crap. You’re not coming to the meeting, Jaz, and that’s final.” I made the right onto Kirkpatrick Street and then took the Birmingham Bridge to East Carson. “Fighting demons, banishing Fallen, it’s what I do, and most of the time, I’m on my own. I’m used to it.”


    “The beings behind these attacks are unlike the demons and Fallen you have faced before,” he said. “They are human with the power of seraphim. I don’t think you fully grasp how dangerously volatile and chaotic that combination can be.”


    I glanced from the road to him and back again, making sure he was serious. “I am that combination.”


    He shook his head. “You are nephilim. The child of an angel and human. Your angelic power is shackled by your human half. These…people, these nephilim, are armed with seraphim swords that somehow seem to free their angelic half. It has become increasingly apparent that it is not only their physical bodies that are affected, making them stronger and faster, but their mental dexterity as well.”


    “Yeah. I know. Seraphim can’t read their thoughts or use their mental powers against them. Sucks for you. Not my problem.” Especially since I didn’t have the kind of heart-stopping power seraphim did.


    “That was only the first sign. I sensed more in this last gibborim, Gregory Reddmen. Power is building within him, a power I am quite certain his human mind is not capable of harnessing.”


    “What are you saying, his brain’s going to explode or something?”


    “Not literally, but…yes,” Jaz said. “I believe the longer the nephilim possess these swords, the more the seraphim power will…infect them, and the more difficult it will become for them to function normally.”


    “So, what, they’ll go crazy with power?” I glanced at him again then back to the road, trying not to smile at the cliché.


    “Yes,” he said. “They will become both increasingly more powerful and more unpredictable. I am not confident you can best a gibborim who’s been in possession of an angelic sword for any extended length of time. They will not think or respond rationally. You need help.”


    I sighed. “Fine. I’ll call Liam and Amon to back me up.” At least neither of them would be bait for the killer sword thieves.


    “The demon?” He shook his head, clearly remembering we’d been through this already. “I understand you believe good and evil is not absolute. But you cannot deny he is, or was, corrupt. All I ask is that in this battle, where so much is already uncertain, you eliminate ambiguity when at all possible.”


    “Well, Jaz, that’s kind of my last option.”


    “Very well then, I will create an option for you of my own,” he said and vanished.


    Not good, I thought and the refrain repeated like a haunting warning in my head the whole way home.


    §


    “Eli.” He was sitting on the steps when I walked through my front door. Hunched forward, his forearms resting on his knees, he’d been staring at the carpet at the bottom of the steps.


    Without straightening or getting to his feet, his pale blue eyes swung up to mine peering from beneath the dark curtain of his hair. “Hello, Emma Jane.”


    My chest tightened and something deep inside me warmed at the sound of his voice. I hurried to close the door, an irrational fear that someone might see him racing my pulse. “What’re you doing here? Is something wrong? Did something happen?”


    His gaze dropped to the carpet again. “No. Nothing happened. Everything is fine.”


    Every fiber of my being screamed for me to go to him—to fall into his arms, to breathe the sweet summer scent of him into my lungs. Like a sip of wine to a recovering alcoholic, or the sweet, smoky scent of a cigar to an ex-smoker—the need for him thrummed through my muscles and tingled over my skin. I’d given him up, but one sip and I’d be undone.


    I stayed where I was, my back against the front door, anchoring myself to the spot. I asked again, “What are you doing here, Eli?”


    His gaze came up to me and a weak smile flashed across his lips. “I was in the neighborhood. Thought I’d stop in.”


    I laughed at that, more nerves than amusement, and tossed my keys to the little table next to the door. My purse followed, hitting the floor and sliding the few inches to land next to the nearest front leg. “Should’ve called. I would’ve baked cookies or something.”


    He threw me a quick glance, just a flash of bright blue eyes. “You don’t bake.”


    Feeling a little more in control as the shock of finding him here wore off, I pushed from the door and stepped closer. “Yeah, well I’d have bought cookies then. Where have you been? Did they assign you a new illorum?”


    He snorted, but didn’t look at me. “No. They wouldn’t do that. Where’s Jazar?”


    “I don’t know. Probably off thinking up new ways to stalk me.” I folded my arms across my belly and shuffled another step closer. “So where did they take you? I’m going to assume they don’t have phones there or I’d have heard from you sooner.”


    “Heaven. And no.”


    “Huh?”


    His gaze met mine, his body still hunched forward. “I’ve been home. Surrounded by my brothers. There are no phones there.”


    “Oh. Right.” Instinct tugged across my shoulders, giving me an uneasy twinge in my stomach. There was something wrong. “You okay?”


    “Do you have plans tonight?” he asked, ignoring my question.


    “Tonight? Uh, no. No, I’m free for the rest of the weekend. Well, y’know, mostly.” I didn’t see a reason to worry him over the meeting early the next morning. There was nothing he could do to help. “Eli…does anyone know you’re here?”


    I’d figured, or hoped, our separation was a temporary thing until they realized Eli and I had our feelings for each other under control. Following the rules seemed the pivotal point and yet here he was…not following the rules.


    He rolled a shoulder. “It’s not a problem.”


    Not a problem? The big angel powwow in my backyard a week ago would indicate otherwise. We were supposed to stay away from each other. What had changed?


    But before I could ask him, Eli said, “So how are things working with you and Jazar? Anything new happen with the gibborim?”


    “You don’t know?” I asked, revealing more in the question than I had intended. “I mean, I’d think you guys can see everything from up there, y’know?”


    He smiled and shook his head. “I’m completely in the dark—so to speak. My brothers’ way of shielding me from anything that might distract me from finding my inner peace.” He sniffed with a quiet smirk. “They mean well, but it’s making me stir crazy, you might say. Why? Has something happened with Bariel?”


    Bariel? The sherwani-wearing demon had been involved in the whole unmarked illorum thing last year with Rifion. His age and intelligence made him the most likely of the fifty or more of Rifion’s minions to have picked up the pieces he’d left behind and make the most of it. But except for the few sketchy descriptions we’d gotten of the demon helping the gibborim, I didn’t have any proof he was the one we were looking for.


    Being so clever, I’d thought Bariel would’ve found the nearest rock to hide under until the dust settled. After all, avoiding banishment was what had made him an old, not to mention scary strong, demon to begin with. “He’s the one, isn’t he? He’s the demon you saw with the gibborim who attacked you in Central Park.”


    “Yes. Jazar didn’t tell you?” Eli stood and walked down the steps to me.


    “No. He didn’t recognize him from the visions you showed him, and he wasn’t up for a mind meld with an icky nephilim.” I dropped my hands on my hips, frustration making my jaw tight. “Dammit, we could’ve saved a lot of time.”


    “I’m sorry. I just assumed you would’ve located him by now.”


    “Well, I did…sort of.”


    “What do you mean?”


    I shook my head. “Nothing. Forget it. I can handle everything.”


    Seraphim could be egotistical jerks, but they loved Eli. If they thought he needed a break, telling him about the meeting wouldn’t help. But I couldn’t stand there looking into his eyes and expect to keep anything from him. I needed to put space between us. So I stepped around him, heading down the hall toward the kitchen. After the visit from the gibborim at the summer solstice celebration, I’d been too worried to eat. Now I was beyond starving.


    “Emma Jane…” Eli grabbed my elbow, turning me around. “You’re keeping something from me. It’s bad enough coming from my brothers, but you should know better. I don’t need to be shielded from this. I need to know what is going on even if there’s not a lot I can do about it. Tell me.”


    I didn’t know if he realized he was moving his thumb in small circles against my arm, but the sensation was decimating my willpower. I sighed and tossed my head toward the kitchen. “C’mon. I’ll fill you in.”


    Eli took a seat at my gram’s old 1950s metal-frame kitchen table while I searched the pantry and then the fridge for something to eat.


    “Has anyone else been attacked?” he asked, fingering my rooster saltshaker, then pushed it back to sit next to the metal napkin holder.


    “Yeah. And I got a visit from one of the gibborim. He had a message for me from Bariel. I mean, I assume it was Bariel.” I gave up on the hope that the random half-filled bottles of condiments and soft drinks in my fridge would manifest into something appetizing and grabbed the pizza box on the bottom shelf. I didn’t remember ordering pizza so whatever was left inside was probably as hard as a brick. But I was seriously hungry.


    “What was the message?” Eli asked.


    “Same as always. Join them and never worry about demon attacks again, blah, blah, blah. You know they always neglect to mention that by joining them I’d be allowing the angel who seduced my mother to go free and clear. And forget about all the demons he would continue to call up. They already outnumber Fallen, like, fifty to one. I’d just be turning my back on all of it. Who does that?”


    There was only one slice of pizza in the box and it was so old it looked plastic. I wrapped it in a paper towel and shoved it in the microwave.


    “Was there a response to your refusal?” he asked.


    “Yeah.” I turned and rested my backside against the counter while I waited. “He, uh, set up a meeting with me and Bariel.”


    “Jazar will be with you?”


    “No. He said just me.”


    Eli’s dark brow creased but he didn’t say a word. Instead he looked at the rooster saltshaker again, positioning it so it sat precisely opposite the rooster pepper shaker on the other side of the napkin holder.


    I couldn’t take it. “Okay—okay, I know what you’re thinking. It’s dumb for me to go alone. Bariel is a powerful demon, a killer. But that’s exactly why I have to go. I have to stop him. And I can’t take Jazar. He’d be more of a distraction than a help. I have to get close to Bariel if I’m going to find out who he’s working for and why they’re collecting angelic swords.”


    “And you are still certain he is not working alone? Bariel is very clever. His master was banished. He’s free.”


    “Yeah, I’m sure.” The microwave dinged and I pulled out the soggy pizza slice. Cheese and grease had glued the paper towel to the top. I tried separating it, but the paper that didn’t pull off the cheese just ripped, forming a chunky paper-cheese coating. I blew on it anyway, turning back to face Eli. I was that hungry.


    “I mean, I’m as sure as I can be,” I said, picking off a tiny piece of paper and tossing it behind me onto the counter. “They’re up to something, Eli, something more than just arming themselves. Something big. I can feel it.”


    “Okay,” he said, but it didn’t really sink into my brain.


    “And you know what? It’s kind of irritating that I have to keep explaining all of this.”


    “Emma Jane—”


    “I mean, I’m the expert here. I was born to hunt these guys. I swear if one more person tells me he’s going with me for my protection, I’ll scream.”


    Eli stood and closed the distance between us in two steps. He took the sad pizza slice from my hands and lobbed it into the sink. “I said, okay. I understand why you need to face Bariel alone. He is powerful, but so are you. More so than any illorum I’ve ever known.”


    I exhaled, letting some of the daylong tension knotting through my muscles seep away. “I’m sorry. It’s been one of those days. And I wasn’t expecting to see you again and… I just need to focus.”


    “You need a decent meal.” He slipped an arm around my waist and pulled me snug against his body.


    My breath caught and my heart skipped a beat. The sweet summertime smell of sunshine and fresh-cut grass warmed around me and I breathed in a quick, guilty breath. “What’re you doing?”


    He smiled down at me. “Getting you dinner.”


    The world blurred and my kitchen whizzed by—replaced for an instant by night sky, starlight, and cool evening air. But as quickly as my kitchen walls had disappeared, four more walls came into focus as my new surroundings formed around us.


    My brain identified the close walls in front of us, the panel of numbered buttons, the chime of an electronic bell a half second before the elevator doors opened. Eli put me at his side and led me by the hand to the hostess desk in front of us. I had a second to look back through the window wall of the elevator and see the evening sky, the low sun setting colors ablaze against a falling curtain of starry night. And then the doors closed.


    Eli smiled at the ponytailed girl in a black vest, bow tie, and matching slacks behind the desk. “Good evening. We’d like a table for two.”


    She nodded and checked her seating chart, then scribbled something with a stubby wax pencil and grabbed two menus. Her gaze swung back to Eli’s with a practiced smile. “This way.”


    I leaned forward, shuffling to keep up, ignoring the warmth of Eli’s hand holding mine, and whispered, “Where are we?”


    He glanced back at me. “You’ll see.”


    We turned the corner and before us was nothing but a wall of glass, just like the elevator. The young hostess led the way past a half wall and we stepped down into the dining area. Outside, the view slowly rotated and far, far below I recognized the famous horseshoe falls, the American falls, and the nearby rainbow bridge. I pointed, feeling a little light-headed and disjointed. “Niagara Falls.”


    Eli squeezed my hand and smiled back at me as we walked. “Skylon Tower. Ever been here?”


    I shook my head, only sparing him the quickest glance before staring out at the view again. The restaurant was a huge revolving room, with windows all around the outside showing off the magnificent sight. With the center allocated to the elevator and kitchen, there was only room enough on the outside edge for two rows of tables—one set next to the windows, the other next to the mirrored wall at the center.


    The restaurant was more than half-empty. The dinner rush had passed a few hours ago. The ponytailed hostess stopped at one of the open tables next to the window and Eli pulled out my chair. She left the menus and mumbled the name of our waitress before flashing another well-practiced smile and shuffling away.


    “Eli,” I said, feeling my brows go high on my forehead, unable to shut down the stunned expression. “This is…this is—”


    “Normal?” he asked.


    I looked at him, trying to puzzle out what he meant. “No. I mean, it would be if we hadn’t been standing in my kitchen three minutes ago and you weren’t an angel and I wasn’t a—”


    “So pretend we’re not,” he said before I could finish. “Just for a while, let’s see what it would be like.”


    I breathed out a laugh, blinking. “Seriously?”


    “Yes.” He beamed, pleased with the idea, and opened the tall menu. “Tonight we’ll just be Mr. and Mrs. Smith from Columbus, Ohio. Newlyweds.”


    Despite the wistful charge of excitement the idea sent zinging through my veins, I kept my smile in check and scanned the menu. “Newlyweds? You sure you wanna go there?”


    Eli shrugged. “Niagara Falls and honeymooners, can you think of anything more normal?”


    “I don’t remember what normal is.”


    Eli touched my fingers and I looked up as he gathered my left hand into his. His thumb brushed over the top of my ring finger and I felt the metal band form snug and solid.


    “Best to immerse ourselves in the parts,” he said.


    He pulled back his hand and I splayed my fingers, staring at the shimmering, square-cut diamond ring, at least two carats, and the simple silver wedding band. My gaze went to the matching band on him, thicker to fit his larger finger, making his hand seem more human somehow—more masculine.


    I met his eyes, nervous energy fluttering through my belly. My heart raced like an ecstatic jackrabbit and I took a deep breath, trying to stop the tremble quaking up from my core. Pretend or not, guilt dimmed the fantasy. “Eli, Dan and I are finally talking again and I can’t—”


    “Just for tonight,” he said, stopping me. “Please, Emma Jane. It will be good for you to put all of the danger and fear in your life from your mind. Just for tonight.”


    “Not completely, right?” My thumb rubbed the bottom of the rings like an old habit. “I mean, you’re the one who always said I’ve got to be ready all the time. I never know when a demon will attack or a Fallen will find me.”


    “You’re safe. They won’t find you this time,” he said. “Not tonight. No one can find us.”


    My gaze dropped to the menu again. “What’s so special about tonight?”


    “I’m shielding you.”


    That grabbed my full attention. “Eli, you can’t do that. You can’t hide me from them.” I leaned closer, lowering my voice. “And if the seraphim find out, they’ll never let you be my mag—”


    “They won’t. I’ve closed my mind to my brothers.” He took a sip from his water glass and set it back in the same condensation circle.


    “Won’t they be worried or angry or…I don’t know, something?”


    “They’ll only realize if they reach for my thoughts and don’t find me. And even then, they’ll assume I’m taking some time to myself.” His eyes met mine and he smiled, but there was something missing, something he was holding back.


    “But why would you?”


    “I want to spend an evening with you like a normal man. I want to know what it’s like to be human. And you could use the break to clear your mind before facing Bariel.”


    “Eli, we can’t ever be—”


    Our waitress arrived, stopping my protest, and set a basket of warm rolls between us. The scent of fresh-baked bread swirled around our table. “Hi, my name’s Lisa and I’ll be your server. Can I start you off with something to drink?”


    I sighed, scanning the menu I had yet to actually read. Eli wasn’t wrong. I could use a break from the kind of high-intensity day I’d been having. I could use a break from the high intensity past few weeks. Did it matter that we could never be a normal couple? What was the harm?


    It was only for a few hours—only pretend. We could forget about the rest of the world, about the rules and consequences keeping us in our places and make believe we were a young couple in love. I had a feeling it wouldn’t be much of a stretch for either of us. So why not?


    A few hours later we’d forgotten what we were pretending to be and just were. It was easier than I’d imagined. After a year as magister and illorum—mentor and protégé—we’d found a kind of comfort in each other’s company that we couldn’t have pretended if we’d tried.


    We were at home together. And the make-believe only gave us permission to stop fighting the feelings that always hummed between us like a crackle of electricity, feelings we’d been denying were even there. We didn’t act on those feelings, we just stopped fighting them, and that in itself was an odd kind of relief.


    It had been years since Eli last visited the falls—before they’d built the Skylon Tower, before they’d built the shops and casinos, before they’d laid the tracks for the funicular or thought to ride a barrel to the bottom or walk a tight rope across. According to Eli, the last time he’d been to the falls, they were several miles further up river.


    He wanted to see everything that had changed over the years and with a kind of childlike enthusiasm we made the evening a thrilling adventure. We kept up the charade of a normal human couple—walking everywhere, taking cabs, and refusing to use angelic persuasion to bend the rules. We toured all the attractions—from Ripley’s Believe It or Not, to Adventure City and the wax museums. We explored the shops of Maple Leaf Village and traversed the fun house, hand in hand. For those few hours we were just Eli and Emma, friends and confidants, and yet so much more.


    Eli wrapped his arms around me from behind, holding me in the warmth of his embrace at the edge of the Canadian falls. Pale, colorful lights illuminated the massive curtain of water and a cool, misty breeze washed over us. I knew it was late, but I wouldn’t let myself worry over the exact time. Not yet. I didn’t want the evening to end. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against his chest, breathing in the soothing scent of him.


    He huddled around me, his lips brushing my ear, sending a quick volley of tingles over my skin. “I’ve missed you,” he said.


    I swallowed hard, drowning in the emotion at the back of my throat. “I’ve missed you too,” I said, but my voice cracked, the last of it barely a whisper.


    He turned me around, one arm holding my waist, the other hand catching my chin and raising my gaze to his. “They were wrong, Emma Jane. What I feel, it’s not what they think, what they fear. It can’t be…it’s more than that. I’ve been at home—at peace with my brothers, but you have never left my thoughts. There are so many wondrous things on heaven and earth that I wanted to show you, to share with you. It seemed every moment something new would make my mind turn to ask for your thoughts and my eyes search for your face. A comfort I’d grown accustomed to without realizing. A comfort I am finding it difficult to live without. I am lost without you. For even surrounded by all those who love me I am alone—unfinished. I missed you. Why is that wrong?”


    My chest tightened and I inhaled hard, forcing my lungs to fill. I knew by the way he’d said it that he wasn’t really asking me, but I wished with all my heart I could give him an answer. “I don’t know.”


    “Neither do I.” Before the last of his words left his mouth, Eli leaned down and pressed his lips to mine.


    Heat spread through my body like a bolt of lightning, warming me from the inside out in an instant. My mind spun as his tongue stroked against my lips, gentle at first and then more demanding. I opened to him, tasting his sweet warmth—the warmth of an angel.


    His arms slipped around me, pulling me closer until our bodies molded to each other. The hardness of his excitement pressed against me, cueing my brain, crystallizing my awareness. The risk we were taking, what it meant if we let go of our last thread of control, melted from my thoughts. We could do this. We could be together. All that was stopping us was…


    Eli’s eternal life and…Dan. I broke the kiss and pushed back from Eli’s heavenly embrace, the cool chill of the falls’ misty breeze making the loss of his warmth all the more acute.


    “I’m sorry. I…” Like a curtain had suddenly been lifted, reality blazed through my thoughts. “What time is it?”


    “I don’t know,” he said with a soft laugh. Angels have little concept of time.


    He reached for me, but I moved back checking my watch. “Shit, Eli. I’m late.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    I wasn’t sure if Eli knew where the meeting was or if he would try to follow me, but when I teleported from the edge of the Canadian falls to the Mount Washington overlook in Pittsburgh, I couldn’t worry about it anymore. Without missing a step I drew my sword and willed the blade to form, calling molecules from this plane and the next.


    This was supposed to be a meeting, a negotiation, but what I walked in on fifteen minutes late was a full-on battle. From the corner of my eye my brain registered Dan on his knees, hands up in surrender, a sword point denting his neck.


    A jolt of fear froze my heart, stole my breath, but I forced a slow exhale, focusing. I’d get him out of this—alive—but only if I could push my worry for him from my thoughts and keep my head clear. Dammit. Of all times to be late. I knew the man—the demon—who held him on his knees. Bariel.


    He was a chunky demon, built like a two-hundred-pound bowling pin in a business suit. His short, honey-colored hair, violet eyes, and round face were exactly as I remembered from a year ago when he was the go-to bitch for Rifion.


    I shifted the information to the back of my mind and focused on the more immediate danger that had both man and demon distracted for the moment.


    Jaz hadn’t listened any better than Dan. With long, determined strides I stormed across the wide concrete overlook toward the three gibborim working hard to find an opening in his defenses. Two men and a woman, each with gleaming swords that could only be angelic.


    I picked my target, the biggest of the three—scruffy face, dirty jeans, flannel shirt, and vest. He looked like a truck driver except for the huge honkin’ sword in his hands. “Hey. How about we even the odds?”


    For half a second everyone hesitated and in that exact moment I swung my sword. I don’t know if the guy’s brain had time to register what was about to happen—to see the glint of the streetlights off my sword, to feel the first sting as the blade broke his skin. But that’s all the time he had before my sword was through his neck. His head toppled off and hit the hard concrete with a sickeningly wet thump.


    I shuffled backward to avoid the wobbly roll of his head and watched his bulky frame crumble. I couldn’t tear my eyes from the gush of thick blood pouring from the sheared-off stump of his neck, pooling around his upper body, growing wider and wider. The red liquid shimmered in the light of the streetlamps, smooth and flawless, like the shine on a candy apple—pretty and wrong. So wrong.


    My brain shifted to the man I’d just killed, then to my sword and the blood running down the edge, dripping from the point. I waited… For what?


    He wasn’t a demon. He’d been human. His body wouldn’t melt into a convenient pile of rank black goo. He wouldn’t disintegrate leaving no trace to prove he ever was. He was real, human, and I’d killed him. I’d taken a life.


    “Fucking bitch.” I heard the curse like a voice on the radio—distant, separate from the reality I occupied. But instinct lifted my head and despite the slow response of my brain I stumbled backward, narrowly avoiding the sword slicing past my face.


    The female gibborim came at me again with unfathomable speed, teeth clenched, long, coffee-brown ponytail flaring out in her wake. She was dressed like a Sunday afternoon jogger—black Spandex pants and mint-green sports bra, her white sneakers unmarred except for a splash of crimson red. She’d stepped in her dead partner’s blood, leaving a footprint indented in the thickening pool and track marks after every step.


    My stomach gave a hard, nauseating roll and I barely lifted my sword in time to block her next strike. The impact sent a shock down my arms, jangling through my nerves, making even my teeth hurt. I staggered back, tried to adjust my stance to attack, but she was already striking again. I blocked, stumbled back, and blocked again.


    “Stupid seraphim puppets.” She snarled. “Weak and slow. No way are you getting away with killing Jeb.”


    I wanted to argue, to fight back, but I couldn’t. She was so fast, so strong, it was all I could do to keep her sword from ramming through my gut or slicing me in half. I spun and willed myself some twenty yards away—to the other side of the overlook. I’d moved at nearly the speed of thought, but when I came to a stop she was already there.


    A smug grin stretched across her thin tanned face. “Seriously? You’re as slow as my grandmother.”


    She swung and I ducked, then sliced my sword up in an undercut, aiming to rip her from hip to shoulder. But Jogger Girl twisted and blocked, then rammed her elbow into my nose. Pain exploded through my brain and I stumbled back, fighting to keep both my hands on my sword.


    The jogger bitch laughed. “God, you’re pathetic.”


    She was right. I felt like I was moving in slow motion. My gaze flicked behind her to Jaz. He and the third gibborim—dressed in medical scrubs and a white lab coat—fought for their lives, both of them going for the kill with every strike. Their bodies blurred, and every few seconds they’d blink out of sight only to reappear a few feet away or across the street or on the next overlook down. I couldn’t tell who was chasing whom, or which one was winning, but I knew the battle wouldn’t last much longer.


    I had to get to him. I had to help. My gaze flicked back to Jogger Girl, determined.


    She laughed. “Forget it. He’s already ether.”


    My jaw dropped. She’d read my thoughts? Of course she had. With that stolen sword she was nearly as powerful as an angel. No wonder I couldn’t outmaneuver her. She knew my moves before I made them.


    Confident, she lowered her sword, toying with me.


    I hate that. I sighed and dropped my sword to my side. “I don’t get it. You’ve got an angel’s sword in your hand. The only reason you can even use it is because you’re half angel. You have to know that. You have to believe in angels and demons and God… Yet you’re killing angels for their swords. Why? Aren’t you the slightest bit afraid of pissing off God?”


    She snorted, too sure of herself. “God? Who do you think told me to do it?”


    I felt my brow wrinkle. “Kinda doubt that.”


    Jaz and his doctor attacker popped in fifteen feet behind Jogger Girl. The moment the thought occurred to me, I teleported behind his attacker, swinging my sword before I’d even come to a stop.


    My blade sliced through the air, nicking flesh and spraying blood. But it wasn’t the doc’s blood, it was Jogger Girl. She was fast, too fast, and had materialized right in the path of my sword. Doc gibborim was a few inches taller than her, so the swing I’d meant for his neck hit her temple, slicing across her eye and nose.


    The eyeball popped from its socket before she could reach up to cup her face. She screamed, blood seeping between her fingers, streaming down her face as she twisted back around, her free hand wielding her sword for the strike. I dodged, trying to stay in her blind spot, but an agonizing cry from Jaz made me trip and I hit the rough concrete.


    Skin scraped off my hands and knees as my sword bounced out of reach, clanking along the cement. I twisted fast, ignoring the pain, blindly scrambling backward for my sword. Jogger Girl stomped after me, but my fingers had finally found the solid hilt. I gripped it tight, ignoring the brush of something soft and cool against my knuckles. My gaze went to Jaz, clutching his sword arm to his chest. A ghostly white mist oozed out from the short stump where his hand should’ve been.


    Mercilessly, the doctor swung his sword at the wounded, unarmed angel. Reflex made Jaz lift his bleeding arm to block the strike.


    “Jaz, no!” I screamed, even as the gibborim’s stolen angelic sword sliced through the meat and bone of his forearm and then glided right on through his neck.


    The angel’s white-blue eyes flicked my way, wide and surprised. His head tilted as if he were about to ask a question and then kept going until it tumbled off. Before it hit the floor a flash of light burst from the dismembered head and severed neck.


    An instant later his whole body exploded in a brilliant blaze of light, so bright we all had to shield our eyes. A hot wash of wind blew over me, knocking me back so I had to brace my arms to keep from falling over. And then he was just…gone.


    “You fucking bastards!” I yelled, launching to my feet with a speed and strength I’d never felt before. I swung my sword, my gaze and aim perfectly synced. Jogger Girl never saw it coming.


    She was closest and she’d be the first to pay. In a blur so fast even I could hardly track it, my blade sliced through her waist and out the other side. Her body fell in two pieces—the blood seeping from her eye was nothing compared to the buckets spilling from her middle.


    I turned to the gibborim who’d killed Jaz and found myself close enough to strike the moment the thought entered my head. I wasn’t sure how I’d moved that fast or why, and I didn’t care. I just swung my sword—my heart aching, crazed, and furious beyond reason. But the sword-wielding doctor was ready. He blocked and attacked, our swords striking metal to metal so hard sparks lit from the blades, showering the ground at our feet.


    He was a better swordsman than me, but not stronger, not faster. Not this time. Still, I couldn’t stand my ground—giving way one fast step after another, backing across the overlook. My foot bumped into something behind me and I stumbled, trying to catch my balance, but my feet couldn’t find solid ground and I slipped, going down—hard.


    “Stop!” Bariel’s bellowed command stopped the gibborim’s blade mid-swing.


    The rumpled doctor panted—chest and shoulders heaving, face frozen in rage. He straightened, slowly regaining control as he tugged the edges of his lab coat, smoothing his green scrub shirt underneath.


    “Hello, Emma,” the demon Bariel said. “So nice of you to accept my invitation. Now, be a dear and hand the sword over to Dr. Westly.”


    Dan twisted to see me—his hands still up but ignoring the sword at his throat. “Just run, Emma. They’ve already got me. That’s enough. Run.”


    “Silence, boy.” Bariel flicked his wrist and sliced a quick line across Dan’s throat, instantly drawing blood. It wasn’t deep, but Dan jerked back around—his hand going to the wound.


    “Dan, don’t—” I shifted, ready to teleport to him, but the doc stepped closer just as fast to stop me.


    “There are plenty more like you all over the world,” Bariel said to Dan. “My interest in you is not without limits.”


    My blood ran cold, fear weighing in my stomach like iced lead. I couldn’t let anything happen to Dan. I couldn’t lose him—not like this. He was the only thing standing between me and the insanity of this bizarre supernatural life. He’s what grounded me in reality, gave me reason to fight, to hope for a future without demons and death. No matter how I felt about Eli, Dan was the embodiment of normal life for me. He held the light at the end of the tunnel for me to follow. I couldn’t lose him. I wouldn’t.


    I looked at the doc still glaring at me, his lips a tight, flat line. He must’ve been in his mid-forties, his brown hair showing the first signs of thinning. He had at least a day’s worth of beard stubble, and other than the sword in his hand he seemed as normal as Jogger Girl and Trucker Guy. It was as if they’d been in the middle of an average day when Bariel called them to come kill Jaz and me.


    Jaz. My chest squeezed. I couldn’t believe he’d been killed right in front of me, and I hadn’t been able to stop it. Anger clenched my teeth and I fisted the hilt of my sword. And now they’d threaten to take Dan too? Hell no.


    Faster than the gibborim doctor could track I was on my feet, ready to do whatever I had to in order to protect Dan.


    “You want my sword? Let the human go and come get it.” But something was wrong. The weapon didn’t feel right. My sword had been made especially for me—made perfectly to fit snug in my palm. I looked at the hilt in my hand. It wasn’t mine.


    “Not your sword, my dear,” Bariel said. “The seraph’s.”


    My gaze shot across the overlook to where Jaz had been killed, where he’d screamed cradling his bleeding arm, and where I’d dropped my sword.


    There it was. My illorum sword lying right where I’d left it—half-hidden on the other side of the trucker’s headless body. The hilt was only a few inches from the pool of his blood, a pool that still seemed to be growing larger as I stared. My gaze dropped again and I opened my hand—for the first time feeling the slick, ghostly sensation. Jaz’s misty blood was practically invisible, but the hilt of his sword was covered in it—and now so was my hand.


    “You may keep it if you like,” Bariel said. “Simply kill your magister.”


    My gaze swung up to the gibborim in the doctor’s coat and scrubs, hatred a vile, bitter taste in my mouth. “My magister is already dead, you sick bastard.”


    “No.” Bariel chuckled and the sound turned my blood cold. “Jazar was the housemother the Council sent to spy on you. He meant little to you. I want a true display of your loyalty. I want the sword of Elizal, your real magister. Kill him, take his weapon, and I will ensure the threats of demon attacks end. You, your family, all you love will be safe. Retrieve Elizal’s sword and you can reclaim your life…and still retain your power.”


    My gaze flicked to the stout demon, a sickening weight settling in my belly. Jaz’s blood was on my hands—literally—and this bastard thought I’d use his sword to hurt Eli? “Go to hell.”


    Bariel’s light brows shot up. “Not a particularly clever retort, dear, but I understand you’re under a measure of stress. In fact, I’ll allow you a moment more to reconsider. Perhaps you do not fully comprehend what I am offering. Quite simply, I will restore your life as you knew it, before you picked up that boy’s sword. You would be forever safe from demons. Not simply you, but your entire lineage, and those you truly love safe from evil and all its faces—until the end of days.”


    His words slowly crystallized in my brain. He wasn’t just promising that the people I love would never be attacked again; he was promising that demons would never touch our lives in any way.


    If he could do it, the offer was better than gold. Most freed demons were resentful, vengeful creatures, taking comfort in causing human suffering. And they were good at it. Child molesters, serial killers, corrupt CEOs, crooked politicians—demons never appeared as the evil things they really were. Instead they insinuated themselves into society—manipulating, whispering evil, destroying humanity from the inside out. And all those I loved could be forever protected from it.


    But even if Bariel had the kind of clout he’d need among demons to keep all of them off my case forevermore, it would mean I’d have to turn a blind eye to the evil my angelic half allowed me to see. It would mean killing Eli. The people I loved would be safe, but the cost of that safety was high. Too high.


    I raised my chin. “Go to Hell.”


    Bariel snorted, his violet eyes flicking down to Dan, the sword still hovering agonizingly close to his neck. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I saw the brave man’s shoulders drop, and my heart pinched.


    “There, you see?” the demon said. “I told you she wouldn’t take the deal. There is nothing more important to her—not her family, not you, not even the safety of your children. She sacrifices all to keep her angelic lover, Elizal, in her life.”


    “I’m not sacrificing anyone. I’m choosing to save as many as I can. What do you want, Bariel—really?” I ignored the crack about Eli. He was playing on Dan’s insecurity, and I had to hope Dan knew it. The worry that he didn’t, that he’d believe Bariel’s rhetoric, twisted my stomach into a quick, tight knot.


    The demon looked my way again. “I want that sword, or if you prefer, I want you to use it in defense of your kind. I want you and the boy here to join us. And I want to free the power shackled within all my brothers’ children so they might one day take their rightful position and stand at their father’s side.”


    “You? You’re just some Fallen’s lapdog.” I laughed, knowing I was chafing his pride and not giving a crap. “No way do you have the kind of juice it would take to pick the lock on nephilim power. Naw…I’m not buying it. I sent your last master to the abyss, so whose butt are you kissing now? Which Fallen is providing the real power in your stab-and-grab attacks?”


    Bariel’s eyes narrowed, his thick face flushed. “I was never in debt to that narcissistic cherub. He didn’t have the rank to master my big toe. Do not forget I too was once a seraph. Or perhaps you’d prefer me to provide a demonstration. I should think freeing this boy’s angelic power would do the trick.”


    The demon’s sword dropped away and he lunged forward, splaying his open hand against Dan’s chest.


    “No!” My protest stopped Bariel from whatever he was about to do. I didn’t think he had the power to unleash Dan’s angelic half, but I wasn’t willing to bet his life on it. “Okay. You can…you can have the sword.”


    “Slide it to the doctor, if you please,” Bariel said.


    I opened my hand and the sword hit the concrete floor with a clatter. Before it came to rest, I kicked it to the gibborim doctor—the sound of metal sliding over concrete loud in the dark, early morning silence.


    “Okay. Now let Dan go,” I said, seeing the doc pick up Jaz’s sword from the corner of my eye.


    “I would be happy to release Daniel, if that is indeed his wish.” Bariel brought his sword point back to Dan’s neck. “What say you, boy? Will you join us, or shall I uncap your neck and release your soul from its mortal binding?”


    “Dammit, Bariel. That wasn’t the deal,” I said, fighting to keep the fear choking at the back of my throat from weakening my voice.


    He flicked his purple eyes my way, a satisfied smirk tugging the corner of his lips. “Yes. Forgive me, but there was already an offer on the table before you arrived that must first be decided.” He looked back to Dan. “Time to choose, Daniel. Do you accept my offer? You see there is no reason to concern yourself over displeasing Emma Jane. She will never be yours as long as she remains an illorum. There will always be a part of her life she cannot, will not, share with you.”


    “Shut up, Bariel,” I said, but a nerve at the back of my neck pinched and guilt tightened across my shoulders. “Dan, tell me you’re not falling for this. You know how I feel about you. He’s lying. You don’t want to get mixed up in this, not if you have a choice. I can get you out of this.”


    Dan turned his head, just a fraction of an inch as though he’d look back at me, but Bariel’s blade pressed harder into his skin.


    He sighed and faced the demon again, but his words were for me. “A choice, Emma? Really? Seems to me you make the choice every day to stay mixed up in this.”


    I edged closer. “What are you talking about?”


    “What have you done to find your angelic father? Have you spoken to the contact I gave you at the hotel?” he asked.


    “Dan, people are dying. I have to help if I can. You know that, right? I can’t just stop to go chase every thin lead.” But I knew it was a flimsy excuse. I’d barely even thought about the blurry photo of the angel who’d seduced my mother. Was I ignoring the chance to find my angelic father because a part of me didn’t want to leave this life? I didn’t know anymore.


    “You make your choices, and I’ll make mine,” Dan said. Then to the demon he said, “Tell me how this works. What do I have to do to trigger my power?”


    The point of Bariel’s sword lowered slightly as he pulled another sword from his hip. The black blade sizzled into existence as it drew from the hidden sheath—the air around it wavering like heat vapors, thin smoke rolling off the forming metal. “It’s quite simple. Use this sword to take the sword of a magister, and then kill him with it. Then we’ll see what happens.”


    Dan reached out for the sword, but the demon held it back suspiciously before allowing the cop to take it in his grip.


    “Any magister?” Dan asked, and the demon beamed like a proud father.


    “Yes. Any magister. Even Elizal, if you like.”


    Dan nodded, marveling at the weapon in his hand.


    “Please, Dan. Don’t do this,” I said.


    He got to his feet, ignoring me. “So it can hurt magisters. What will it do to demons?”


    “Pardon?” Before Bariel could puzzle out the question, Dan slashed the sword across the belly of the demon, drawing a quick line of black, oozing blood. The momentum of his swing spun him around and he threw the gibborim weapon to me.


    The toss was short, but I sped forward and caught it. Doc Westly was on my heels, but the moment of confusion played to my advantage and I twisted in time for the gibborim to race right into the blade—skewering himself through the gut. His blue eyes widened, surprise and pain playing across his face.


    “Emma Jane,” Eli said, and I glanced across the overlook to where the bodies of the other two gibborim lay. I watched as Eli snatched up my sword.


    “Stupid soul sack,” Bariel said and I spun back to see the demon’s sword stab through Dan’s back and out his chest. “I did promise to release you, did I not?”


    Disbelief stretched the whites of Dan’s eyes and he looked down at the bloody blade, his arms relaxed at his sides. His gaze came back up to me. “It’s okay,” he said, a shaky smile playing across his lips. “I’m okay. It doesn’t hurt.”


    A scream ripped through my head, my mouth open, gaping, and soundless. Precious seconds ticked by but I couldn’t move, couldn’t think, my body like stone, freezing me to the spot.


    Bariel pulled back his sword, yanking it from Dan’s spine, and the man’s knees buckled. Before his body hit the ground, Eli appeared at his side, catching him. With a backhanded swing, the angel sliced a line across the demon’s neck that I knew in an instant wasn’t deep enough. But it was all Eli needed to allow him time to vanish with Dan in his protective embrace.


    A heartbeat later I was in my bedroom, struggling to help Eli lower Dan’s limp body to the floor. Blood seeped in a sickeningly familiar scene—a bright, shimmering pool that spread faster than I could reason.


    I looked up at Eli. “Heal him. I don’t care about breaking rules or risking war or pissing off God himself. Heal him, Eli. Do it. Do it now.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fourteen


    “Daniel is unmarked. He’s innocent,” Eli said, his pale eyes flashing an angry glance my way. He scooped the bleeding man from my arms into his and stood. “Healing him has no bearing on the war. But death has a way of finding a person one way or another. My effort is an insult to the order of things.”


    “Yeah? Well I can’t say that I care if Death is insulted,” I said. “Just do it. Please. Save him.”


    Eli’s jaw tightened and he looked at Dan for an agonizing heartbeat or two and then finally back to me. “Where do you want him?”


    “What do you mean? While you heal him?”


    He adjusted the big man in his arms, cradling him like a child. “It’s done. He’s healed, but he’s lost a lot of blood. He’s covered in it. I assume you don’t want to ruin the sheets on your bed.” He raised a brow. “Unless you want him in your bed.”


    Was that a question? Jealousy? I ignored it. “Right. Let’s put him in the guestroom. Can you help me clean him up?”


    Eli didn’t answer; he just turned and headed across the hall to the other room.


    “You’re sure he’s okay?” I asked, quickstepping after him.


    “I wouldn’t lie to you, Emma Jane,” he said, stopping beside the bed. “I know how much he means to you.”


    “No. I know. I was just—” Crap, this was weird. I sighed. “You’re right. He means a lot to me. But—”


    “No but,” Eli said. “That’s all that matters. You should know that.”


    I opened my mouth to say something, but couldn’t think of a thing and pressed my lips together. I propped my hands on my hips and just said, “Thank you.”


    He turned and sat on the bed, holding Dan in his lap like a protective father.


    “Eli, I have to tell you. Jaz is…” My throat tightened, tears stinging. “They killed Jaz. I couldn’t stop them. And they got his sword.”


    He didn’t look up at me, his gaze on Dan’s sleeping face. “I know.”


    “I’m so sorry,” I said, regret and sorrow twisting my stomach. “I didn’t know him very well, but he was there helping Dan—trying to help me.”


    “He isn’t lost, Emma Jane. He’s with our Father. There is no greater reward.” His gaze swung up to mine. “We’ll need a basin of water, a washcloth, and a towel. And a clean change of clothes if you have it.”


    “Right. Okay. Yes.” I snapped into action, racing from the hall closet to the bathroom and back to the guestroom. I didn’t have any clothes for him. Dan had stayed over enough but he’d always left with what he’d worn.


    Thankfully, he was unconscious for most of the process. I wasn’t sure how I’d explain Eli holding him while I tugged off his ruined, blood-soaked shirt and even worse when I peeled off his wet jeans and baby-blue briefs. When we were done, Dan was healed, clean, and totally naked.


    Eli gently laid him in the bed, and I tucked the blanket and sheets around him. “How long do you think he’ll be out?”


    The angel raised a shoulder in an elegant shrug. “It’s hard to say. As long as it takes, I would imagine.”


    “Wow. Thanks for that, Captain Obvious.” I grabbed his hand and led him to the corner of the room, lowering my voice so as not to wake Dan. “What’s going on, Eli? I know you’re not his biggest fan, but there’s something else.”


    Eli’s pale blue eyes shifted from Dan to me. “Why did Bariel spare him? He could have ended him easily at any time before I arrived. Why didn’t he?”


    “I don’t know,” I said, unsure why it mattered. “I guess when Dan showed up, the other gibborim sensed he was a nephilim and Bariel figured he’d try to add him to the ranks.”


    Eli sniffed in agreement, his gaze drifting back to Dan. “Exactly. He wanted him to use the sword.”


    “Right. He told Dan he had to use it in defense of his kind,” I said. “He wanted him to use the black sword to kill a magister, as if it would mark him as one of them if he did.”


    “Then that proves it.” Eli huffed, annoyed. “I can’t believe I didn’t consider it before.”


    I looked from Eli to Dan and back again. “What? I’m not following.”


    The angel turned my way. “Last year, I had assumed Rifion must have once been a very powerful seraph to still have the strength to break the chains within a nephilim that leashes its angelic half. Until tonight it seemed that whatever demon was behind the attacks had been simply taking advantage of those nephilim left behind after you banished Rifion, seducing them to fight for him. But the ruined marks and the black swords…it didn’t make sense.”


    “And now it does?” I asked, feeling like a five-year-old being led by the hand to my first day of school.


    “Somewhat,” he said. “Your sword—all illorum swords—come from the same source.”


    “I know, metal forged in the fires of heaven, molecules from this plane and the next, brought together by my will, blah, blah, blah,” I said repeating the melodramatic speech I’d heard a gazillion times.


    “Yes. But do you understand from where those molecules are borrowed?”


    I thought I did. Maybe not. “Uh, no?”


    “The molecules on this plane come from your own body and soul, drawn out by your will. Mostly particles your body has already discarded.”


    “What, like dead skin, and sweat?”


    His brows went high, pleased. “Yes. Exactly.”


    Eww…


    “Molecules from the other plane were given by an archangel.”


    I swallowed hard, already sensing the answer to a question I had yet to ask. “Which archangel?”


    Eli raised his chin. “Michael.”


    Yeah, that’s what I’d figured.


    “When the first of the nephilim stood to fight in defense of God, the archangel broke off a piece of his sword, a piece of his own spirit, and forged a sword specifically for that illorum. It took only a speck of that fractured piece and every sword thereafter has been created in the same fashion and from the same piece of angelic metal.”


    Even mine, I thought, and my mind thrilled at the idea. “Could Michael have unleashed the nephilim’s power without giving anyone a sword?”


    Eli looked back to Dan. “Yes. But it is his sword that marks them and focuses their will.”


    “So you think Michael is behind this?”


    His bright, angelic eyes snapped back to me, brows low. “No. He would never.”


    I raised my hands in surrender. “Okay, sorry. Then it must be another Fallen.”


    “He would have to be very powerful. Even the archangel’s power was taxed to separate a piece of himself to create the swords. Though it was a stretch, I could imagine Rifion might possess the strength to break the shackles within unmarked nephilim. But only an archangel could take a piece of himself—his sword—to create the weapons that mark nephilim and focus their will.”


    “You think those black swords really are marking the gibborim?” I asked.


    “Yes. It’s why Bariel wanted Daniel to use it in defense of his kind—in opposition to God,” he said. “Michael’s swords reflect his spirit. I suspect the black swords do the same for the spirit from which they were taken.”


    “So it’s another archangel, then?”


    “I know of only one archangel who has ever fallen, and Lucifer’s eternal cage is unbreakable except by our Father.”


    Lucifer? A cold chill crept up my spine. I hoped he was right about that. “Well, then maybe another archangel fell that you don’t know about.”


    His worried gaze drifted to Dan, but I could tell his focus was elsewhere, thoughts racing. “The Council would have told us.”


    He didn’t sound sure. “Would they? Once an angel falls they’re written off, shunned. Right? The Council won’t even mention his name again. Would they treat an archangel any differently?”


    “No.”


    “I think you need to have a little sit-down with the big seven.”


    He nodded, his clenched teeth making the muscles in his jaw flex.


    “Emma?” Dan said, groggy.


    “Hey. You’re awake.”


    “Better yet, I’m not dead.” He struggled to push up to his elbows and I crossed the room and sat next to him on the side of the bed.


    “You can thank him for that.” I hiked a thumb back at Eli.


    Dan’s gaze flicked to the angel. “Thanks, man.” Then to me he said, “The other guy, the angel—”


    “Jaz,” I said.


    “Right. Did they really…I mean is he…?”


    “Jazar has returned to the divine ether,” Eli said. “He’s gone.”


    Dan cursed under his breath and fell back against the pillows. “I’m sorry. I hoped if they thought I’d join them, they’d let him go.”


    I rested a hand on his chest, feeling the reassuring beat of his heart. He really was okay. “They wanted his sword. Nothing you could offer would make them give that up.”


    His blue eyes shifted to me. “What happened? I mean, I remember cutting the smug bastard who’d had me on my knees and then I threw you the sword. Did I kill him? How did I get here? And, um…why am I naked?”


    “You did cut him, but not deep enough to do much damage,” I said. “He stabbed you through the heart. Eli got you away from him and brought you here. He saved you, but there was a lot of blood. Your clothes were ruined.”


    Dan blinked—eyelids half closing, looking more tired by the second. His focus shifted to Eli again. “You saved me, or brought me back to life?”


    Eli folded his arms across his stomach. “Your heart had stopped, but your soul still remained.”


    “So I should’ve died.”


    The angel gave a single nod. “Yes.”


    “Is that allowed? I mean, isn’t there some divine plan you guys have to stick to?”


    “Does it matter?” I asked. “I mean, who cares? I don’t. He saved you.”


    “And I appreciate it. Seriously,” Dan said. “But I thought you guys frown on that sort of thing.”


    “We do,” Eli said. “There is a natural order to things. And life’s reward is beyond this plane. Many would say I did you no favor bringing you back.”


    “So why did you?”


    Eli’s gaze shifted to me, but he didn’t answer.


    Dan figured it out anyway. “Because Emma asked you to. I get it. Well, thanks again.”


    “It is not that I wish you ill, Daniel. It simply didn’t occur to me to—” He straightened, his gaze shifting away as though something had snared his attention. “Excuse me. I’m being summoned.”


    He was gone before what he said could sink into my head and I was left staring at the empty space where he’d been. There weren’t many things that could summon an angel—God and the Council were the only two that came to mind, and I wasn’t sure if one was any better than the other.


    “What are you doing, Em?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I thought he wasn’t supposed to be your magister anymore.”


    “He’s not,” I said.


    “Then what’s he doing here?”


    “We’re still friends. He…he knew I was in trouble.” I did not want to have this conversation. I didn’t want to tell him that Eli and I had spent the past several hours together cut off from demons, from his brothers, cut off from the world. We hadn’t done anything wrong…not really. It was innocent—just a much-needed escape with a friend. But a guilty sweat chilled at the small of my back anyway.


    Dear God, what am I doing? I pushed to my feet and smoothed his covers. “You should try to get some rest.”


    He grabbed my wrist, stopping my fidgeting. “You’ll make him fall. He’ll do anything for you—it’s like a reflex. You ask and he does it before he can even consider whether he should. If he falls, it will be your fault and you’ll be the one who will have to put him in the abyss. I know you. You won’t put that burden on anyone else.”


    “It won’t happen. He’s my magister. He’s protective, same as he was with Tommy. That’s all.”


    “Eli loved Tommy. He’s in love with you,” Dan said. “But what’s worse is you’re in love with him, too.”


    “No—” I stiffened, but he wouldn’t hear my denial.


    “Don’t, Em. Please,” he said, making me look him in the eye. “I don’t blame you, and I’m not even that mad about it. Okay, maybe a little. But I know you didn’t want it to happen and you don’t want to admit that it did. But I’ve seen the way you look at him.”


    I opened my mouth to argue, then snapped it shut—looked away. When I looked back Dan was waiting, his brow knitted in a mix of worry and expectation. I sighed. “I do care about Eli; I won’t deny that. But it’s because I care about him that I won’t let him fall. When I’m with him I feel like I’m constantly battling not to say something I shouldn’t or forget what’s at risk. It’s exciting yes, but it’s also exhausting. With you though…with you I can just…relax. It’s comfortable…normal…calm.”


    He snorted. “Calm? Right. Who wants the excitement of uncontrollable passion when you can have normal and calm?”


    “Exactly,” I said, ignoring the tiny voice in the back of my mind calling me a liar. “Isn’t that what you want? Normalcy…a life of peace and quiet, going to work, having kids, growing old together?”


    He shrugged, not looking at me. “Truth? I’m not sure I believe that’s what you want. I think it’s what you think you should want. I mean, I care about you, Em. A lot. I think we’d be good together. We could be great, but…”


    “But what?”


    “But I’ve already been in a relationship where one of us wasn’t as invested as the other. It ended in divorce. Why would I want to do that again?” He rolled to his side, nestling in the pillow, eyelids fluttering low. “You’re great, Em, but you’re not being honest with yourself and it’s no good for either of us. We have to quit before it’s too late. I’m sorry, I just can’t….”


    His voice trailed off, eyes drifting shut. Thirty seconds later he was snoring.


    I stood and tucked the covers around him, my throat tightening. I blinked back the sting of tears I refused to shed. This was my fault. What did I expect? Dan wasn’t stupid. He knew I cared about him, loved him, even. But if there was a way Eli and I could be together, would I stay with him?


    The question had been haunting the back of my mind for months, but I’d pushed it away. It didn’t matter. Eli and I couldn’t be together—ever. Not as man and woman. And despite Dan’s worries, I did want the kids and the white-picket fence. I wanted someone to grow old with. Not just because that’s what I thought I should want, but because I wanted to share those things with someone. And Dan could give it all to me. But what was I offering him? He deserved someone who wasn’t just filling a void—filling a slot in her life. He deserved all my heart…or none of it.


    I had to decide who I could live without, and who should live without me.


    The decision wouldn’t be easy. I loved Dan and I could share everything with him, even the supernatural part of my life that I couldn’t share with anyone else. Could I do this without him—without having someone to talk to, someone who would understand? I didn’t know, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.


    I tiptoed out of the room, flicking off the light and closing the door behind me. When I turned around I noticed a weird glow in the window that overlooked the backyard and crossed the hall to look out.


    The sky was still midnight black, the tall trees ringing my backyard little more than black shadows on a dark background. I squinted against the night, watching as the wind rustled through the leaves. I wasn’t sure I saw it at first but then the tiny twinkle of light blinked again. The moment I was certain it was there, I noticed another one several feet over, and then another and another.


    There were seven baseball-sized orbs of light floating in the trees. Weird. And then it hit me. I knew in my gut what they were. I spun, heading for the stairs. “Damn. The Council’s envoy is back.”


    I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t seen him from the second-floor window, but as I jogged across the backyard I could make out Eli’s form. The lights I’d seen in the trees were still there, hovering exactly where each of the Council’s envoy had been last time. But there were no angels, only those lights.


    And then I saw Fred. The familiar blood-haired angel was striding toward Eli from the shadows of the tree line, his cloud-white jacket fluttering around his calves. “You were told to stay away from the female. Your defiance would indicate your state of mind is grimmer than we first believed.”


    “She was under attack,” Eli said. “Jazar had been killed, and an innocent human was in grave danger. I had no choice. I needed to act.”


    Fred clasped his hands behind his back. “Jazar has returned to the divine ether of Father’s bosom. Such was his fate. It was not for you to intervene. The same was true of the illorum and the human. You thoughtlessly unraveled your brother’s work and restored life to the human, thus proving my point. You are adversely influenced by the woman.”


    I was pretty sure Fred hadn’t seen me yet, so I veered to the right, keeping to the darker shadows. Gram’s old apple tree made a great hiding spot, the fat trunk thick enough to completely block me from Fred and the seven balls of light. I peered around, straining to hear as much as I could.


    “Restoring life to Daniel has no bearing on the war. The act was a private matter—a personal decision, and one that many of us have made over the eons. I will not discuss it. Not when there are matters far more pressing at hand.” Eli straightened.


    “What issues the Council wishes to discuss is not for you to decide. But that aside, have you learned more in regards to the attacks on our brothers?”


    “Yes. The gibborim are being led by the demon Bariel. However, I have reason to believe he does not act alone.”


    The tall angel shook his head, his long hair shifting over his shoulders. “Even a demon of Bariel’s age would not have the strength to unbind a nephilim’s power.”


    “Agreed,” Eli said with a quick nod. “We’ve discovered the angelic power in many of the nephilim Rifion had called to him had already been unleashed. It lay dormant within them, but unlocked. Rifion was in the process of awakening that power when Emma Jane banished him.”


    Fred sniffed as though everything made perfect sense now. “Then the gibborim committing the recent attacks were empowered by the Fallen, Rifion. The demon is simply scavenging the spoils left behind by his master.”


    “Perhaps,” Eli said, hedging. “However—”


    He stopped in mid-thought, and both he and Fred turned to stare back at the glowing orbs. I’d thought they were solid balls emitting light, like tiny suns. But when a breeze swayed the branches of the trees and the leaves passed right through them, I realized they were just light with no apparent source.


    After a weird couple of seconds of silence, Fred turned back to Eli. His bright red brows were high as though he expected some sort of response from my ex-magister.


    Eli cleared his throat. “We…can’t be certain. There were hundreds of people in attendance at Rifion’s gathering. Perhaps a quarter were well into the process of awakening their dormant power. As many as half or more could have had their power unlocked, yet still not activated. The event in Pittsburgh was only one of several similar gatherings Rifion conducted all over the world. The number of potential gibborim is perhaps…in the thousands.”


    “You can locate them.” Fred made it a statement, like he thought it’d be that easy.


    “No.”


    Fred did his best Mr. Spock impression, one brow zipping up to his hairline in silent query.


    “Forgive me.” Eli lowered his gaze reverently. “The chore is too great for one. It’s too great for twenty. And the effort may be for naught.”


    “The Council would not ask it of you if they believed the task was not paramount. Humanity cannot be subjected to such unchecked power. Father would not permit it.”


    Eli moved forward, then stopped when Fred’s white eyes widened. “Even if we could locate all the nephilim who had been called to Rifion and focus their power with an illorum sword, marking them, it may not be enough.”


    “Explain,” Fred demanded.


    “It’s difficult. The only explanation I have I also know to be impossible,” he said. “The gibborim are already being marked, but not by Michael’s sword. Bariel has been fashioning black swords from a black spirit and using them to unlock the nephilim’s angelic half as well as mark them as gibborim. They obey him.”


    “You witnessed this?”


    “Yes… No. Daniel, the human whose life I restored, was offered one of the swords, but he refused it,” Eli said.


    Fred’s red brows tightened. “He is nephilim?”


    “Yes. His angelic half is still tightly leashed,” Eli said. “I must ask, brother, has an archangel fallen?”


    Fred folded his long arms across his chest, smirking. “Fear not. The son of perdition is secure in his chains.”


    “No. I meant other than Lucifer,” Eli said, taking that step closer he’d changed his mind about before, this time ignoring Fred’s withering gaze. “Only an archangel has the strength of spirit to call up a nephilim’s angelic half. Only an archangel’s sword has the power to focus a nephilim’s hunger for battle. Please, brother. Has another of our most holy fallen?”


    The Council’s envoy opened his delicate mouth as if to answer but then twisted to look back at the orbs again. Eli’s gaze followed in the same direction and after a quiet moment, Fred turned back to him and Eli bowed his head.


    “Forgive me,” he said. “I did not mean to imply that the Council is beholden to me. I only—”


    “The swords must be demon-forged,” Fred said, rudely cutting Eli short. “No more powerful than any other. Bariel is scavenging Rifion’s spoils. Pretending a strength he can never hope to possess. It is the only explanation. A demon cannot unleash a nephilim’s angelic half.”


    “Of course, brother.” Eli sounded dutifully compliant.


    “However, these spoils, these bastardized results of Rifion’s experiment, cannot be suffered to live. Their ill-begotten strength is an affront to Father,” Fred said. “They must be stopped. They must be put down.”


    “But, Fraciel, you don’t understand. We cannot sense them until it’s too late. Their power was called without the use of an illorum sword. Without Michael’s mark on them their soul feels no different to us than any nephilim.”


    Fred glanced over his shoulder at the orbs. “Agreed,” he said and looked back to Eli. “It is the only solution. They’ll all have to be put down.”


    “No!” I rushed from the shadows and Fred’s eyes opened wide, his whole body stiffening. Guess he really didn’t know I was there. “You can’t just go around killing these people. It’s not their fault.”


    “Emma Jane—” Eli reached for my elbow but I jerked away, stalking closer to the snobbish redhead who looked both outraged and terrified, like I might give him cooties just by speaking to him.


    “Most of them are innocent,” I said. “They don’t even know they’re half angel. Their power is still dormant. And a lot of the ones who have been tampered with don’t understand what’s happened to them. You can’t kill them.”


    Fred’s white eyes flicked past me to Eli as he would to a parent with an unruly child. I held my breath waiting for Eli to rein me in and tell me I was out of line.


    But instead I heard, “She is not wrong.”


    Fred’s red brows creased. “Ignorance is not an excuse. This mess is our brother’s making and Father has charged us to rectify it however necessary. It was your testimony that we cannot differentiate gibborim from dormant nephilim. The only solution therefore is to eradicate all nephilim thereby ensuring the wicked are ended.”


    “I can tell the difference.” The confession sort of blurted out of me like word vomit. But the instant it was there, I knew it was true. I’d felt the gibborim—something different about them, something wrong—every time I’d gotten close. I could use that feeling to target them.


    “Emma Jane, no,” Eli said. But it was too late.


    Fred looked over his shoulder at the seven orbs still bright in the trees. When he turned back he was nodding. “Very well, Elizal. Your illorum will hunt and kill all the nephilim whose power was unlocked by Rifion, whether it lay awakened within them or not. And you will teach other illorum how to sense the wicked of their kind and join her in the task.”


    “No,” I said, realizing why Eli had tried to stop my verbal upchuck. “I mean, I’ll take care of the gibborim, the ones killing magisters. But I’m not killing some poor sap who had the bad luck to get sucked in by Rifion’s song and dance and doesn’t have a clue he’s anything but vanilla human.”


    Fred’s white gaze stayed glued to Eli as if I hadn’t spoken, though his furrowed brow and clenched jaw said otherwise. “If your illorum refuses, we will have no choice but to destroy all nephilim—” Fred stopped short and looked to the orbs behind him.


    I took the opportunity to glance back at Eli and whisper, “What are those things?”


    “The Council.”


    “The Council. Archangels?” I swallowed hard. The thought of seven archangels hovering twenty feet away rattled me all the way down to my bones. “They’re a lot taller in their paintings. And, y’know, more humanlike.”


    “They didn’t anticipate an audience with humans,” Eli whispered. “This is their purest form, without the masks of physical bodies.”


    “What are they saying to him?”


    Eli opened his mouth like he’d answer, but then snapped it closed and reached for my elbow, pulling me back to stand beside him. He lowered his voice. “They’re reminding Fraciel that we can no longer eradicate all nephilim to eliminate the few who are a danger to humans. Father would not allow it. Not when they know there’s another way.” His smile beamed down on me. “You saved them, Emma Jane. Well done.”


    It tickled me too much that I’d pleased him. Damn, I had to get over it…for everyone’s sake.


    After a second of awkward silence Fred turned—his face even paler than normal. He blinked, nostrils flaring with his exhale and his creepy white eyes shifted to me. The oddity of it intensified the impact and I gulped a breath.


    “We accept your offer…Emma Jane.” He said my name like it left a nasty taste in his mouth. “I will remain with you until I have developed the ability to sense gibborim and I can then pass that knowledge to my brothers. With your…help…we will soon take up the task.”


    So basically I had to train Fred. Right. Color me lucky.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fifteen


    “This is it,” Dan said, pounding an excited beat with his fist on the passenger’s side door. “One step closer to getting you out of this mess.”


    I flashed a smile his way. “Thanks to you. I never would’ve figured out where that photo was taken on my own. I mean it. Thank you.”


    “Happy to help,” he said and reached over to squeeze my thigh. Dan’s male pride swelled through my chest as warm and satisfying as if the emotion were my own.


    There was so little he could do to help me in my battles with demons and Fallen. Despite the fact he’d closed the door on our romantic relationship—a temporary situation if I had any say in it, though Dan didn’t seem at all interested in the possibility—I knew how important it was to him to provide this small but vital piece of the puzzle. It could be the very thing that ultimately won me back my old life—won me back Dan.


    I wanted that. He’d said that I wasn’t being honest with myself, that I didn’t know what I really wanted. Maybe he was right. But Dan was my only real choice, my only sane choice and our possible future together deserved my full commitment. I wanted to make it work. The fact that I hadn’t seen Eli in four days definitely helped. Unfortunately, thanks to Fred I hadn’t spent much time with Dan either…at least not alone.


    “Touching.” Fred leaned forward from the small back seat of my Jeep, his long frame seeming all the more giant crammed into the tiny space. “However, the search for your father’s identity is of no concern to me.”


    “So you keep telling me,” I said, glancing in the rearview mirror, but I could only see his forehead. He’d wedged his broad shoulders between the front seats, his head and upper body taking up way too much space between Dan and me on the passenger’s side. “You don’t have to come along.”


    “Unlike you, I am focused on my task. The only way to develop my senses to detect gibborim is to study a creature who already possesses the ability—i.e. you. Since there is no way to know for certain when you will encounter a gibborim and since you refuse to actively hunt them, I must be with you at all times to ensure I am present when the event occurs.”


    “Or you could’ve said, ‘yes I do,’” Dan said leaning a little harder against the car door trying to put space between him and the other man. Dan didn’t like Eli much, but Fred really got on his nerves.


    “I could have.” Sarcasm was wasted on the angel, though four days with me had changed him. His eyes were darker, not by much—not even as dark as Jaz’s had been. But the egg-shell white of his irises had definitely gained the faintest cast of blue and his bloodred hair had turned more auburn, though he’d refused to cut it so he’d blend in better. Not that he really needed to. His angelic ability to go unnoticed meant he could practically walk around naked without garnering a second glance.


    I figured out that practically everything about an angel’s appearance could be altered to fit his needs—everything except the silky texture of his hair and the color of his eyes. Nobody seemed to know why those things were beyond their control, except that they both seemed to work as a kind of barometer of how pervasive an effect humanity had on an angel’s spirit.


    Fred had done nothing about his unusually large hands and feet either, but he at least kept his hair in a braid and wore a gray hoodie and sunglasses when we were in public. He looked so different in his jeans and graphic tee, like a twentysomething drummer in a rock band. That thought was still ping-ponging through my head when we pulled up to the Omni William Penn Hotel.


    “Wow.” I gawked like a hick at an RV convention as we entered the building. It was like we’d traveled back in time to 1916—the year the award-winning, historic hotel was built. Massive crystal chandeliers hung from impossibly high ceilings. Light sparkled from the giant fixtures, gleaming off the marble floor so that the whole place felt like a glamorous movie set.


    My hard-soled boots clicked across the tile as we passed the elegant seating arrangements on either side. Huge, high-backed couches with deep, quilted upholstery and matching chairs were set around glossy wooden tables, all very reminiscent of the early 1900s. Gigantic gilded arches were everywhere, all filled with bronzed ironwork and glass windows. There were decorative balconies with thick balustrades and polished railings and cream-colored walls set off by a splash of green foliage. Wow was the best way to describe it.


    We passed through without a word toward the reception counter, a grand piano in the far corner setting our march to music. Employees in pressed, black suit jackets and starched white shirts busily raced back and forth behind the counter. I zeroed in on the one girl who’d stopped to work in front of a computer.


    “Excuse me.” The girl—probably twenty-three or twenty-four, glanced up at me, her face already bright with a smile.


    “Hello. Welcome to the Omni William Penn, how can I help you?” She rattled off the greeting in a quick, practiced cadence. I’d bet money she said it in her sleep. Her good cheer reached all the way to her doe-like eyes as though she genuinely liked her job. Lucky her.


    Her gold-plated name tag read Tammie Colby, and I tried to match her cheeriness. It was a stretch, but I could manage it for a few minutes. “Hi. I’m looking for Gertrude Newberry. Do you know if she’s working today?”


    “Oh.” Tammie’s enviable smile dimmed, round eyes glancing back and forth among the three of us. “I’m so sorry, but we don’t really give out that sort of information. May I ask why you’re looking for Gertrude?”


    Dan reached in his back pocket for his wallet and flashed Tammie his badge. “Officer Wysocki. I spoke with Miss Newberry on the phone and she agreed to answer some questions. This is Miss Hellsbane. She’s, uh, she’s with me.”


    Tammie nodded like she understood, though her expression belied the gesture. She looked at Fred. “And you are?”


    “None of your concern,” he said.


    “He’s undercover…as a drug dealer.” I put my finger to my lips. “Shhh…”


    She did the same Ooohhh…I get it—not really nod before her smile returned full-watt. “Well, I guess if it’s official police business…”


    I could almost feel Dan cringe beside me. He hadn’t said it was official business and I knew a part of him prickled wanting to set the record straight. Thankfully he kept his mouth shut.


    Tammie’s gaze fell to the computer behind the counter. Her bouncy, rich, brown ponytail slipped around to brush her cheek and I glanced at Fred to see if he’d noticed. He had.


    Angels don’t learn by watching the way humans do. They learn by experiencing. And the best way for Fred to learn what I felt when I sensed a gibborim was to feel it himself. Basically, that meant he had to be tapped into my mind 24/7. The flipside of that was I’d somehow tapped into his mind too. No one understood how I was doing it—including me. It was supposed to be an angel thing, bonding their minds and spirits so they were practically one being. Although, when there are millions of you, it’s easy to ignore the din of everyone’s thoughts and emotions, even lose track of any one angel. For me, there was just Fred.


    Whatever. I’d done it and Fred was pretty pissed about it. Not that hearing his thoughts and feeling the wild swings of his libido were the stuff of my dreams either. But at least I knew for sure, despite his uppity attitude, that Fred was just as susceptible to the charms of humans—especially female humans—as any angel.


    Thoughts raced through his head—and mine—lingering on the color of her lips, the glow of her skin, the curves of her body. His heart surged and he clenched his jaw, tucking his hands under each arm and fisting them as though he was holding himself back. Apparently, the hypocritical seraph preferred brunettes.


    Tammie’s smile brightened. “Yes. She’s here today.” Her long lashes lifted with her gaze. “I can have her come down in a few minutes to speak with you, if you’d like.”


    “Perfect. Thanks,” I said, trying to match her sweetness. It just wasn’t me.


    She picked up the phone, and Dan and I turned to find an out of the way place to wait. Fred followed several seconds later…after he’d realized we’d walked away.


    We took the two striped armchairs nearby and Fred stood sentry behind mine. The second my butt hit the deep, cushioned chair my stomach dropped. I recognized the sensation instantly—knew what it was, or more importantly what it wasn’t.


    I looked over my shoulder at Fred, but the angel was already standing straighter, scanning the lobby like a birddog scenting fowl.


    “It’s not a gibborim,” I said.


    Fred didn’t stop his scan to look at me. “I know.”


    The sensation was the same as I’d felt any time another nephilim was near. But there was more this time—a buzzing in my chest that vibrated through my veins, tingling all the way to my fingers and toes. It was a wild kind of power, and I’d only ever felt it once before—last year at the religious conference. It was the feel of an unmarked power. And Fred had felt it too.


    I sensed more than saw him tense behind me, as if in preparation to move, and I shifted in my chair to see him. “It’s not what you’re looking for.”


    Fred’s brows creased and I could almost see his white eyes behind the dark glasses zeroing in on the lady across the lobby. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, fit and pretty. She had short, dark hair that curled under her chin and brushed the collar of her airy, black summer blouse. Matched with dress slacks and pointy-toed boots, the woman’s smart-fitting outfit made me think businesswoman rather than stay-at-home mom.


    She was the one. I knew it the moment she glanced my way, her blue eyes connecting with mine—the same queasiness tightening her face. She’d probably gone to the religious conference last year and had her angelic half awakened. Most likely she didn’t have a clue what it meant, or what Rifion had done to her. One thing I did know was her wild, unfocused power meant she wasn’t a gibborim.


    Her pace quickened, instincts likely warning her of a danger she couldn’t possibly understand. She made it into the hall, turning the corner for the elevator, and moving out of sight.


    I stood. “You’re only here for gibborim,” I said, sensing Fred’s heightening interest.


    His attention flicked to me. “I am here for whatever reason I choose, nephilim.” And just like that he was gone.


    Crap. I glanced at Dan. “I’ll be right back.”


    He frowned. “What’s going on?”


    I couldn’t take time to explain. I had to catch up with Fred before he did something irrevocably stupid. My power surged with my will, and time folded over space. The world blurred, and I drew my sword, calling the blade to form as I took a step. My next landed me in the moving elevator just in time to block the angel’s sword from cutting through the lady’s neck.


    Seeing me appear between them, Fred pulled his blow at the last instant. The impact still drove me to my ass, the force vibrating through my bones and knocking the air out of my lungs. I fell back on the woman cowering behind me, ignoring her frantic sobs as I scrambled to my feet.


    “What the hell are you doing?” I blasted at him.


    “Stand aside,” he said with a wave of his sword. “Her power has been awakened. She is unmarked. This makes her a danger to humanity,” he said.


    The woman latched her arms around my legs. “Please help me. Get me out of here. Please. He said he’s going to kill me.”


    I glanced down at her. Tears smeared black mascara lines down her cheeks. “You’re fine. He’s not going to hurt you.”


    Fred shoved back the hood of his jacket and pulled the sunglasses off his face. The woman gasped and huddled into the corner. “You cannot save her, Emma Jane.”


    “You were only supposed to go after gibborim. She hasn’t done anything wrong. You can’t just kill her.”


    “I can. Her angelic half has been awakened—”


    “I know. You said that. But she’s still…she’s still human. She’s still innocent.”


    “She is not,” he said. “She is sullied by her angelic blood. Her power is unfocused, corruptible. As she is, she is vulnerable to the seduction of Fallen and demons alike. We cannot allow such a weapon to wander freely among humans.”


    The woman lost it, screaming, and shaking her head. “No!”


    I shifted over, walling my body between the angel and the poor, sobbing woman. I wobbled, trying to keep my balance with the lady grabbing at me like a life raft. “You can’t do this, Fred. I mean, who are you to pass judgment on her?”


    Fred’s creepy, light eyes flicked to me—his face deadly serious. “I am a member of the Council’s envoy. This is my duty.”


    “Oh.” Damn. I hated it when people stump me with the facts. “Well, even if she did know what she was doing, she’s still human. Eli said you’re not allowed to punish humans.”


    “She is half human,” he said. “And the humanity that lies within her has been forever corrupted by her angelic blood. Father’s love of humanity cannot protect her.”


    “I’m only half human,” I reminded him.


    “Yes. But you use your corruption in defense of our Father. This is why I am offering you a chance to move from harm’s way before I strike. However, the offer is not without an expiration point.”


    My throat closed and I swallowed hard. “Don’t do this, Fraciel. I didn’t agree to this. She’s not a gibborim; she just made a stupid mistake.”


    I thought momentarily that my calling him by his real name had made an impact, but then he blinked and said, “She is not gibborim yet. But it is she and others like her from whence gibborim are made. Wisdom dictates that we strike our enemy at their weakest moment, before they realize their full strength. She must be put down. Step aside.”


    “No.” I raised my chin. “That wasn’t the deal. I agreed to teach you how to sense gibborim. No one else. I’m not going to let you slaughter people because of what they might do.”


    The tall angel sighed and rolled his shoulders in elegant regret. “So be it.”


    Faster than I could reason, the seraph raised a hand to me and swung it sideways, mentally swatting me across the small compartment. I crashed into the brass elevator doors with an oath. The breath punched out of me, and I crumpled to the floor.


    My brain spun and for an instant time seemed to stop, creeping forward horror-movie slow. Fred’s angelic sword sailed in a wide arch toward the woman on the floor, her mouth stretched open in a soundless scream.


    I couldn’t move fast enough to stop him. I wasn’t sure I was strong enough even if I could. But just before his sword met the woman’s throat, another sword materialized to collide with Fred’s, and out of nowhere Eli’s body stood protectively between the avenging angel and his target.


    In one quick move Eli parried and attacked, driving the other angel away. Fred slammed into the brass railing. As fast as the action started, it stopped, as though one of them called a mental timeout.


    “Interfering again, Elizal?” Fred straightened, tugging the bottom of his jacket and lowering his sword to his side.


    “Stopping you from making a grave error. This woman is not a gibborim. She can still be saved,” Eli said.


    “Can she be saved? Perhaps. Should she be saved? Wisdom suggests not. I think you do not grasp the severity of the situation. These gibborim have already bested magisters. With angelic swords it is conceivable for them to move on all seraphim, on the Council itself. They must be stopped. All of them, including those who possess the mere potential.”


    “That’s not your call, Fraciel. You were given leave to destroy the gibborim only. The others, potential or not, are to be left unharmed.” He turned and strode back to the woman, reaching a hand out to her. “I can save you, but in return you must sacrifice some of the life you now know. You must dedicate yourself and your power to making amends for the sin of your existence. Do you agree?”


    I wanted to scream at the lady, Don’t do it! Don’t do it! But I knew it was the only way. She was a loose cannon the way she was. Either Eli would let her be marked as an illorum, or the demon Bariel would eventually mark her as a gibborim. I liked to think she’d live longer as an illorum once she took and used the sword Eli would give her.


    The woman blinked up at him, her gaze flicking from his hand to his face and back again. After a few tense seconds she reached out and slipped her hand into his.


    “Another female?” Fred asked.


    “Another nephilim,” Eli countered and a spike of jealousy squeezed my chest. I breathed through it, knowing it was wrong in so many ways. He tucked the shocked woman under his arm and looked at me. “Your business meeting is waiting in the lobby. Good luck.”


    “Very well, Elizal, take her,” Fred said, as if he had a say in it. “But this matter is not resolved. I will rejoin you shortly, Emma Jane.”


    The next instant, Eli vanished with the girl under his arm and half a heartbeat later Fred disappeared too. The elevator lurched into motion again—I hadn’t even realized it had stopped. A warning bell dinged just as the shiny doors slid open and a collective sigh hissed over the crowd clogging the hallway outside.


    “Finally,” someone said followed by other mumbled agreements.


    Dan pushed to the front. “Emma, are you okay?”


    I stepped out and let him lead me through the crush of people. “Yeah. What happened?”


    “I was going to ask you the same thing,” he said.


    I shrugged. “Oh. Nothing. I mean, well, you know…” I leaned in to him and whispered, “Angels. But it’s taken care of. Did Gertrude show up?”


    “Yeah. She’s over here.” We crossed the glimmering lobby to the striped chairs and Fred who’d already teleported to where we’d been waiting.


    Gertrude Newberry was not what I expected. By the name I’d pictured a wrinkled sixty-year-old shuffling around in a maid’s uniform struggling to make ends meet in the same job she’d held for the past thirty years. I mean, who gets ahead with a name like Gertrude?


    The shapely, thirtysomething woman in a formfitting business dress and red-soled, black heels, was not a person who should be named Gertrude. Lara Croft? Maybe. Attila the Hun? For sure. But Gertrude? Hell no. She wielded the clipboard and walkie-talkie in her hands like a sword and shield.


    “Miss Newberry?” Dan said and the woman turned, removing her designer glasses in a graceful, sexy move she’d probably practiced.


    A warm wash of desire rolled through me and it took a half beat before I realized it was coming from Dan. I glanced from him to Gertrude and back again and my belly soured. I clenched my jaw, biting back anger, and turned my full attention on Attila the Gertrude. Jealousy’s so not my color, but I hadn’t been prepared for competition.


    “It’s Miss,” she said. She wore her caramel-brown hair in a tight bun at the crown of her head and just enough makeup to soften the laugh lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her lipstick was understated, her eye shadow a perfect complement to her hazel eyes, and her cheekbones were high enough to make any model envious.


    “Sorry,” Dan said, grinning before throwing me a sheepish glance. He cleared his throat, flattening his flirty expression. “Ms. Newberry is the hotel’s events manager, among other things.”


    “Hi, Ms. Newberry,” I said, maturely offering my hand. “I’m Emma Hellsbane.”


    She shook hands like a teamster—short, strong, then release. “Yes. Officer Wysocki said you hoped I could identify someone in a photo?”


    “Right.” I dug the picture from my back pocket, unfolding it to show her. “This man. I know it’s blurry, and it would’ve been like, twenty-four years ago.”


    She flinched from looking at the picture to stare at me. “How old do you think I am?”


    “Oh. No. I realize you weren’t working here at the time. But I thought maybe he was still around when you started, or, I don’t know, maybe you have a record of former employees you can check.”


    She leaned over the photo again, slipping her glasses back on and studying it for another few seconds. She straightened. “No, I’m sorry. I don’t think he was ever an employee. But I can tell you where he did work.”


    “How?”


    She pointed at the photo, and the bright orange tag he wore on a lanyard around his neck. “I recognize that ID color. We host a lot of events for different companies. That’s the one the Bedford Conglomerate uses.”


    “Bedford?” The name was familiar and I looked to Fred, trying to remember where I’d heard it.


    As though he’d listened to the question in my thoughts he said, “Perhaps Elizal mentioned the name in association with his, uh…student…Joan.”


    I shuffled through information and memories filed away in my brain. Joan of Arc—Eli had told me a Fallen calling himself the Duke of Bedford was responsible for her torture and death. But that’s not where I’d heard the name last. Where was it?


    Then it hit me. Last year on the island of Capri, Italy, Eli had walked a thin line between invested observer and interference when he’d teleported me out of reach of an attacking demon horde. They’d been posing as Bedford Company employees on a business a trip.


    But before he whisked me to safety Eli had said that he’d recognized the Fallen with them acting as the company’s CEO. He knew him only by the human persona he’d adopted when they’d first met—John of Lancaster, first Duke of Bedford.


    The Bedford Company. The Duke of Bedford. Could this be a picture of the fallen angel who’d killed Joan of Arc? Was my angelic father—the angel I’d spent the past year searching for—the same Fallen who’d allowed Eli the precious seconds he needed to save my life last summer? But why?


    “Maybe you could check with them,” Gertrude said. “Those places usually have employee files with photo IDs. He might still be with them. Who knows, you might get lucky.”


    Lucky. Who me? Not friggin’ likely.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Sixteen


    It wasn’t long after I’d hung out my shingle and started my career as an intuitive consciousness explorer that I realized being a psychic is a lot like being a doctor. The second people find out what you do, they ask for free advice.


    “Are you Madame Hell… something? That psychic lady Channel Six did a story on a while back?”


    I’d done the interview with the cute guy from WTAE three years ago to try to drum up business. It’d worked, even if he had treated the interview about as seriously as if he’d been interviewing a dancing monkey or a talking horse. Whatever. Turns out, there really is no such thing as bad press. But after that I stuck to print ads in the local papers and yellow pages.


    Intuitive Consciousness Explorer


    Explore your past, present, and future.


    Don’t pay for the answers you want. Get the answers you need from Madame Hellsbane.


    Call for an appointment or party rates: 412-Hel-bane


    Today though, I’d cleared my schedule to do some major sleuthing on my laptop. Dan had gotten me access to the Bedford Company mainframe computer and their employee records folder. The face-recognition program he’d lent me had spit out three possible matches to the blurry photo I had of the man who was possibly my angelic father. But—because my life often sucks…and hard—only two of the possibilities actually had photos for me to compare.


    The missing mug turned out to be none other than the CEO of The Bedford Company. Of course it did. Apparently, he wasn’t required to submit a photo. And since the program couldn’t eliminate him, it listed him as a possible match. Not exactly damning evidence.


    I needed a picture to show Eli. I needed a picture to see for myself if he was the same Fallen from last summer. But just in case I was totally wrong, I wanted to check out the other two as well. See if I could figure out where they were twenty-four years ago, see if there was anything weird about them.


    Weird, in this case, was a good thing. It meant that they might not be human, and not human would likely mean fallen angel. Finding Daddy dearest was the only way I’d be free of all this angel-and-demon crap and have half a shot at a normal relationship with Dan—if I could convince him to give us another try. That’s all I wanted. I was almost positive about that.


    Still, I didn’t see why I couldn’t cyberstalk these guys while catching some rays at Pittsburgh’s Point State Park, and listening to the live bands they had playing for the regatta. But I wouldn’t get anywhere if I was busy doing free readings for every half-naked boat freak who recognized me.


    Unfortunately, however, a potential client also meant money, and I certainly wasn’t allergic to that.


    I slid my wide-rimmed sunglasses down to the tip of my nose and squinted up at the half-dressed couple from my beach towel. “Madame Hellsbane. Yep. That’s me.”


    The girl jabbed her elbow into her guy friend’s ribs and smirked. “See, I told you.”


    The guy gave a halfhearted shrug, unaffected. They were both about nineteen, maybe twenty. He was cruisin’ the park in his Bermuda bathing suit bottoms—buff, muscled chest bare—and she had her tiny, red bikini top and jean short-shorts. If they were dating, it wouldn’t last long. They were both trying way too hard to attract attention—anyone’s attention.


    “Can you tell me if my boyfriend is going to propose to me this weekend?” the girl asked.


    I looked from her to the guy next to her and back again. “I take it this isn’t your boyfriend?”


    “No.” She snorted, though the guy didn’t look nearly as amused. “This is Jamie. My boyfriend is Mike. He’s way hot. He drives a Mustang. Jamie drives his mom’s minivan.”


    “I told you, that’s only temporary.” Poor Jamie’s tan cheeks flushed.


    The girl shrugged and focused on me. “So can you?”


    I pushed my sunglasses up and folded my legs yoga-style. “Call him.”


    “Huh?” she said.


    “Call your boyfriend on his cell.” I set my laptop beside me. “I need him to be thinking of you to get a reading.” I didn’t really. I could follow her thoughts of the guy to him, but it would speed things up if he were already thinking of her when I searched for specific answers.


    She pulled a pink cell phone from her back pocket but didn’t look like she wanted to use it. “What do I say?”


    “Anything. Say hi. I don’t know,” I said. “Whatever. Tell him it’s you. That should be enough.”


    “Don’t do it, Katie,” Jamie said, crossing his arms under his thick pecs. “He told you he’d be studying. Besides, this kind of thing is just a scam anyway.”


    I glared at him despite the fact that he couldn’t see my eyes behind my dark glasses. “You guys interrupted my day to ask for a free read, not the other way around. You don’t like the way I do it, go find another psychic trying to get a decent tan somewhere in the park.”


    He huffed with a quick pfft…and looked away while Katie dialed Mike.


    Just for shits and giggles I opened my senses to Jamie. Something had him wearing a sourpuss, and I couldn’t help nosing around in the top layer of his thoughts to find out what.


    His thoughts screamed through my head as easily as if he’d been projecting them through a bullhorn. Finally, a whole day without that douchebag making her nuts and this crazy chick tells her to call him. Jeezus, I hope he’s really studying. This could go bad fast. Katie doesn’t deserve this shit.


    “Mike?” Katie said into her cell phone and her gaze flicked to mine. “It’s me…Katie. I uh…just wanted to say hi and um, see how the studying was going.”


    Katie’s thin, sculpted brows creased and a few seconds of awkward silence passed. “Mike? What was that? Is there someone at the apartment with you?”


    I closed my eyes and called on my power, reaching deep inside me to that swell of energy that wasn’t human but was as much a part of me as my arms and legs and heart. Like the nylon string of a fishing pole I cast my power out, following the mental connection from Katie across the city to Mike—finding her words, her name, her image echoing through his mind. Once I’d found him he was as easy to read as if he was standing at my side…at least it was easy for me.


    God, did she really hear Amy laughing? Mike thought. Shit, I seriously don’t feel like dealing with her paranoia. Thank God, Amy’s not like that. Maybe if Katie trusted me a little more I wouldn’t have to cheat just to get a break from her crazy shit.


    I closed my mind to the dirtbag before I caught an STD or something. “You can hang up.”


    Katie blinked at me, nodding, “Sss…sorry, honey. I’ll call you later and explain.”


    She hung up and slipped her phone back into her pocket, flashing a hopeful smile. “So is he? Is he going to propose to me this weekend after he takes his last final?”


    Jeezus, I hope not. My gaze flicked to Jamie, and a hunch had me reaching out to his thoughts again.


    That jerk doesn’t deserve her. I’d have cut him loose a long time ago if it weren’t for her. What the hell makes him so special? Why can’t she go for a decent guy like me?


    Why’s this Hellsbane chick staring at me like that? “What?”


    It took a half second to realize he’d said it aloud. “Oh. Nothing.” I looked back at Katie. “To answer your question…I don’t know.”


    Jamie snorted. “Knew it.”


    I ignored him. “I do know that if he does pop the question, I’d advise that you think long and hard before you give him an answer.”


    “Why?” Her big, long-lashed, eyes blinked slowly.


    “Because driving a Mustang doesn’t necessarily make him a good husband. And because there just might be someone better for you out there.” I glanced at Jamie. “Someone who’s just waiting for you to notice him. Someone closer than you think.”


    Katie followed my head turn, her skinny brows going high just as my phone rang. I dug it out of my bag and saw the number. “Sorry, guys. I’ve gotta take this.”


    I thumbed the accept button. “Hey, Dan. What’s up?”


    “Nothing good,” he said. He was using his cop voice—cold, emotionless. “There’s been an…incident. I need you to meet me.”


    My stomach did that weird quivering thing it does when my sixth sense kicks in telling me things were about to get dicey. “Sure. Where?”


    §


    After having spent the last hour answering the questions of Detective Ed Yearly, who just showed up on my doorstep flashing his badge and saying things like official police business, and ongoing investigation, like I was a perfect stranger, I got a call from Dan telling me to meet him downtown at the bus terminal. I still wasn’t sure what was going on when I parked in the lot outside of the Greyhound bus terminal and walked through the front doors only to be stopped a few steps in by Dan’s buddy, Officer Weinbaum.


    “Hey, Larry. Dan called me down. What’s going on?” My gaze skipped past him to the cluster of cops at the door to the bus bay outside, then farther down the terminal to where several other cops had separated witnesses to get statements.


    “Ms. Hellsbane. Yeah. I’ll let Officer Wysocki know you’re here. He’ll fill you in. Have a seat.” He gestured to the molded plastic seats along the wall, as he squeezed the trigger button on his shoulder-mounted walkie-talkie. “Wysocki. She’s here.”


    Ms. Hellsbane? That probably wasn’t a good sign. Crap. I kinda hoped I’d win Dan back before we started dividing up the friends. “Larry, what happened? What’s all the fuss about? Give a girl a little heads-up.”


    “Just have a seat, ma’am.”


    “Um, okay. Whatever I can do to help, Officer.” I smiled at him and took a seat, trying to ignore the feeling that I was being treated like a suspect.


    I looked back down the long terminal—the florescent lights overhead washing everything in a sickly light. One by one I met cop eyes before they turned away. Everyone getting a good look at the She Larry had announced was here.


    Perfect. I straightened, crossed my legs, and folded my arms, head high. Then I found an interesting spot on the wall across the aisle from me to study.


    “Emma.”


    “Dan.” I flinched, then sighed in relief, happy to see a trusted face. I pushed to my feet. “What on earth is going on? No one will tell me anything and you sounded so…official over the phone.”


    “There’s been a murder,” he said. “At least we think it was murder. Several actually. Truthfully we don’t know what the hell happened.” He huffed, exasperated. “Just follow me. See for yourself.”


    My stomach clenched, sixth sense kicking into high gear. We walked down the terminal toward the doors to the bus bay. The small cluster of cops and witnesses moved aside, staring as we passed. Curiosity got the better of me and I called up my power, tapping into the cloud of thought floating through the ether inside the terminal.


    She’s the one, someone thought.


    That’s Madame Hellsbane, the woman from the ad, came another person’s thoughts.


    Do the cops think it’s her fault? Did she kill them?


    They’re all connected to her.


    Those are the ugliest shoes I’ve ever seen.


    I refused to glance down at my vintage moccasins and followed Dan through the glass door. There were more cops standing around outside and at least five marked cars—lights flashing, engines idling in the large covered bus bay.


    The Greyhound terminal was normally loud with the constant coming and going of buses. But this time there were only two parked in the long spots—one nearest the terminal doors—windows dark, engine off—and one at the far end. Unlike the nearer bus, the other bus had its internal lights on, and inside a light flashed every few seconds from the police photographer’s camera.


    I could see him and at least two other men inside the bus as we neared—one talking, the other taking notes. But there was something splashed inside the windows making it harder to see through in spots.


    Dan stopped at the bus door—one foot resting on the first step, his latex-gloved hand gripping the silver bar railing. He looked back at me and dug a set of blue crime-scene gloves from his back pocket and shoved them in my direction. “Put these on. I should warn you, this is bad. Real bad. I’m only showing you because I think it might have something to do with your…area of expertise and I thought you might get a better…I don’t know, read on it if you were at the scene.”


    I swallowed hard and nodded as I slipped on the thin rubber gloves. Everything inside me screamed to turn around and walk away…run away, but I followed Dan up the black nonslip steps and turned just as he stepped aside into the front seat. Suddenly I had an unobstructed view and I almost puked.


    “You okay?” he asked.


    My hand to my mouth, I forced the bile out of the back of my throat and did my best to nod. The three officers I’d seen from outside looked up at the sound of Dan’s voice and took it as a cue to leave. I sidestepped into the driver’s seat as they filed past, gripping the privacy shield behind the seat to keep my knees from giving out.


    The men’s quick retreat brought the odor of rancid meat in an invisible wave behind them. The stench wafted over me, and my stomach protested again, shooting bile up my throat, making me swallow it back.


    “Sorry about the smell,” Dan said. “The bus was left running with the air on, but it’s pushing eighty-five out there today and the records show that this bus got in last night. Doesn’t take long for a dead body to start decomposing.”


    I nodded again and forced myself out from behind the driver’s shield. God, I didn’t want to see this. How could this have anything to do with me? I hunted fallen angels, demons, creatures that bled white mist or black ooze.


    There was so much blood.


    I stopped at the second row of seats, any farther and I’d step in something I didn’t want to identify. I counted twelve victims—the nearest sat alone at the window in the third seat, most of the others were farther back side by side. All of them were headless.


    “What the hell happened?” I wasn’t positive that I’d said it aloud until Dan answered.


    “We’re not sure. Our techs have gone over the surveillance tape a hundred times, but they still can’t make sense of it,” he said. “One minute they’re each sitting there alive and the next, the video goes white. When it comes back, they’re like this. Coroner says their heads exploded from the inside out.”


    “What did the other passengers see?”


    “There weren’t any. Twelve passengers and twelve dead bodies,” he said, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the carnage.


    “What about the driver?”


    “We’re looking for him,” he said. “For now, we’re guessing he parked the bus and took off. Didn’t report in. Didn’t talk to anyone and so far no one has seen him.”


    “You said the video goes white.” A possibility itched at the back of my brain. “You mean it cut off?”


    He shook his head. “No. It went white, like overexposed film. You see this white orb in the middle of the screen and it flashes outward until the whole screen whites out. A minute and a half later it shrinks down and then disappears.”


    “Can I see it?”


    He looked away for a second, thinking, then nodded. “Yeah, I guess. But there’s something else I have to talk to you about first.” He hiked a shoulder to talk into his walkie-talkie. “Rizzo, bring the laptop and video out here.”


    His somber tone sent a shiver down my back, and I realized the horror scene in front of me wasn’t the end of this bad dream. “What else is there?”


    “We found this on one of the victims.” For the first time I noticed he was holding a paper evidence envelope. He opened it and pulled out a newspaper clipping and held it up for me. “Don’t touch it. Just read.”


    I did, and instantly recognized the familiar text. “Intuitive Consciousness Explorer. Explore your past, present and… This is my ad.”


    “Is it?” he asked. “Keep reading.”


    “Don’t pay for the answers you want. Get the answers you need from Madame Hellsbane,” I read, pausing when the text went off script. “Specializing in aiding angelic ascension. Discount rates for those who have already completed the induction cleansing offered by the spiritualist Richard Hubert. Call for an appointment…” The rest of the text was mine except for the last digit in the phone number was a two instead of a three.


    I looked at Dan. “I didn’t write this, and the number’s wrong.”


    He exhaled and slipped the clipping back into the envelope. “I didn’t think so. We checked with the paper. They don’t have any record of you calling or sending in an updated ad. They insist the ad they printed didn’t have the extra text about Hubert. And they have no explanation for why the paper they printed isn’t the same as the one that was distributed. As far as we can tell, your ad is the only discrepancy.”


    “Peachy.” My gaze drifted back over the bloody scene, the decimated bodies. I swallowed hard, trying not to breathe through my nose. My hands were shaking, but I wasn’t sure if it was from nerves or the nausea churning through my stomach.


    “We called the number,” Dan said. “It was a recorded message. Mechanical voice. Said ascension appointments were being taken yesterday only on a first-come-first-serve basis. Anyone interested was to come to your new location. But the address it gave was the parking lot in front of Saint Anthony’s Chapel in Troy Hill. This bus was to make several stops. Most of them are in Troy Hill.”


    “She didn’t make it to Troy Hill.” I said.


    “Who?”


    “Whoever had that ad.”


    “Emma, none of them made it.”


    “What do you mean none of them?” I asked. “They were all answering the ad?”


    Dan shrugged and looked back over the bus. “We’ve confirmed that five of them called the number. Still ID’ing the rest, but I’m betting this was a targeted attack. We just don’t know why they were targeted.”


    I do, I thought, but I just nodded and kept the info to myself.


    “Wysocki,” Officer Rizzo said from outside the bus. “Got the laptop.”


    Dan gestured for me to follow him and I beat him to the steps. I wanted to be anywhere but on that bus. Mike Rizzo’s stout frame dwarfed the laptop in his thick hands. He was the shortest, most round guy I knew.


    “Thanks, man,” Dan said, taking the computer from him. “I’ll show her.”


    Mike gave him a nod, his brown eyes shifting to me. They were the same cold, cop eyes Larry Weinbaum had given me when I first arrived. Did they really think I’d done this, or even had a hand in it somehow? I couldn’t believe that. But I could see how it looked. It was my ad that brought these people here, whether it’d been tampered with or not. Why wouldn’t they be suspicious?


    Dan turned the laptop around and I helped hold it while he jabbed the enter button to start the playback. Just as he’d described, the scene showed the twelve victims—all healthy and alive—staring out the window, reading, one looked like she might actually be asleep. And then a tall man with long, bloodred hair stepped into view.


    “There. See?” Dan said pointing at the screen. “There’s the white light. Now watch. It moves down the aisle and right before it gets to the nearest passenger…”


    I glanced at Dan. Had he not recognized Fred from behind…or had he not even seen him step on board? All he saw was the light. I looked back to the screen and watched the scene play out exactly as he described. But instead of a white light moving down the aisle I watched Fred step up to the first victim. He reached out to the thirty-something woman, her tired face swinging up to his, her messy blond ponytail swishing with the movement. The angel touched a single finger to her forehead and the woman’s eyes went wide. There was an instant of pain registering on her face and then her head just exploded.


    I flinched and looked away. I couldn’t watch. The bastard. Why had he done this? He’d used me to draw these poor people to him only to slaughter them in cold blood.


    “What?” Dan asked. “Are you seeing something I’m not?”


    “It’s…” I started to describe what I saw, but then thought better of it. At the end of the day Dan was still a cop. He’d want answers. He’d want to get the bad guy and right now I wasn’t sure how to define the term.


    I shook my head. “No. I just…I can imagine what’s happening.”


    “Well it only lasts a minute and a half,” he said. “Watch.”


    I looked back in time to see that Fred had picked up his pace considerably. He’d killed ten of the twelve passengers and I glanced away again before witnessing the last two murders.


    “There. Now it’s back and they’re all dead,” Dan said. “Can you explain that?”


    “Not in a way that you’d want to put in writing and sign your name to,” I said. “Were any of them marked?”


    “An illorum mark?” Dan shook his head. “No. Why?”


    “Just checking.” They hadn’t been claimed by either side. “I’ll look into it. I think I know how to make sure this doesn’t happen again. But I have to go now.”


    “I can make sure it doesn’t happen again by catching the son of a bitch who did it.” The vein on the side of Dan’s neck was starting to bulge. This was really pushing his buttons—maybe it wasn’t the only thing.


    “I know. But you’re not going to be able to solve this one,” I said. “You can’t catch the…thing that did this. Just trust me when I tell you, something has gone seriously wrong. I have to talk to Eli. I’ve got to meet with the Council.”


    Dan huffed, clearly frustrated. “Right. Whatever, Emma. But you’re not going anywhere until you come down to the station and answer some more questions.”


    “Seriously?”


    He started at me for half a beat, his face the picture of a man at the end of a rapidly fraying rope, and said, “Yes. Seriously.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seventeen


    “Innocent people are being killed, Eli, not to mention the fact that I’m a friggin’ murder suspect. Mur-der. Get it? I want to talk to the Council.”


    Eli leaned a shoulder against the archway to my kitchen, watching me spread the “PB” of my PB&J. “They have nothing but circumstantial evidence. You didn’t kill those people. They cannot convict you of the crime.”

    I turned, waving the butter knife. “Ya’think? You have any idea how many people get convicted on circumstantial evidence every day?”


    “No.”


    Technically speaking, neither did I. “Well, it happens. Trust me. Anyway, that’s beside the point. Fred’s gone crazy, killing innocent people. And he’s using me to do it. I thought I’d gotten through to him at the hotel when he went after that woman in the elevator. But now he really has to be stopped. I have to speak to the Council.”


    “Fraciel would argue that they are not innocent. He learned from your physical response to an awakened nephilim how to sense them. He would not have harmed them if they had not had their powers unleashed by Rifion.”


    “I’m still not convinced the gibborim are only being made from last year’s cult followers. I think someone else is messing with these nephilim—another Fallen. I don’t know, but either way that wasn’t the deal.” I slapped the loaded peanut-butter slice onto the jelly half and slashed the unsuspecting sandwich down the center. “I agreed to teach him how to sense gibborim—people who were purposely using their power against seraphim and illorum. The people he’s going after haven’t done anything wrong.”


    “I agree with you, Emma Jane, but you must trust me, there is little that can be done about it.” Eli pushed off from the doorway and crossed the small kitchen to me. He snagged the other half of my sandwich and took a sniff, then a nibble. Wide eyes swung up to me. “Oh. My apologies. May I?”


    I tried not to laugh. It was like he was becoming more human by the minute. “It’s yours.”


    “Thank you.” He swallowed another bite and continued. “Fraciel is an envoy to the Council of Seven. He works by their direct command. I doubt there is anything you could tell them that they do not already know.” He waved his sandwich half at me. “This is good.”


    “Right? Food of the Gods.”


    “No. But it’s still good.” He took a bigger bite.


    “Yeah, well the thing about orders is there’s always room for interpretation. From what I’ve seen, the Council trusts its envoys to keep an eye on things. Which means Fred is pretty much free to interpret orders however he wants. I just can’t accept that they meant for him to start slaughtering innocent people for things they might do.” I grabbed two glasses from the cupboard next to the sink and poured us milk to help wash down the peanut butter.


    “It’s immaterial. The Council does not meet with humans, particularly impure humans, except by the command of Father.” Eli took his glass, following me to the table.


    We sat at opposite ends, the four-foot-long table still keeping us close. “But the Council will take a meeting with you. That’s all I’m asking. Get a meeting with them and I’ll crash it.”


    Eli chewed the last bite of his sandwich, staring vacantly at his glass. After a final swallow, he chugged the milk, never once meeting my eyes.


    With the faintest milk mustache, he set down his glass and sighed. “Okay. I’ll do it.” His pale blue eyes lifted up to me. “Plan what you want to say. Be respectful, quick, and precise. This is likely to be the only shot you’ll have.”


    “Way ahead of you,” I said, finishing my milk and wiping my own milk mustache with the back of my hand. “I know exactly what I want to say to those guys.”


    §


    I’m not sure if it was Eli’s reluctance or the Council’s that delayed the meeting for another six hours. But it was nearly five o’clock before Eli told me where to meet him.


    With zero warning, he placed the image in my mind—a red line leading from my front door to him like MapQuest. I called my power, focused my thoughts, and took a step. With my next step I crossed the polished floor of the Polaris Fashion Place mall in Columbus, Ohio.


    “A mall, seriously?” I asked Eli, who stood next to the Auntie Anne’s Pretzel place at the edge of the food court. “The Council of Seven archangels is meeting here? In the food court?”


    Eli’s worried eyes scanned the throngs of loitering teenagers. “Yes. Whether they are exposed to one human or hundreds, their discomfort is the same.”


    “Wait. They know I’m coming?” Way to bust me.


    “I cannot lie to the Council of Seven, Emma Jane.” His attention focused toward the back of the food court, just in front of the entrance to The Great Indoors store, right next to the Chick-fil-A booth.


    “Right. Well, if being among us lowly humans is so distasteful, why do it at all?”


    Eli’s gaze swung back to me, confusion etching faint lines across his brow. “Because they love humanity. And because Father asks it of us. Being so near to humans is uncomfortable because our love for humans threatens to overpower our love for Father. That internal battle is not a pleasant experience.”


    “If you say so.” Fred was running around killing innocent humans. If that was how the Council’s envoy reacted to love, I didn’t want to see how the Council members themselves expressed the emotion.


    “They’re here,” Eli said, staring off in the direction of the Great Indoors store again.


    I tried to follow his line of sight, but Eli was nearly a foot taller than me. All I could see were clusters of tall, lanky, pubescent bodies everywhere I looked.


    “Ugh, teenagers.” Air-conditioning, shopping, and food…if hunting and tagging teenagers ever became a legal sport, the mall would be the perfect hunting grounds. Not that I would want to hurt the little darlings.


    “Follow me,” Eli said, and he vanished. At least it looked like he’d vanished to bystanders, if they bothered to notice. My eyes tracked the blur of Eli as he zigzagged around tables and gaggles of teenagers.


    I moved fast enough to keep up, arriving at the table half a heartbeat later. The seven men looked up—seven sets of angelic eyes focusing on me at exactly the same time. It was like stepping from a warm sauna into a blizzard, the sensation stealing my breath. “Whoa.”


    Eli threw a glare my way and whispered, “Emma Jane, a little respect.”


    “Sorry.” I had the urge to curtsy or bow or something, but instead I just lowered my head, shifting my gaze to the table. “Your…honors.”


    What do you call archangels? Sir? Holiness?


    It didn’t matter. I couldn’t think straight. Their eyes were burned into my brain so white they practically glowed. The moment I shifted my gaze away, my thoughts raced, trying to remember any other detail of their appearances. It was useless. I just couldn’t stop thinking of those stark white eyes.


    The guy in the center looked at Eli. “You were right, brother. She is special.”


    The distracting white glow of their eyes had just…changed. “You look so…average.”


    They looked like a normal group of college-age guys now, sitting around the mall food court eating dinner. There was nothing special about them. Their eyes were normal—varying shades of blue, green, and the guy on the far left actually had brown eyes.


    “Unlike your magister, the physical forms you perceive aren’t real. Think of it as a kind of mass delusion controlled by our power and therefore quite easy to alter as we like,” the guy in the middle said.


    Of the group he was the best-looking, though not as hot as Eli. He had an athletic build, short, brown hair, deep blue eyes, and a prominent nose that fit his face. The five-o’-clock scruff along his jaw didn’t hurt either.


    “But a second ago I saw your eyes. They were…glowing,” I said.


    “Yes. It is impressive that you were able to see through our illusion for even an instant.”


    I glanced from him to the other six men. I wouldn’t peg any of them as angels, let alone archangels. They wore jeans and sneakers, two of them were in cargo shorts, and they all had some sort of piercing or tattoo showing. They were fairly big guys—not linebacker big, but healthy twentysomething men. They blended perfectly into the mall crowd. I guess that was the point.


    But the longer I looked, the more I noticed the telltale features of pure seraphim. How could I have missed the larger hands and long fingers, the sharper bones, the bigger eyes and oddly long limbs? Fred had once implied that their extreme features were perfection because that’s how God had created them. It seemed even archangels weren’t above pride in what they perceived as perfection.


    “So you guys are the real deal?” I asked just to be sure. “The Council of Seven? Seven archangels?”


    The archangel in the center smiled and for a split second he was breathtaking. “You may call me Michael. This is Saraqael, Raguel, and Remiel.” He gestured to the three seated to his left. Before he could introduce the men on his right, the blond on the end spoke.


    “You may call me, Raphael.”


    The sandy-haired angel next to him said, “I am Uriel.”


    Then after an awkward pause the dark-haired man scowling next to Michael said, “Gabriel.”


    “It’s an honor to meet you,” I said grinning like a sixteen-year-old at a Twilight premiere. “Seriously. I mean, I can’t believe—”


    “Do you suppose for even an instant that we do not know what you want, nephilim?” Gabriel said. He leaned forward and pushed his soda cup out of the way so that he could brace his forearms on the table. “You have tormented our brother to such a degree that he has lost all reason, and now you presume to request an audience with us. Worse, so brutally have you weakened him that he thought it worth the insult to expose us to your presence.”


    My mouth snapped shut.


    “It is not because of Emma Jane that I requested the audience,” Eli said, stepping up beside me. “Fraciel has taken great liberties with your orders. He—”


    “Fraciel is a former envoy of the Council,” Gabriel interrupted. “He was my voice specifically—the physical presence of my will on earth. I trust that he understands the precise intent of the task we have set before him. He is fully aware of the potential Armageddon your weakness has permitted to evolve. He, and I, pay for it as we speak. And I, for one, am more convinced than ever that the allowances we have afforded you have done more harm than good.”


    Eli stiffened. “I appreciate your concern for me, brother, but my mind is not so addled by human exposure that I would bear false witness against Fraciel. He has killed innocent humans.”


    “He has not,” Gabriel said.


    “Yes he has,” I blurted and instantly regretted the brain fart.


    The angel’s attention snapped to me and rage burned like hellfire in his eyes. Michael touched his brother’s arm, and the angry glint in Gabriel’s eyes dimmed.


    “Tell us, Emma Jane,” Michael said.


    It was an effort to tear my gaze from the fuming man next to him, like taking your eyes off a crazed gunman. “I saw a video recording of Fred, I mean Fraciel, killing twelve people—”


    Gabriel huffed and settled back in his chair, arms knotting across his chest as though the video proved nothing. Michael patted his shoulder. “Hear her out.”


    “Why?” Gabriel said. “She lies. She could not have seen a video of a seraph. Humans aren’t capable of—”


    “She is,” Eli said. “I have seen what her mind has processed. She was able to see through the effect of Fraciel’s spirit on their technology and perceived him ending the lives of the twelve humans.”


    Gabriel’s lips pressed together, and his green eyes shifted to me, then back to Eli. “Fraciel was ordered to seek out and destroy the gibborim. The humans must’ve been that which he seeks.”


    “They weren’t. Not yet,” I said. “Their power had been tapped, but they hadn’t been marked and they hadn’t been…seduced by the dark side. They were just twelve people, who answered a stupid ad looking for answers or just help. And he killed them.”


    The archangel sighed, glancing away for a second. “Then he must have perceived some threat of which you are unaware.”


    “No,” I insisted. “He tried to kill another innocent woman yesterday. I sensed her power and he picked up on it and went after her. She wasn’t gibborim, but he was ready to kill her because of what she might one day do. He can’t do that.”


    “I can,” Fred said, suddenly beside me. “The people on that bus were not innocents. They were not human. Their conception was a sin against heaven and earth.”


    “The dormant nephilim are held in the same esteem as all humans,” Michael said.


    “Agreed.” Fred made a slight bow. “And should a nephilim’s power be unleashed they must commit to Father or be removed from the earth. By Father’s command, so shall it be done.”


    “Agreed,” Michael said with the same small nod.


    “But that’s not fair,” I said. “They didn’t even know what had been done to them. They didn’t know they had to be marked or be killed. And they weren’t even using their power.”


    “Would you have us wait until they did? Until they discovered the power they hold within them?” Fred asked. “Until they used that power to subjugate humanity?”


    I scoffed. “It wouldn’t ever come to that.”


    Fred huffed a laugh. “No?” He shook his head and looked back at Michael. “I have no time for this. It has happened again. There’s been another attack and the gibborim have killed another of our brothers. But this time, I captured the wicked creature before he could escape with Thiel’s sword. I was about to persuade him to call his master to me when I was”—he glared at me—“summoned.”


    “Thiel?” Remiel, the brunet with chocolate eyes, sat straighter. “Thiel has been returned to the divine ether?”


    Fred’s glare softened as he turned back to his brother. “Yes. I will find the demon responsible and rip him, and all his gibborim monstrosities, from life’s coil. No more of our brothers shall fall to this wickedness.”


    “Go,” Gabriel said. “Persuade the gibborim to cooperate.”


    “Wait.” I stepped closer to Fred. “I’m going with him. The gibborim, if he really is a gibborim, will be more willing to talk to me than a seraph. They think you guys just want to turn them against their fathers and oppress them. At least I share similar DNA to the guy.”


    Fred looked to Gabriel who then turned to Michael. The archangel nodded. “Take her. But Fraciel, do not forget that all life is sacred and it is not for you to interpret Father’s word. Leave that to us.”


    “Of course, brother.” The redhead made a small bow.


    “I’ll go with them,” Eli said.


    “No.” Michael flashed that breathtaking smile. “Thank you, Elizal. But we would like to speak with you. Privately, if you would be so kind. Fraciel understands our concerns and will conduct himself accordingly. Is that not true, Fraciel?”


    “Absolutely,” Fred said and threw a furtive smirk Eli’s way before vanishing.


    I had less than an instant to glimpse where Fred was headed before he was gone, and I glanced at Eli. “I can handle it. Thanks for backing me up.”


    And then I followed Fred.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eighteen


    I didn’t know dark until I stood on a back street of the Mumbai market in India. I couldn’t even see the body until I tripped over it.


    “Mind the illorum,” Fred said, not bothering to look back as he sidestepped a puddle. “His head’s over there somewhere.”


    I glanced in the direction he’d pointed, but I couldn’t see anything. “Are you just going to leave him there?”


    “What would you have me do?”


    “Return him to his family,” I said.


    The smell of urine and rotting food made my stomach churn. I stumbled after Fred, tripping over the rutted road—stepping around garbage and the occasional cow pie.


    “We have more pressing matters,” he said. “Come back for the body later if you like.”


    “Nice, Fred.” I made a mental note to figure out who Thiel’s illorum had been. I would come back for him.


    The back road was ten feet wide and flanked on both sides by walls of corrugated sheet metal. I knew from my glimpse into Fred’s mind that we were behind the marketplace, but it took a few seconds to realize the other side of the dirty corridor was made up of the outer walls of people’s homes.


    A soft light glowed between the gaps in a wood door and I caught a quick peek of a TV screen inside. My eyes finally adjusted and I noticed more slivers of light between the sheet metal walls, tarp-covered roofs, splintering wooden doors, and shuttered windows.


    “The gibborim is still alive?” I asked, trying to slow Fred’s pace so that I could keep up with him even though we were moving at human speed.


    “How else would I be able to persuade him to reveal his master? He’s just ahead.”


    “Who’s holding him?” I jogged, closing the distance between us.


    “I am,” he said—making a sharp left into a narrow passage between the market buildings. He stopped so suddenly I almost ran into him. I stepped away as he laced his hands behind his back and looked up at the side of the building. “I have returned, gibborim, as promised. Are you prepared to call your master or die for him?”


    I followed Fred’s gaze. “Dear God, Fred, what did you do?”


    The market buildings were two shaky stories high and at the very top, pinned to the wall like a bug, was a man bleeding profusely. Worse, he was upside down. My gaze followed the dripping blood to the ground, focusing on the spatters and small pool that had collected—so surreal.


    My fists clenched and I fought not to yell…or puke. “Get. Him. Down.”


    Fred’s head snapped to me. “He is gibborim.”


    “Yes, but we’re not. We’re better than this,” I said. “You’re torturing him. Either kill him or let him down.”


    His attention slowly swung back to the guy on the wall. “We use the methods we see fit. His power has been awakened, and he has made his choice. His life is forfeit. The gibborim will deliver the demon behind the killings or he will die…slowly.”


    “He’s barely conscious,” I said. “He can’t tell you anything if you’ve tortured him senseless. If you want me to help, let him down.”


    “I don’t.”


    “Don’t what?” I stared at Fred.


    “I do not want your help,” he said. “You are here because the Council commands it. Because they wish me to be a distraction between you and Elizal. I haven’t the time for it.”


    “Wha…?” Guilt and shame squeezed my chest. The Council didn’t trust us? They knew the feelings swirling between Eli and me, everything we fought to ignore and deny—everything I buried inside me to open my heart to Dan. My cheeks warmed. I couldn’t think about it. “I’m here because the Council is worried you’ve gone off the deep end and they want me to make sure it doesn’t cost you your nice, cozy seat back home.”


    “Cast out?” He scoffed, but there was a flash of doubt in his eyes. One of us didn’t have a clue what the Council really wanted. I hoped it was Fred, but I was starting to wonder if we were both in the dark.


    “Just let him down. Please. I can’t talk to him up there,” I said.


    “As you wish.” No sooner had the words left his lips than the guy on the wall dropped. He hit the dirt ground with a sickening thud and the crack of bones, his neck bending awkwardly as his body crumpled over it.


    The guy didn’t make a sound, and for three heart-stopping seconds I thought he might be dead. Then his hand moved and slowly he untangled his body, pushing up to slouch against the wall.


    He leaned his head back and a faint stream of light glinted off the blood oozing from a slash across his nose. It wasn’t the only wound—deep gashes bled on his arms and chest. He was missing a boot and his jeans were shredded with a dozen or more cuts and stained with blood. The blood clumped his hair, most of it standing stiffly on end from hanging upside down.


    None of the wounds were deep enough to kill him, but they couldn’t have felt good. “What’s your name?”


    The guy swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing with the effort. “Screw you,” he said, his voice raw.


    Fred laughed under his breath, but kept his mouth shut.


    “Dude, I just saved your butt and you’re going to give me attitude? Who’s calling the shots for you guys? How can we find him?”


    “You didn’t save me. You just delayed the inevitable,” the gibborim said. “All these guys know how to do is kill and destroy. It’s why they were created. They’re good at it. See?” He held his hands out for a half second to show the countless wounds, before the effort seemed too much and he dropped them to the ground again.


    “And your guy is all about love and hugging out your differences?” I asked.


    He snorted. “Yeah. Somethin’ like that. He does love us, though. You too, if you’d come to your senses. That’s why he’s helping us claim our birthright.”


    “Your birthright as a nephilim?” I asked.


    “I’m talking about heaven. These holy pricks would rather see us dead than walking those hallowed halls. We’re the perfect melding of God’s greatest creations and they’re the ones still holding the keys. That doesn’t piss you off? The way they treat you, like you’ve got some kind of disease?”


    It did, but I liked to think it was more their problem than mine. And they weren’t all like that. “Hadn’t noticed.”


    “Right,” he said, flashing a weak smile. “Well, don’t worry about it. The Coming will change everything.”


    I hadn’t heard the phrase since I read it scrawled in blood across the apartment wall during the first attack. “The Coming? That was Rifion’s plan. He wanted to make his own heaven on earth, complete with empowered nephilim for angels. You guys still working that plan?”


    He shook his head. “Rifion didn’t know Jack-shit. He was a punk. Believed his own press. The Coming is the way—the promise. When the children of perdition come into their power and devour the usurpers of their birthright.”


    “Is that right? Wow, dream big.” Clearly hanging upside down had not done the guy any good.


    “Whatever.” He worked another hard swallow. “Ask him. He knows. They all know we can do it. Why do you think they’re freaking out so much?”


    “Enough.” Fred’s tone was sharp, but he didn’t yell. “The gibborim is stalling. If you are not going to extract the information we need, Emma Jane, step aside and allow me.”


    “Emma Jane? That’s your name?” the guy asked, his body tensing.


    “Yeah. Why?”


    His gaze flicked from me to Fred and back again and then he shook his head, slouching. “Nothing.”


    Fred flicked a finger at the gibborim and a fresh cut sliced across his cheek from ear to chin. The guy jerked, grimacing, but otherwise didn’t make a peep.


    “Answer the question,” Fred said and flicked his finger again, opening a matching wound on the man’s other cheek. “What do you know about this woman? Why did you ask her name?”


    The angel raised a finger, but the guy stiffened. “Wait. Okay—okay. We were told not to touch her. That’s all. She’s not to be hurt.”


    “Why?” Not that I was complaining. But why would a demon or a Fallen want to protect me? There’d only been one other time when a Fallen had even shown the slightest hesitation in attacking me. But what would the CEO of the Bedford Company have to do with the gibborim and the attacks on magisters?


    He shook his head. “I don’t know.”


    Fred flicked his finger again and a quick line of blood sliced up his neck to his chin.


    “Ow! I don’t know—I swear,” he said. “I figured maybe she was a great fighter or something. They want her on our side. I don’t know why.”


    “Who told you not to hurt me?” I asked. “Was it Bariel?”


    His eyes opened a fraction wider, but then he looked away to hide his expression. “Forget Bariel. You wanna know the truth? Help me kill the seraph and I’ll take you to a man who can change your world. He says he’s been waiting for you. Says you’re getting close, but he wants you to come to him on your own.”


    “What?” I closed my thoughts to Fred, my mind spinning. Was he talking about my father? Was I right? Was he behind all of this, the attacks, the sword thefts, the deaths? My stomach roiled. He was waiting for me?


    Fred sniffed, impatient. “Call him to us and Emma Jane will discuss her options.”


    “Right. You don’t call this guy,” the gibborim said. “He calls you. He’s a living God. And even if he would come, I’m not worthy of his personal aid. Besides, if there’s even a chance he could be at risk, it’s my duty to protect him—to trade my life for his safety.” He shook his head. “No. I’d rather die than risk betraying him.”


    “Very well.” Fred closed the distance before I could consider why he’d moved. He leaned down and pressed a finger to the gibborim’s forehead.


    The guy’s whole body bucked and his eyes rolled back in his head. He went limp and a second later, blood trickled from his ears, eyes, and nose.


    “What’d you do?”


    Fred looked at me like I was slow and drew his sword. “I ended him.”


    “Why?”


    “He was not going to call the demon,” he said. “Father only suffers a nephilim to live whose power is dormant or used in his service.”


    The angel looked back to the dead man at his feet, and with one graceful swing, sliced his head from his body.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Ensuring he cannot be healed,” Fred said. “My time among you has already lessened my strength or I’d have done it with far less commonality.”


    I knew the gibborim had just killed an illorum and his magister. If I’d walked in on the fight, I wouldn’t have hesitated to take his head myself. But I’d been talking to him. I’d looked into his eyes, heard him laugh. It was different now. “I could’ve changed his mind.”


    “I disagree,” the angel said, his tone as neutral as it had always been.


    “Well, I might have at least gotten a name. We could’ve found out if Bariel really is the one in charge, or if there’s someone else. Someone stronger,” I said, my mind blocked to Fred as my thoughts turned to my angelic father and his possible connection to everything.


    Fred seemed to consider that for a moment then shrugged. “Perhaps. But it no longer matters. The gibborim already shared vital information that will turn the tide in these attacks.”


    “What information?”


    “That you are not to be touched,” he said. “You will be our secret weapon. For whatever reason, they want you to join them. We will use that desire to lure them to us.”


    “Right. I don’t think so.” I hated that he’d used me once already. He was crazy if he really thought I’d willingly let him do it again. “Besides, how were you planning on luring them, anyway?”


    “I believe if they think you are at risk, they will come to save you,” he said.


    “Assuming they want me badly enough to rescue me, they’d have to think I was about to die.”


    He leveled his sword at my neck. “Precisely.”


    My sword was in my hand before I realized I’d even reached for it. “You’re not really going to try to kill me?”


    “I must,” he said, like it should be obvious. “If they do not truly believe you are at risk, they will not come.”


    He swung, and I moved to block, clashing metal against metal. He tried again, striking hard, driving me back with each blow. He really was trying to kill me.


    Fred spun, his sword building momentum as it whipped around. Anger surged from deep inside me and I met his blade with my own. The impact rattled down my arms, vibrating through my bones. Ignoring the pain, I crouched, sweeping his legs with a lightning-quick kick.


    The tall angel dropped hard, his dark glasses flying off as his head snapped back, smacking against the solid dirt road. Fred had lost some of his power and speed since he’d started following me around but I still had only a fraction of an instant to bring the point of my sword to his neck. He froze, anger narrowing his white blue eyes, flaring his nostrils.


    A subtle shift of his muscles, too slight for a human to have noticed, told me he was going to make a move. I was ready.


    “Fraciel!”


    I looked up with Fred to see Eli standing at his head in front of me, sword in hand.


    “What are you thinking?” My ex-magister was furious. Hell, I was too. I pressed my sword so the point dented the pale skin of Fred’s neck.


    “I was thinking about the safety of my brothers.” Fred swallowed, the roll of his Adam’s apple forcing my blade to slice a fine red line. I didn’t much care. “One life to save millions.”


    “One life, no less precious than all the others,” Eli said.


    “Not this life, not hers.” Fred shifted his gaze to me and faster than I could react…he moved, getting to his feet to stand beside Eli. I stumbled forward, my sword point gouging a narrow hole into the hard road.


    “Her value will be realized by playing bait to the fiend who hunts our brothers,” Fred said.


    “It is not for you to decide how her life will be used in His service.” Eli growled, his hand tight around the hilt of his sword. He stepped closer to Fred. “Your thoughts were only of the gibborim and their demon master. You had no qualms against mortally wounding Emma Jane, if necessary, to lure them to you.”


    Fred sniffed a haughty breath. “No, I did not. If her death brought an end to the attacks on the righteous, then it would be an acceptable trade.”


    “Not for her,” Eli said. “And not for me.”


    Fred glanced down the narrow alley in one direction and then the other. The gleaming blade of his sword vanished, and he settled the hilt in an invisible sheath on his hip before it too disappeared. “Your loyalties are growing suspect, brother. You would be wise to search your logic and reason before you go too far and it is your neck at the end of an illorum’s sword.”


    He vanished before Eli could respond, not that I was sure he had a response. Eli sheathed his sword and turned to face me.


    “Thanks for the back up,” I said, putting away my own weapon. “But I had it handled.”


    “Is that how you saw it?”


    I might have taken the question as sarcasm if not for his worried expression. He wasn’t in the mood for jokes.


    “Agree to disagree,” I said glancing down at the lifeless body and then back in the direction where we’d left the dead illorum. “We should do something about these guys. Let their families know…collect the bodies. Fred was just planning to leave them. No cover up—nothing—just like the people on the bus.”


    “Come with me,” Eli blurted, clearly not listening to a word I’d said.


    “Okay, but can you help me with this first?”


    “No.” He threw an arm around my waist and jerked me hard against him. “We have to go…now.”


    And we did.

  


  
    


    Chapter Nineteen


    When we stopped and the world came into focus again, I shoved at Eli’s chest, pushing myself out of his arms. “What the hell, Eli? I feel like I just got kidnapped. You could’ve warned me. Or asked. I was trying to tell you I didn’t want to leave those guys there.”


    He reached for me, but then stopped himself with a frustrated exhale, hands fisting for an instant before dropping to his sides. “I’m sorry, Emma Jane. There was no time to waste. I relayed your concerns about the bodies before we left. They will be cared for.”


    I folded my arms, stubbornly trying to hold onto my annoyance. It was pointless. “Where are we?”


    He watched me walk toward the opened French doors before he answered. “Positano, Italy.”


    I stepped onto the balcony overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. The sun was just rising, lightening the early morning sky. Streetlights still twinkled through the maze of colorful houses that climbed the mountainside and spilled down to the sea. Far below, waves rushed over pebbled beaches and crashed against the stony cliffs. The sweet smell of blooming bougainvillea mixed with the crisp sea air scenting the breeze.


    A warm gust curled up over the wrought iron railing to rustle through my hair, and I turned back to Eli. “Why?”


    He hadn’t moved, standing in the middle of the hotel room. The honey-colored sconces glinted off the white, tiled floors and made the curls of his hair shine.


    “I’m going back. They’re sending me back to Father.” His voice was calm, but he looked shell-shocked, like he couldn’t breathe.


    I stepped back inside. “What do mean, back to Father? They’re not going to…I don’t know, unmake you, turn you back to ether, are they?”


    His lips twitched with the hint of a smile that vanished just as quickly. “No. I’m not returning to the divine ether. They’re sending me back home. Back to…heaven.”


    “For how long?”


    He rolled his shoulder, and his shock melted into anger. His jaw muscles flexed. “It doesn’t matter. Forever? Until all that lives and breathes on the earth today has long turned to dust.”


    All the air sucked from the room and I couldn’t breathe—couldn’t think. This wasn’t happening. They wouldn’t do this. They wouldn’t separate us…forever. I didn’t remember moving, I was just suddenly next to him. “When? Why?”


    “Because they love me,” he said looking down at me. He pressed his lips together, looking past me. “I was to leave the moment the Council told me. But I…I asked that I be allowed to see the earth and all its wonders one last time.”


    “And you came to me?”


    “I did,” he said.


    “You lied to the Council?”


    “No!” His gaze snapped to mine. “No. I just…I didn’t want you to think I’d abandoned you. And I wanted to tell you to be careful, to remember the things I taught you. I wanted to tell you…I wanted to say good-bye.”


    I searched his face, reality thickening in my throat. All that I felt for him, all that I’d been trying so hard to resist, so hard to deny swamped over me. Like a tidal wave rolling me over in its fast, frothy current, spinning my mind, my vision until I couldn’t see, couldn’t feel my own body. I stepped back. “They’re making you leave because of me.”


    “Yes.”


    “So go,” I said, hurt, angry, though everything inside me screamed for him to stay. Every muscle ached to grab hold of him—to keep him with me.


    Eli edged closer, reaching for my hands. “Not yet. I haven’t finished visiting all that I hold dear on this earth. The only thing I hold dear.”


    “But won’t they know you’re with me?” My hands were shaking. I couldn’t help it.


    Guilt darkened his expression. “I closed my mind to them as I did in Niagara Falls. It worked last time. They never realized. And they won’t be searching for me this time. Not yet. We…we have some time.”


    “I don’t understand. Have you fallen?” It didn’t make sense. I didn’t feel any differently. I should be able to tell if he’d turned his back on his brothers. It was part of being an illorum.


    “No. Not yet.”


    I must’ve still looked confused—and I was—because he went on. “The seraphim share thoughts freely but we are able to close our minds if we like without raising suspicion. What living thing doesn’t require a moment or two of quiet…of privacy? The act isn’t an indication that a seraph has fallen or even that he’s about to fall. And my brothers will not find it unusual that I’ve chosen to keep these last moments on earth to myself. There is only one act that precedes the fall—one final step that once taken can never be undone. I haven’t taken that step…not yet.”


    His words hung heavy in the air between us, like the stillness before a storm. His thumbs stroked the palms of my hands, raising goose bumps. My blood warmed, my body answering his.


    “So we have time,” I said, forcing a slow steadying exhale. We had time to say good-bye, time to say the things we hadn’t, time to be together.


    It was dangerous, yes. He was risking everything going against the Council to come see me. But he was my best friend, my teacher, my protector. He was my strength, my courage to stand against the evil I was born to fight. And surely we’d earned a moment together when we could pretend the rules didn’t apply. Hadn’t we? Just this one brief moment that would have to last us for the rest of eternity. We’d earned it.


    “It’s all right, Emma Jane.” He lifted a hand to stroke my cheek, and I looked up into his eyes. “There’s no need for you to worry. This was not an act of impulse. I have considered my actions and made my decisions with a clear, thoughtful mind. You’ve done nothing wrong. You will not. The decision is mine.”


    My thoughts spun with his words, reason screaming in my head telling me to argue—to say that he was wrong, that this wasn’t what he wanted. I should stop him, protect him even if it was from himself and from me. I couldn’t. I wanted this too much. I wanted him.


    Dan had been right all along and regret squeezed around my chest like an iron fist. I’d been so stupid, so blind to think I could fool him, to think I could fool myself. But that’s exactly what I’d been—a fool. He’d known me better than I knew myself and saved me from dishonor by forcing me to let him go.


    I watched Eli’s pale blue eyes drop to my mouth, watched his lips part, and held my breath as he drew closer. I closed my eyes, feeling the exquisitely soft press of his lips against mine. My belly quivered and the last thread of my resolve shredded.


    The tension that had been strangling him, holding him in check, was gone. His passion and desire poured into me, awakening my body like no mortal man ever could.


    At once my senses tingled, acutely aware of the gentle stroke of his tongue along my lips, the brush of his fingers against my breast. My mouth opened to him and I pressed into his touch.


    He moaned into my mouth, a quiet surrender that vibrated through my body to its core. Our kiss deepened, going beyond the barriers we’d held out of necessity, crashing through inhibitions, and giving way to the needs we’d denied for so long. I slid my hand behind his neck, holding him to the kiss, his downy hair soft between my fingers.


    His arms slipped around my back, gathering me to him. “Emma—” He breathed against my mouth.


    “We can’t do this,” I whispered back, kissing his soft, angelic lips and tasting the sublime sweetness of his skin.


    “I must,” he said. “It’s too late. I love you.”


    I stiffened in his arms, pulling away from his kiss though his embrace held firm. He’d said it a hundred times since we’d met. He loved me as he loved all humans. He loved me as he loved all illorum. But the tone, the anguish in his voice this time… I looked into his eyes, searching for meaning—for truth.


    “I love you,” he said again. “Emma Jane, God help me, I love you like I love no other.” He kissed me, soft and quick, stealing my breath, my words.


    What had I done? What had I done to this angel, this man? But I knew the answer. I had done nothing that I hadn’t already done to myself as well. “I love you, too.”


    And with no more warning than that he scooped me into his arms, cradling me against his chest and carrying me to the bed. As though I were made of smoke he laid me gently down, slipping in next to me, his gaze never leaving mine. Eli’s long, heavy frame lay next to me, his body warm and hard against me. Propped on his elbow, he stared down at me, his hand ghosting to the buttons of my silk blouse. His fingers fumbled, unfastening buttons one by one from the bottom up.


    My breath caught each time his knuckles brushed my skin, a hot flash of need crashing through my veins, warming between my legs. I watched his eyes, his desire burning fire into their icy-blue gaze. His eyes drifted from mine to take in the slow revelation of my body, his need so much like any man’s.


    With only one button left fastened between my breasts, he opened his hand on my stomach. His palm flat against my skin, long fingers splayed nearly spanning the width of my torso. After a moment of admiration he gathered his fingers and gently stroked my body, tracing the curves of my waist, testing the soft give of my belly.


    Goose bumps shivered over me from head to toe, each brush of his hand igniting a firestorm inside me. I held my breath, trembling, my bottom lip caught between my teeth, and closed my eyes, allowing him his maddening exploration.


    “I never imagined,” he whispered. “How could I have known?”


    Anticipation hammered at my heart, making each breath shaky and shallow. I put my hand on his, pausing the sweet, intolerable caress. “What? What didn’t you know?”


    His gaze flicked to mine. “That you would feel so…incredible. Already the thought of never touching you again is torture. How will I…? How can I leave?”


    His gaze fell to my bare belly, his fingers gently tracing over me as though he was trying to memorize the feel of me.


    Like a hard, unexpected smack, a singular, unavoidable truth crystallized in my brain. They’d been right. Dan, Fred, the Council, even Tommy. They’d warned me, but I wouldn’t listen—didn’t want to. I’d been corrupting Eli, tempting him with our feelings for each other, little by little weakening his resolve.


    I loved him—wanted him. I had from the start, from the moment I opened my eyes and found those heart-stopping, glacial-blue eyes staring back at me. I could admit that now, even if it was only to myself: I’d wanted this all along.


    God, I’d been so blind, so reckless, expecting Eli to keep himself in check for the both of us. And now…now it was nearly too late. I’d seduced an angel. My feelings, my desires didn’t matter. As much as it tore at my heart, as much as it would pain my body, I had to try and save him. I had to love him enough to give him one last chance to save himself…


    I put a hand to his cheek, drawing his attention back to my eyes. “It’s not too late. We can stop here—now. We should stop. We’ll fall asleep in each other’s arms like we have before and say good-bye later.”


    “Good-bye?” He made it a question, but I knew he wasn’t really asking. It was disbelief, a mystifying reality both of us struggled to understand. He shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t.”


    His lips still formed the words as he drew closer, mouthing the refusal even as he pressed a kiss. The words died off and desire swelled again, taking hold with a renewed force that brought his hand to my breast and his tongue stroking into my mouth. The last button of my blouse released, his hands hungrily pushing the silk fabric out of his way. He reached beneath me, deftly unfastening my bra, tugging it from my arms. I helped untangle myself from my clothes, sitting up to shrug off my blouse, discarding the bra.


    Eli waited patiently, watching in quiet amazement, his face an odd mix of desire and wonderment. He waited until I’d lain back, watching as I grew still. And then his oh-so male eyes traced down my neck to my chest, his hand drifting up to touch my breast, fingers following the under curve.


    Tentatively, he cupped my flesh in his big palm, his thumb brushing over the puckered nipple. My breath caught, his gentleness as maddening as any galloping passion. He brushed his thumb again then caught the hardening nub between his fingers.


    I inhaled sharply, and his gaze flicked to mine. He leaned down and took the nipple between his lips, tenderly at first, his tongue flicking, teeth lightly scraping. Then, as though desire won out over patience, he quickly suckled my breast into his mouth, drawing hard on the sensitive flesh.


    My back arched, pressing deeper into his mouth, wanting more, wanting it all. He released me, moving to the neglected side—teasing and suckling again. My reaction was the same, mind spinning, pleasure building to an uncomfortable pitch between my thighs.


    His kisses mapped over me, from breast to breast, down my belly and up each of my sides to my neck and lips. Each touch of his lips sent a fresh quake of heat over my skin, anticipation searing through my blood, liquefying my body. I wanted more.


    Instinct shifted my hand to his groin, wanting to feel the hard length of him against me. The moment my palm touched the fabric of his slacks, the material vanished beneath my hand and his hot flesh warmed against mine.


    I opened my eyes, my gaze trailing down his long, muscled frame—the shadowed lines of his abs, the swirl of dark hair that trailed further down to the patch of tight curls above his sex. He was all that an angel or man could hope to be. Long and thick, hard as stone, his body was ready for mine.


    His hips rocked and he moaned, his eyes fluttering closed, my name whispering on a breath through his lips. “Emma Jane.”


    “Eli…” I swallowed hard, trying to find the strength I needed, his words ringing through my thoughts. One final step that once taken can never be undone. “Are you sure?” I swallowed hard, trying to find the strength to deny my own need—to think of what was best for him. “Maybe we should stop now before it’s too late.”


    He opened his eyes and settled his hand over the top fastener of my slacks. “Not yet.”


    I exhaled, relief washing through me. I didn’t want him to stop—ever. Like a teenager struggling against the sensations thrilling through my body and the knotting fear of the unknown, I ached to linger in the moment, to push just a little farther, before turning back. I caught my bottom lip between my teeth, a gasp holding my breath.


    With an unseen flex of his power he removed what remained of my clothing, palm suddenly flat and hot against the lower half of my stomach. I laughed, nervous, surprised by the change.


    He smiled. “The way you respond to my touch… It’s…enticing.”


    My cheeks warmed. “This is crazy.”


    “Wonderfully so.” His fingers pressed further down my body, slipping through the curls above my sex, sliding between my legs. I opened for him, need demanding release, muscles flexing, growing slick and ready. He traced the soft, moist folds, exploring the most intimate parts of my body.


    My heart thundered like a freight train in my head, each light stroke of his fingers launching a fresh thunder of pleasure roaring through me. I arched into his touch, shifting my hips, coaxing, pleading with my body. I wanted him inside me, but he stopped short again and again, his finger tracing the tight opening to my sex, teasing then sliding back.


    I grabbed his wrist, stopping his caress. “Eli.” My breaths were too quick, frantic, my body blazing with need. “I can’t take this.”


    “But I like watching you,” he said. “The way your skin flushes, the way your muscles tighten, the way your expression wrinkles between your brows and your bottom lip catches between your teeth. Every move, every expression stirs an answering response inside me. It feels… I like the way watching you makes me feel.”


    He moved with the swift grace of an angel, centering his body over mine. Confident, he took my mouth with his, stealing my breath, my mind spiraling through the delicious feel of his strong male body flush against me. His weight and size spread my legs, and he settled between them.


    Need warred with reason in my mind, love battling logic. My body shifted of its own accord, settling him lower, his body a soft pressure against the entrance to mine.


    I hesitated, my hands on his hips, wanting to guide him into me, but knowing I should push him away.


    As though sensing my trepidation, he asked, “Do you love me?”


    “Yes.” I did love Eli. I loved him like I’d never loved anyone, like I would never love anyone again.


    “Then let me have you,” he whispered, leaning down to suckle the lobe of my ear into his mouth. “For you I forsake all else. May I have you?”


    I exhaled on a shaky breath, closing my eyes with the erotic sensation. Why would we have these feelings if we weren’t meant to be together? It was cruel. I couldn’t accept it—didn’t want to. I loved him. Nothing else should matter.


    His hand massaged my breast, desire churning like a growing storm inside me. Pleasure built, pressing against an invisible wall, threatening—promising—to topple my restraint. I closed my eyes. “Yes…”


    He rose up on one elbow, his hand bracing beside my shoulder. He looked down at me, his face so sure, so confident in his decision that my heart stuttered. His hips rocked forward, and he pushed his body deep into mine.


    Eli sucked in a hard, fast breath—his body stiffening, muscles snapping tight just as anticipation exploded into pleasure inside me. I pressed my head back against the pillows, luxuriating in the exquisite satisfaction rolling though my body, leaving an aching need for more in its wake.


    His weight shifted, rocking his hips back at the exact instant a white-hot pain seared across my wrist.


    “No,” I screamed and Eli glanced at the arm I’d tucked away from him. I knew what it meant, the warning sign that a Fallen was near, except this time it was Eli. He was Fallen.


    The step that once taken can never be undone. Tears stung my eyes, my heart breaking even as it overflowed with love for him.


    He grabbed my wrist—my mark burning like fire against my skin—and held it to the bed, the worst of the pain easing under his palm.


    “I love you.” He whispered the words over and over against my ear as he moved on top of me, stroking his body in and out of mine—leaving me boneless, breathless, and blissful. We made love long into the early morning, until the world fell away and it was only the two of us, Eli and Emma, man and woman, when sleep finally stole us away.


    Somewhere deep within me, where that part of me that was never human slept, a discomforting desire stirred. I was illorum, marked to hunt and banish the Fallen. The way a writer must write and an artist must draw, the desire to banish the Fallen was instinctive. It was there, tingling at the edges of my nerves, itching for me to do my duty. I ignored it, my love for Eli easily smothering all else. For me, Eli had turned his back on what he was, and I did the same for him.


    I awoke to the smell of bacon, eggs, and fresh-squeezed orange juice. Eli stood on the balcony with the small wrought iron table set beside him and dread suddenly hit my stomach like a lead weight.


    I scooted out of bed and grabbed the fluffy, white hotel robe from the hook on the back of the bathroom door. I knew he heard me moving in the room, heard the sound of my bare feet against the tile floor as I stepped out onto the balcony beside him, tying the robe. He didn’t move, didn’t look at me.


    “Morning.” I smiled up at him, putting on my bravest face. My body still hummed with the pleasure he’d given me, muscles low inside me still pulsing with satisfaction. And deeper still was the quiet bliss of having been touched by the sweetest love I’d ever known. But no matter how I fought to ignore it, guilt scratched a sore spot at the back of my soul like a rat searching for escape. I’d done the unimaginable. I’d destroyed an angel. I just couldn’t let the thought go.


    “Afternoon.” He stared out at the sea and the beachgoers far below.


    “Eli, I’m sorry. Please don’t hate me. I didn’t mean to—”


    He spun and grabbed me by the elbows. “Emma Jane, stop. Don’t apologize. I won’t have it. You have done nothing wrong.”


    I swallowed hard, searching his blue eyes. They were darker now—the color of the sea—and a knot of regret lodged at the back of my throat. “But I am sorry.”


    “I’m not,” he said and let go of my arms. “I realize now I had no choice. This was my destiny. You were my destiny. I love you, Emma Jane. That hasn’t changed. It can’t. I only regret the position I’ve put you in.”


    “What position?”


    “I was never meant to return home. I realize that now. I was destined to fall. Your duty demands you banish me.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t care. I won’t do it. I couldn’t.”


    “And yet you must,” he said. “I’m sorry, Emma Jane. If I could take this burden from you, I would.”


    “Shut up, okay?” I said. “There’s no one here telling me to take your head or anything. Just…just stop talking about it.”


    “They don’t know,” he said. “I closed my mind to them before we… There’s no tolling bell or angelic announcement when one of us falls. It’s a quiet passing. The bond is broken painlessly. They won’t realize I’ve fallen until they reach for me or until they see me. They’ll sense it then. They’ll know. And then they’ll turn their backs on me forever.”


    “So we just won’t let them see you,” I said, digging deeper and deeper into my comfy denial. “We’ll just stay right here…until the end of time.”


    He laughed, nervous, but the sound of it lifted some unseen weight on my chest. “We’ll stay…for a little while. Like I said, I’m not finished visiting with what I hold most dear in this world.”


    Eli pulled me into his arms and kissed me, the warm tingling feel exactly as it had been before. He was exactly as he had been before.


    Nothing had changed, I told myself, ignoring the tiny prickle of reality itching at the back of my brain. Nothing’s changed.


    “If we’re going to truly take this little vacation from reality, we might as well make the most of it. What would you like to do? What is your fantasy?” he asked. “The choice is yours. Anything you want.”


    “Seriously?” I asked, sounding far more lighthearted than I felt.


    “Of course.”


    “I wanna fly.” My smile widened at the thought. “I mean, for real—with wings and everything. Is that too corny?”


    “Yes. But I’ve been told I excel at corny.” With no more warning than that, an explosion of brilliant light flared out behind Eli. Within the light I could see the undulating shadow of feathers, his wings spanning over his shoulders, the tips brushing the patio floor. I reached out, expecting that my fingers would pass through the illusion, but instead brushed the softest down. Eli trembled at the touch.


    “You felt that?”


    His smile brightened. “Why wouldn’t I?”


    In that moment, with his wings shining behind him, his smile gleaming, and happiness filling his eyes, Eli was more beautiful than I’d ever seen him. He opened his wings, spanning twice as wide as he was tall, the intensity almost blinding.


    “Ready?”


    I nodded, breathless. “Uh-huh.”


    He turned me around so my back was to his chest and wrapped his arms around me. I closed my eyes, indulging in the bone-melting comfort of his embrace. Then with a graceful shift of muscles he launched us into the air.


    Somewhere over the Mediterranean Sea, or the Italian countryside, we let ourselves forget the consequences of what we’d done. We were together, happy, and in love.


    Nothing else mattered.

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty


    For five unforgettable days and nights, Eli and I lived as man and woman. In Positano, we were a normal couple—swimming in the warm Mediterranean Sea and lounging in the sun all afternoon. Later, we joined a few of the short cruises to the small, uninhabited islands dotting along the coast. We’d swim in the ocean with the other couples or sneak away on our own to explore.


    The evenings were spent combing through the small shops or dancing with new vacation friends at the local nightclub. We ate dinner at Lo Guarracino every evening, and every night we turned our backs on everything we had once upheld and chose each other again.


    It wasn’t until the fifth day that I noticed the light on my cell phone blinking. We’d bought a charger in town, but after I plugged it in days earlier I hadn’t checked it again. I hadn’t wanted to spoil the illusion.


    I’d missed nearly two hundred calls…almost all from Dan. “Shit.”


    “What is it?” Eli asked, striding in from the balcony. He looked so normal, his leather sandals slapping the soles of his feet, a quarter slice of orange in his hand.


    We’d gone shopping for me, buying a few sundresses, flip-flops, shorts, and tanks, but with Eli’s powers he had any choice of clothing he wanted. Like most of the men in town, he wore neutral-colored shorts and crew-neck shirts. Not that it mattered. The man looked good in anything. He had a way of making even pedestrian look sexy.


    We’d planned to rent scooters after a late lunch and ride along the famous, cliff-hugging roads of the Amalfi coast. But after seeing the scary number of missed calls on my phone, reality was already bullying its way into our dream world.


    “I don’t know. Something’s up,” I said, thumbing the voicemail icon.


    I listened to the first message. “Emma, it’s Dan. I need you to come to the station as soon as possible. They’ve been going over the surveillance videos. You’re on every tape. We have to talk to you about this. Call me back.”


    My voice mail moved to the next saved message. “It’s me again. You have to come to the station. Seriously. Now. Call me back.”


    Next saved message. “Em, c’mon, where are you? If you’re screening my calls…” He sighed. “Just get in here. I mean it.”


    Around message twenty, something in his tone hardened and anger transformed it into his cool, cop voice. “Emma Jane Hellsbane, you are required to come down to the station for questioning. If you don’t come voluntarily, they will send a squad car to your house to pick you up. You understand? I’m not playing. Call me back.”


    By message fifty and day two, anger had melted into worry and demands had turned to pleas. “Emma? Dammit. Are you even getting any of these messages? I need to know you’re okay. Forget about the surveillance videos. Just call me back. Let me know you’re okay. Please.”


    Late on day three, Dan had reached some turning point. “Hi, Em. I don’t know if you’re getting these or not. I talked to your mom and sister and no one’s seen or heard from you in more than seventy-two hours. I told them I’d find you. And if you’re out there somewhere, I will. I swear it. Just hold on. I’ve got the whole force looking. I’m sorry about everything that went down between us. But I still care about you. I know the kind of…people you deal with and after all these attacks against illorum and their magisters going on… God, just be okay. Just be okay.”


    He only called once on the fourth day, but he didn’t leave a message. Same thing on the fifth day. My mother’s messages weren’t much different, insisting that I call her back and a steadfast refusal to believe anything bad had happened to me. They were all worried sick.


    I hung up without listening to all the messages and turned to get the slacks and silk blouse I’d had on when we first arrived. “I have to go home.”


    Eli came farther into the room, stopping next to the bed while I grabbed my clothes from the dresser. “What’s happened?”


    “They finally took a good look at the surveillance tapes and noticed I was at every crime scene.” I pulled my yellow sundress off over my head and stepped into my black dress slacks. “I have to figure out a way to explain it. This won’t take long. I’ll pop back home, talk to Dan about the tapes, and come right back. A couple hours—tops.”


    “No, Emma Jane. It’s over,” he said.


    “Shut up. It’s not over. It doesn’t have to be,” I said, buttoning my blouse. “I just have to check in and then I can sneak right back. This will work, Eli. We can put it off until another day.”


    He closed the distance between us, taking my hands just as I closed the last button. “Emma Jane, I won’t hide here like a coward while you face the consequences of our actions alone.”


    “I don’t mind.”


    “I do.” He kissed the knuckles of my hands, pulling me close. “We knew this moment would come. We’ve stolen as much happiness as we dare. It will have to do. Another day is here. It’s time.”


    “No.” My voice was little more than a whisper, and I fought to blink back tears.


    “Yes,” he whispered and leaned down to press his lips to mine. The kiss was so soft yet so full of emotion, I couldn’t keep the stream of tears from breaking free and wetting my cheeks.


    “I love you,” he said against my mouth and a light wind rustled through my hair. Even with my eyes closed, my body and mind sensed the movement as we traveled across the globe.


    When I opened my eyes we were standing just inside my front door. It couldn’t be over. I wasn’t ready. Eli still held me in his arms, and I turned my head to press my cheek to his chest. The muscles under my face flexed as he reached over to flick on the entryway light.


    It had been after ten in the morning in Italy a moment before which meant it was a little past four a.m. in Pittsburgh. My house, untouched for days, was dark and quiet—the summer crickets chirping outside provided the only sound. My stomach tightened, dread weighing like lead inside me. I didn’t want to be there. I didn’t want to face what I knew was coming.


    “I can’t believe you’re just giving up.” I hadn’t meant to sound angry until I realized that I was. “It was working. We had everything, and you’re just going to walk away from it…from me.”


    “No. Never. I wouldn’t leave you, Emma Jane. Not unless you asked it of me—unless you demanded it of me,” he said.


    “So take me back. I’m demanding that. Let’s run before it’s too late.”


    “What about your family, your work?” he asked. “There are more lives affected by our actions than just yours and mine.”


    “You think I don’t know that?” I turned my head to look up at him. “But if they knew what we’ve gone through, what we’re risking coming back… If they knew how we felt about each other, they’d understand.”


    “If they knew, if anyone did, I would be battling for my life.”


    “No, Eli. They wouldn’t do that to me. They wouldn’t expose you.” But even as I said it, I wasn’t sure it was true. My family was all about religion. Would they keep our secret if they knew Eli was a fallen angel?


    I didn’t have time to think about it before someone pounded on my front door.


    “Police. Open up.” I knew that voice.


    Dan? The door exploded inward and Eli turned, shielding me with his back. A rush of bodies surrounded us, gunmetal flashing in the bright light of my entryway.


    Everyone was shouting at once.


    “Hands up. Get your hands up,” the cops rushing in around us said.


    “This is my house.”


    “Lower your weapons, officers.” Eli circled with them, keeping himself between me and their guns.


    “Hands up. Hands up.” They weren’t listening to anyone.


    “You broke my door.” I pushed at Eli’s arm, trying to shove him aside so I could bitch eye to eye with the cops. “What is this? You can’t just barge in here.”


    “Emma?” I heard Dan’s voice on the other side of Eli, and I finally managed to shove him hard enough to knock him off balance. He moved aside, clearing the path between Dan, standing in my doorway, and me.


    A flood of emotion flickered across his face—relief, confusion, pain…and when he looked at Eli still looming protectively beside me…anger. “Where the hell have you been?”


    My hands fisted, and heat rose up the back of my neck. I clenched my teeth, every muscle in my body tensing as my heart became an irate beat in my chest. “What are you doing breaking down my door?”


    Dan’s eyes narrowed at my tone, his lips going into a tight white line across his face.


    It took another half heartbeat to realize that the rage surging through my veins and turning my vision red, wasn’t mine. It was Dan’s. A pinch of heartache squeezed my chest before the anger returned. I pushed his emotions from my mind, reaching deep to find myself under the tsunami of feelings swamping over me.


    The pain was still there, just like Dan’s, only mine was colored with regret. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”


    “We’ve been looking for you,” he said.


    “I know. I just got your messages. I was…out of reach for a few days.” I glanced at Eli before I could stop myself.


    Dan followed the look and seemed to draw his own conclusions. “For business…or pleasure?”


    I threw a quick glance at the officers still surrounding us, guns drawn, and looked back to Dan. “Okay, we need to talk, but now is really not the time. I got your messages. I’m sorry it took so long, but I came back. Voluntarily.”


    A guilty wash of sweat chilled my back. He’d ended things with me, but I still felt as though I owed him an explanation. I’d been trying to convince him he was wrong about me, that I could ignore whatever was stirring between Eli and me and be happy with him anyway. And then I’d gone and proven that he’d been right all along. He deserved to know his instincts were good. He deserved the truth.


    Dan straightened, chin high. “Put away the weapons, guys. I got this.”


    The two officers lowered their guns, sliding them back into the holsters on their hips. “You’re Emma?” One of them, a buzz-cut blond I’d seen around the station, asked. He snorted, looking me over like I’d just refused to donate to this year’s policemen’s ball. “Caused a lotta fuss around here. Be more considerate next time. Pick up a phone.”


    “Right.” I nodded. What else could I do?


    “Guys,” Dan said, gesturing with a flick of his head for them to leave. When they were on their way, Dan said, “Eli, you mind giving us a minute?”


    “Yes,” Eli said behind me.


    “Eli.” I twisted to look at him. I’d never known him to be rude.


    He kept his attention on Dan. “I am a messenger of God, Daniel. There is nothing you have to say to Emma Jane that requires my absence. The threat to her has recently increased. I will not leave her side. Not even for you.”


    “Yeah?” Dan gnawed his bottom lip for a second, eyes narrowing. “We’ll see about that.” He looked at me. “You comin’ to the station?”


    “Now?” I asked. “It’s not even five a.m yet. What are you doing here?”


    He looked embarrassed for a minute, glancing away and back again. “No one’s heard from you in days. We notified the news stations, put together search parties. But since I know what kind of freaks you deal with in your spare time, I figured your disappearance might have something to do with the supernatural. So I convinced the chief that I thought you might just show up at home and he let me put a detail on your house. When I finally saw the hall light come on, I sent them in.”


    “And he assigned you?”


    “I volunteered,” he said.


    Of course he had. I would have done the same, had I been in his position. “I’m so sorry I freaked everyone out. I wasn’t thinking. Fred tried to kill me and—”


    “What?” Concern pushed him forward a step. “Why the hell would Fred want to kill you?”


    “It’s okay. He just wanted the gibborim to believe I was in real danger. He figured the only way to do that was to actually put me in danger. I held him off until Eli showed up and talked some sense into him.”


    “So you were with Eli?” His dark blue eyes shifted over my shoulder to the angel behind me. Because Dan was an unmarked nephilim whose power was still dormant, he couldn’t sense that Eli had fallen, but he wasn’t stupid. How long would it take for him to figure it out?


    I exhaled, searching for courage. “Yes.”


    Dan nodded, maybe a little too fast, his gaze flicking from me to Eli and back again. “Yeah. Whatever. None of my business anymore, right? Anyway, I need you to come with us to the station and answer some questions about the surveillance tapes.”


    “Am I a suspect now?”


    “Em, they’ve got proof that you were at every murder scene. Sometimes you’re there before we are. You gotta know how bad that looks,” he said.


    “But you know I didn’t kill those people.”


    “What am I supposed to do, tell the chief the real killers were power-hungry, half-human, half-angel freaks trying to add to their collection of angelic swords?”


    I flinched at the term freak, but knew he didn’t mean to include me in the description. “Tell him you know I didn’t do it because…because you just know.” Yeah, I knew how dumb it sounded, but sometimes dumb just can’t be stopped. “Besides, I don’t have a motive.”


    “You also don’t have an alibi and you let yourself get caught on tape.” Dan sighed. “We’re not arresting you. We just want to ask some questions.”


    “Questions I won’t be able to answer honestly.”


    He shrugged and glanced at Eli. “Guess having an angel over your shoulder causes more problems than it solves.”


    “Dan, please…”


    But he just shook his head, turned, and walked out of my house.


    §


    It was four thirty by the time we got to the station. Eli had kept his word and hadn’t left my side. But once in the station, the buzz-cut blond from earlier decided to end our buddy system.


    “Eli, right?” he asked.


    Eli stood straighter. “Elizal.”


    “Right. Whatever. You come with me,” the blond said.


    “Emma, you’re over here,” Dan said, gesturing for me to follow. He ushered me around the corner into an interrogation room where another detective waited for me. He closed the door behind me, and I slouched into one of the gray, hard-cushioned chairs, propping my elbows on the matching institutional-gray table.


    It took about an hour, and a deft skill at twisting the truth, to explain why I coincidentally showed up at several of the murder scenes. Luckily I’d gotten pretty good at explaining the weird aspects of my life over the past year.


    Satisfied, Detective Yearly closed the blue case folder and pushed to stand. “We may have more questions so don’t leave town for the next week or so. One of our other officers wants to ask you a few things. Wait here.”


    The door hadn’t finished drifting closed behind Yearly before Dan pushed through. He took the chair on the other side, deep lines across his brow and at the corners of his eyes revealing his weariness and the anger slowly boiling under the surface. He stared at his hands, clasping them on the table in front of him. “You did it, didn’t you?”


    I straightened. “No. Of course not. I’m not a murderer.”


    Okay, technically I had killed people, but only the ones who really deserved it.


    His hard blue eyes swung up to me and the utter lack of warmth, or affection, made the breath in my lungs freeze. “Not the murders. I’m talking about Eli. You did it…with him. You made him fall. Didn’t you?”


    “Dan, I…” I sighed, words truly failing me.


    “That’s where you’ve been,” he said as though I hadn’t said anything. “You’ve been with him. With him.”


    “Dan, listen to me…” I scooted to the edge of my chair, reaching for his hands, but he pulled them away. Regret stabbed like an ice pick through my chest. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to find out this way—”


    “No. Wait,” he said, cutting me short. He took a moment to sigh, collecting himself. “I know it sounds like I’m jealous, but… Hell, okay, maybe I am—even though I know I don’t have a right to be. But more than that I’m disappointed. Dammit, Emma, I warned you about this. I told you this was where you were headed.”


    “I know. I should’ve listened.” Leaning my elbows on the table I held my head, the reality of what I’d done, what the consequences would be, suddenly making my brain throb. “What the hell’s wrong with me?”


    He reached for my hands, bringing them down to the table. “Nothing’s wrong with you. You fell in love. It happens. Even when we know better.” He made a soft snort, and a flash of pain flickered through his eyes.


    We shared a smile and he squeezed my fingers. “It’s not your fault, Emma. You’re the human. It was up to him to keep his distance.”


    “No, Dan. I’m just as much to blame as—”


    “Let go of her.” Eli was suddenly there beside me, and instantly the mark on my wrist burned.


    I flinched, pulling my hands back to grab my wrist. “Ouch. Dammit.”


    I knew if Eli really wanted to be in the interrogation room with me, he’d use his power to convince even the buzz-cut blond to see things his way. But I hadn’t realized why Eli didn’t want to leave my side. Now, I knew. I’m so stupid.


    Dan’s gaze flicked to my hand, covering my mark, and then to Eli. “Haven’t you done enough?” He pushed to his feet, his chair screeching against the concrete floor. “You’re a goddamn Fallen. And you took her down with you.”


    Eli ignored him and looked at me, worry tightening around his eyes. “It will happen every time we’ve been separated. I wish there was something I could do to stop it, but it is meant to work this way.”


    “You’re damn right it is,” Dan said, anger bulging the veins in his neck. “You should be sent to hell for this. And if she won’t fuckin’ send you, I will.”


    I stood just as Dan lunged across the table, reaching for the sheath at the small of my back. “Dan, stop.”


    He moved at human speed. I outmaneuvered him easily, but I hated that I had to—hated that a part of me knew he was right. I was in the presence of a Fallen. I had a duty—one I had chosen to turn my back on. Dan would never, could never do that—human or not.


    Eli moved like a flash of lightning, catching Dan by the shoulders, pinning him to the wall. He hit with a solid thud, but that was more because of his muscled body than the hard wall. “Daniel, be still. I’m sorry for your pain, but what transpired between Emma Jane and me could not be avoided. God help me, I tried.”


    Dan struggled for a second, his angry gaze going from Eli to me and back again. “What, you’re blaming her?”


    “No! This was my decision. My failing,” Eli said. “And I will be punished for it. If it would not destroy Emma Jane, I would hand you her sword and kneel before you. But she would never forgive you, and I will not destroy yet another life.”


    “Elizal.” All eyes turned to the angel in dark glasses, jeans, and a gray hoodie, standing in the now-open doorway. “We have devised a way to use the girl without killing her. We must leave at once.”


    “Fred, thank God,” Dan said, struggling to break free of Eli’s hold. “Give me a sword. I want to be an illorum. I’m ready to fight.”


    “Dan, stop it,” I said.


    It didn’t matter. Fred wasn’t listening to him. Instead he stared at Eli, and I could almost see his mind working out the scene. I knew the moment he sensed Eli had fallen. I could see the pain in eyes. “Brother, what have you done?”


    But Eli wouldn’t look at him, didn’t answer. He just lowered his head.


    “Eli, get out of here,” I said. “Now.”


    “No. Wait.” Dan grabbed Eli’s wrists, holding him, though the angel still had Dan pinned to the wall. “What the hell’s wrong with you? He’s a Fallen now. Can’t you tell?”


    “Dan, shut up.”


    “Give me a damn sword,” he insisted.


    “Elizal…” Fred took a very human step forward, his pale face frozen in pain.


    Eli lifted his head to Dan and said quietly, “Thank you.” Then he looked to me. “Good-bye, my love.”


    And then he was just…gone.


    A half second later, so was Fred.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-One


    “How could you?” I screamed at Dan.


    “How could you not?”


    I moved to follow Eli—to try to find him somewhere in the world. But Dan stepped in my path, holding my shoulders. “What are you doing, Emma? Think about it. He’s a fallen angel, the same kind of evil slime that raped your mother.”


    I shoved him off me harder than I’d intended and he stumbled. “Dan! I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”


    He found his balance quickly and gave an irritated nod. “I’m fine.”


    “Eli’s nothing like those fallen. You have to believe me,” I said. “He’s exactly the same man he was before. It’s my fault he gave in. He doesn’t deserve to die for it.”


    Dan stepped in my path again. “You’re not thinking clearly. He’s an angel. He used his powers to seduce you and make you think it was your idea. It’s not your fault. But you have to snap out of it. You have to let him go—let him suffer the consequences of what he’s done.”


    “What we’ve done,” I said. “I was there too. And he didn’t use his power to seduce me. He didn’t have to. You were right—I love him. I think I have from the start. So whatever consequences he has to face, I should be there facing them, too.”


    I sidestepped Dan too fast for him to see, let alone stop. An instant later I was on the sidewalk in front of the station. I didn’t have the slightest idea where to begin to look for Eli.


    The streets were just coming to life, early risers driving to work and walking down from the bus stop. I reached for my power, opening my mind to the din of human thought floating on the ether. What was I hoping to find? I knew from experience if a Fallen didn’t want to be found he could make it damn near impossible.


    I clenched my teeth, hating the idea of thinking of Eli as a Fallen. He was nothing like the others, the Fallen I’d heard about. They were self-centered, obsessed with sex, and never gave a thought about who they hurt. That wasn’t Eli. Not now, not ever. My heart wouldn’t accept anything else.


    The hum of thoughts flooding through my head wasn’t any help. If anyone had seen him, they hadn’t noticed or didn’t remember. Not that it would make a difference. Eli could travel at the speed of thought and be on the other side of the world in an instant. Still, I had to try. I pushed farther, and almost screamed when I caught a whisper of something that turned my heart to ice.


    C’mon, Fraciel, say the word and I’ll take the Fallen scum’s head.


    I zeroed in on the mind behind those thoughts and pushed my power into it—overriding his consciousness. Where are you?


    His answer was pure reflex. The roof. And only after that did his brain stumble over where the question had come from. I heard his thoughts, but knew he spoke aloud. “Who said that?”


    I didn’t have time to explain. What roof? I asked—my mind to his.


    The police station, he thought in reflex.


    I was on the roof in front of him in time to hear him say, “There it is again. I think someone’s talking in my head.”


    “That would be me,” I said, my gaze flicking from a dirty-haired kid to Fred, and then I stopped dead. I didn’t even want to breathe, desperately hoping if I didn’t move, neither would Fred. “Please, don’t.”


    He stood facing me on the other side of the black tar roof. The scruffy teenage illorum lurked a few feet further back. In front of him, with the point of Fred’s sword at his neck, knelt Eli.


    “Fred, don’t,” I whispered again like any sudden sound or movement would set the angel into motion.


    I could barely see the side of Eli’s face, but I could tell he blinked at the sound of my voice, one brow going up as he twisted to see me. “Emma Jane…” He looked back to Fred. “Fraciel, please. No. Not her. Send her away.”


    Fred’s dark glasses hung on the collar of his T-shirt, so I could see when his ghostly pale eyes swept over to me. His bloodred brows creased. “Why not? I should think it fitting. She caused your fall, did she not?”


    “No,” Eli said. “It was my fault. My decision. She…she means nothing. It could have been any female.”


    I knew he was lying, but still, a tiny knife twisted in my heart. I pushed the hurt away and reined in the thunderstorm of emotion. “Let him go, Fred. This isn’t seraphim business.”


    His gaze flicked to me. “Precisely. This is between a magister and his illorum. Have you met my illorum, Ronald?”


    He gestured to the jittery, disheveled kid behind him. The dude looked nineteen, maybe twenty—his unwashed hair sticking up at odd angles, his stained jeans belted low across his butt offering an unappealing view of his blue boxers. His T-shirt wasn’t just dirty, it was too short with a hole in the seam at his right shoulder. Plus, he was wearing a black leather, studded dog collar. Seriously? Ronald was a joke…except for the three-foot-long illorum sword in his hand.


    “Since when did you lower yourself to training illorum?”


    “Since more and more of my beloved brothers are being killed…or overcome by their wicked desires.” His gaze fell back to Eli. “End him, Emma Jane.”


    “What? No. I mean, not yet. He…he just fell a few days ago. He hasn’t hurt anyone—”


    Fred’s head snapped up. “But, he has. He has hurt you.”


    “No, he didn’t.” I stepped closer, hands out. “Look at me. I’m fine.”


    Fred smiled, his head tilting to the side. He wore the expression of someone who’d just realized he’d have to speak slowly and use small words to be understood. “I was not referring to physical harm. What he has done cannot be seen with the naked eye or felt by an enthralled mind.”


    “I am not enthralled,” I said, trying not to yell. “I knew exactly what I was doing, just like I do right now.”


    I drew my sword. No way would I stand by and watch this angelic snob punish Eli for loving me. Fred lowered his sword. Wise angel.


    “He said you mean nothing to him. Lust was his downfall, not love. Does he lie?” he asked.


    I glanced at Eli just as he lowered his head, defeated. He’d lied to protect me, but I wasn’t the one in danger. It was a sweet, yet pointless gesture, and I couldn’t let him die because of it. I drew a breath, making my decision. “Yes. He lied. We…couldn’t help it. It just happened. I love him. And I know that he loves me. We shouldn’t be punished for loving each other. He’s not like the other Fallen.”


    Fred looked back at Eli. “You see the damage you have done? She believes this down to her core. How can she hope to find mortal love now? How will she go on once you are gone?”


    “You don’t have to lie, Eli. We’re not like the others. You’re a good man. You didn’t rape me; you wouldn’t. You didn’t wipe my memory of you to protect yourself.”


    “No,” Fred said. “He didn’t. If he truly loved you, he would have. He would not have seduced you into his bed. If he truly loved you, he would have left you a year ago when he sustained your life and carried you into that church to heal.”


    I blinked at that. Fred knew about the first time Eli and I had met? I’d been attacked by a demon disguised as a soccer mom. I’d almost died, but Eli had worked his magic. Even Tommy said he’d walked a pretty thin line between what he was allowed to do and what was forbidden. But none of that mattered now.


    “I beg of you, Fraciel, repair what damage you can. Take all memory of me—”


    “No.” My hand tightened on my sword.


    “Memories of the boy, Thomas, will be lost as well,” Fred said. “Memories of Jeannette, and with her all knowledge of the Fallen known as the Duke of Bedford will be erased from her mind.”


    “I know.”


    “No,” I said firm enough to make them both look.


    Eli’s expression was heart-wrenching, so full of anguish and regret. “I’m so sorry, Emma Jane.”


    “Stop it, Eli.” I got a quick case of the cold and clammies, my subconscious aware of what the rest of me didn’t want to accept. “It’s not going to happen. You’re not going anywhere, and no one’s touching my memories.”


    “I will spare her the worst of the heartache, but she’ll fare better if she breaks the enthrallment herself,” Fred said.


    “Dammit, I’m not enthralled.”


    Eli shook his head. “No. Fraciel, no. There’s no need; she is not enthralled. I would never do such a thing. I swear it. It doesn’t have to be her—”


    Fred had stopped listening and looked at me. “Take his head, Emma Jane.”


    “Bite me, Fred.”


    “You must do this,” he said. “Or Ronald will.”


    “Emma Jane, leave. Just leave. Now,” Eli said. He twisted to see me, rage making him look like someone else. “Listen to me, woman. You stupid mortal. I don’t love you. And I resent that you’re forcing me to admit it. Do you hear me? I told you whatever I thought would spread your legs.”


    “Stop it, Eli.”


    “And you were easy. So fucking easy.”


    “Shut up.”


    “You’re making a fool of yourself, so go. Get the hell out of here!”


    I stood, staring. Stunned. My brain battling through the sting of his words. He was just saying it to get me to leave. Of course he was. I knew that…but it still hurt like hell.


    “Go!” he yelled and I jumped, but I wasn’t going anywhere.


    “Fine. But you’re coming with me.” I raised my sword, ready to fight our way out.


    “Ronald.” Fred glanced at the illorum behind him. “Take the Fallen’s head.”


    I moved between Eli and Fred an instant after I decided that’s where I needed to be. “You don’t want to do that, Ronny. It won’t end well for you.”


    “Emma Jane, no. You don’t understand,” Eli said. “Lower your sword.”


    Ronald smirked. “You’re pretty cocky for a girl.”


    “And you’re pretty new.” I could tell just by the way he held his sword, like he’d seen a lot of samurai movies and zero actual combat. “You’ve been marked, what, a week? Two?”


    His smirk flickered. “Eight days.”


    “And Fred threw you into the deep end already?” I shook my head and tsked. “Oh, Ronny. I almost feel bad for you. You should still be splashin’ around in the kiddie pool. Listen, I don’t want to hurt you, kid. But I will if you don’t back off. You ready for that?”


    “I’ve been ready since we got here.” He swung his sword in a circle, like a batter stepping up to home plate. “I was born for this.”


    “Yeah, kid. We all were.”


    Fred blinked out of the way, reappearing behind Ronald as the scruffy illorum hiked up his pants with one hand, sword in the other. “I’m taking that Fallen butt-wipe’s head whether you’re in the way or not, babe. This is gonna be awesome.” He skipped a step forward before picking up speed.


    He came at me fast, but not nearly as fast as his powers would allow. Had Fred not even taught him that yet? And just when I really started to feel bad for the dumb kid, he zipped in to hyperdrive, zigzagging around me to get to Eli.


    It was only my own power that let me track him and my skill that got me around Eli in time to stop Ronny’s sword with my own. The kid might look like a scruffy reject, but he was strong. Our swords clashed and the reverberation hummed over my skin. I shoved him back and swung, committing to my decision to defend Eli.


    For all his apparent awkwardness, Ronny wasn’t bad with his sword. He blocked my swing, but the instant our swords clashed, a glacial jolt stung my wrist. Like touching dry ice, the sensation was so cold it burned.


    “What the eff…?” I staggered back, glancing at my mark, but I didn’t have time to take a good enough look. Ronny was on the attack again—his sword in motion aiming for Eli’s neck. I was out of position and off balance. I couldn’t get my sword up in time, so I lunged at the illorum driving my shoulder into his ribs at full speed. We sailed at least ten feet before we crashed hard against the tar roof—the rough surface scraping through my slacks and blouse, taking skin.


    “Get off me,” Ronny grunted and shoved me to the side. He was on his feet again faster than I’d hoped, charging toward Eli.


    “Eli, run,” I yelled, but the angel only stared at his coming death, his chin high, eyes somber.


    Lucky for him I was faster than the new kid. The thought to stand between them flashed through my mind just as I pushed to my feet. The next instant I was there, sword already swinging, catching Ronny totally unprepared.


    Our blades met with a crack of metal and Ronny staggered back, eyes wide. The icy stab burned through my wrist again, but I ignored it, capitalizing on my advantage and swinging at the new kid again before he could recover. Another crash of blades—another icy sting against my wrist—and Ronny stumbled, falling to his ass.


    I swung again, and he raised his sword to block at the absolute last second. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t backing off this time. I was in total fight mode. He’d gone after Eli twice now. He wasn’t going to stop unless I stopped him…for good. It went against everything I’d believed a week ago, everything I’d defended for the past year, but I couldn’t let him kill Eli.


    Ronald rolled and the tip of my blade caught the collar of his T-shirt. Like a practiced gymnast, the guy was on his feet again and he spun the sword up, blocking my next swing. I advanced, moving quickly, swinging left then right, thrusting at his gut, then his shoulder, slicing at his leg. My blade had become a blur of silver, and Ronny’s was almost as fast.


    I knew it was only a matter of seconds before my skill, speed, and unusual power allowed me to outmaneuver him. I’d wear him down, find a weakness, find a hole in his defense…and then…I’d kill him to save Eli. The thought settled in my head like a great beast coming to rest. Taking the life of this kid was a heavy responsibility, but it was either him or Eli. I couldn’t let it be Eli.


    You will be ruined. Eli’s voice whispered through my mind. I can’t let you do this.


    Whatever it was inside me that took over when I fought—my angel blood, my nephilim power—it surged through my veins, tunneling my vision, keeping me focused on my goal despite Eli’s words.


    And then I saw it—the opening I needed to end this for good. Even as our swords swung and clashed, my thoughts skipped ahead to the next swing—his block, my response, his parry, and then my final attack that would take his head.


    The chain reaction would start with my next swing, but before my blade met Ronald’s he was gone. I stumbled with the momentum of my swing, expecting to hit solid metal and meeting only air. I spun around, searching for the scruffy illorum, but found only Fred. Eli was gone too.


    “What happened? Where’s Eli?”


    “The iniquitous fiend absconded with my illorum.” Fred strolled across the roof toward me like this were a simple inconvenience. “He’s left him on a park bench in Geneva.”


    “Switzerland?”


    “Yes. Next to the lake,” Fred said. He zipped his sweatshirt and tugged up his hood.


    “Why?” I looked around like a kid stuck in a mirror maze. “I mean, I had him. A few more swings and it would’ve been over. We could’ve gotten away. Why would Eli take him?”


    “Gotten away?” Fred scoffed. “To what end? The Fallen are forever hunted. You would have only delayed the inevitable and destroyed yourself in the process. Surely you felt it when you raised a sword against a warrior of God in defense of evil.”


    “What evil?” But even as I asked I turned my wrist, staring at my mark. I didn’t notice it at first, the jagged line etched across the blade of my mark. I looked closer. The sword was cracked. Similar to the gibborim mark, but where their sword was clearly broken, mine had only just begun to snap.


    “If you had continued,” Fred said, “if you had killed Ronald, the bond between you and everything good and holy would have broken. You would be like those we hunt. And you would be hunted in kind.”


    “Eli took Ronald to stop me from killing him,” I said, making the thought a solid thing in my head. My gaze swung to the redheaded angel who’d never really warmed to me. “That was your plan, wasn’t it? You brought that newbie illorum here to fight me, knowing I’d kill him so you could start the hunt for me.”


    Fred shrugged, slipping his glasses from the collar of his T-shirt. “You caused the fall of a very dear friend. You should pay for your part in his fate.”


    Heat flashed across my face, and my throat tightened. He was right. It wasn’t fair that Eli took all the blame and punishment. “So why don’t you just man up and take me out yourself?”


    “I am a magister now. I have sworn to aid illorum in their duties. In doing so, I have lost the authority to pass judgment and execute.” He slipped the dark glasses over his eyes, completing his faded-rocker look. “I am now considered too close to the problem to be objective.”


    I sighed—frustrated, angry. My heart was a physical ache in my chest, I could hardly breathe. I’d screwed everything up. Eli was gone, hiding somewhere in the world with an army of illorum waiting for the chance to take his head. I’d never find him, and even if I did, I risked giving his location away to Fred, or some other angel or illorum.


    “At least he got away. Eli’s safe,” I said trying to find the silver lining and only finding a dim, plastic gray.


    “Not to worry,” Fred said. “Ronald is on his trail.”


    “Right. That kid’s so new he squeaks. He’ll never track Eli.” But my stomach clenched and worry cooled my spine. Eli was just as new at being a Fallen. The scruffy idiot could get lucky, or more likely Eli could make a fatal mistake.


    I had to try and find him first. “We’ll talk later. I have to be…somewhere you’re not—”


    “Emma Jane.” Fred was suddenly in front of me, his hands on my arms, capturing me. “The Fallen who wronged you should’ve done this, but I cannot allow you to suffer the loss of your angelic lover. The memory of him is unnecessarily cruel.”


    He let go to reach for my face but I flinched back. “Hands off, ginger.”


    His brows creased “I told you, I won’t hurt you.”


    “Right. But a few minutes ago you tried to have me killed,” I said. “So sue me if I take a little longer than that to get past it.”


    “You don’t have time to waste,” he said and snatched my head faster than I could move. His palms cupped my cheeks and he held me still. “You will forget the angel once known as Elizal and all the ways that he touched your life. You will not suffer the loss of him. And in the forgetting, you will be capable of finding mortal love again.”


    White light flashed behind my eyes and a cool wind seemed to breeze through my mind. For an instant there was nothing—no pain, no wanting, no worry, only the love of my family, my friends, and my work. I knew I’d been upset an instant before, worried about something, hurting for some reason. But I couldn’t put my finger on what or why. I exhaled, the relief easing my muscles.


    Fred’s long hands came away from my cheeks and he stepped back. I blinked up at him…and everything, every memory, every stinging hurt, every heart stopping joy, crashed back through my head like a huge dam had suddenly broken open.


    “Shit.” I grabbed my forehead, pain splitting my brain in two. “What was that? You were trying to wipe my memories?”


    “Yes. It didn’t hold?”


    “No.” I gritted my teeth.


    “Odd.”


    I squinted up at him, not at all okay with the look of confusion flickering across his face. “Odd? Dude, you’re messing with my brain. I didn’t give you permission. I don’t want to forget what happened. Ever.”


    “It’s for the best. Let me try again.” He reached for me, but I put a table-length between us before he could make contact.


    “You are all kinds of crazy if you think I’m just gonna stand there and let you try that again,” I said. “Besides, I said no. I’m going to find Eli. We’re going to be together. I don’t care if the whole world is after us.”


    “You won’t find him,” Fred said. “He won’t let you. He’s running from you.” Fred slipped his hands into the pockets of his hoodie. “Like any Fallen would. He thinks your memory of him has been wiped clean. So when you meet again there will be no emotion to stop you from taking his head.”


    “But it didn’t stick. I remember him. I remember everything,” I said.


    “He doesn’t know that and you have no way to tell him.” Fred tipped his chin. “Go ahead. Try to contact him. Search the bond you once had; you’ll see. He’s severed it, just as he’s severed his connection with all things still loved by our Father.”


    I didn’t want to believe him, but I already knew he was telling the truth. There was an emptiness inside me where Eli’s thoughts once stirred. It’d been gone since that first night when his body slipped inside mine, but I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it.


    “It’s over, Emma Jane,” Fred said. “It’s time to let go of your memories of him, time to return to your duties. I am your magister now.”


    I flinched, feeling his words like a physical slap. “Return to my duties? With you? You think I’d do anything for you after this? If you were on fire, I wouldn’t even spit on you. Why couldn’t you just leave us alone?”


    “Because he sinned, and he must be punished.”


    “Not by me. Not anymore. I quit. Do you hear me?” I looked to the heavens. “I quit! Take your stupid powers and your hypocritical rules and shove ’em up your halos. Emma Jane Hellsbane is done. Done!”

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Fred had told the truth, more than he knew. I’d called Liam the second I got home. Luckily, it was already ten in the morning in Ireland, so I’d only woken him three hours before his alarm was set to go off. Not that it had done me any good. Amon confirmed Fred’s promise and more.


    “I’m sorry, Emma, but it’s not unusual for the newly fallen to close themselves off from everything,” Liam’s demon lover said. “They can’t hear or sense us, and we can’t talk to them. It’s like they’ve left the planet.”


    “For how long?” I asked.


    “Years. Centuries,” he said. “Until anything—or anyone—that might cause them pain has passed from the earth. I’m so sorry. Sometimes I think it’s better that we never give in to love than to feel the pain that comes with its loss. But that knowledge always arrives too late.”


    “Right.” My heart shriveled into a pea-sized ball, and I couldn’t breathe.


    “If I hear anything, I’ll—”


    I hung up the phone. I just couldn’t manage the strength to hold it to my ear, to listen. Pressure built in my chest, in my head—my skin feeling two sizes too small. My brain turned in circles—there had to be a way to find him. There had to be a way. But I knew there wasn’t.


    Amon had been my last hope, my last connection to Eli. If he couldn’t reach the fallen angel, there was no way to tell him that Fred hadn’t erased my memories of him, hadn’t touched my feelings. He was gone until he decided to rejoin the world—gone until the last of the things he loved were dead. I had stopped aging when I picked up that stupid sword, but it was only a matter of time before I, or someone else, killed my angelic father. After that I’d start ageing like everyone else. I would eventually die without ever seeing Eli again.


    I sat in my desk chair staring at nothing, wanting to cry, to scream, to beat the crap out of somebody. But I just sat there. There wasn’t a mark on me, but I hurt everywhere. What was I supposed to do now? How was I supposed to live, to function from one day to the next? It was like I’d lost half my brain, half my soul and if I tried to do anything, I’d just fall over in a heap.


    He’d done this for me. Eli had disappeared off the face of the earth so that I wouldn’t have to be the one to banish him. He was alone, hurting just like me, and there was nothing I could do about it.


    But that didn’t mean there wasn’t anything I could do about my situation. “I can get the son of a bitch who started this whole mess.” My Fallen sperm donor had caused enough pain by his actions. I’d make sure he paid for all of it.


    §


    I fell asleep on my keyboard. Not on purpose, but when I woke up at ten ’til noon I could feel the indentation of computer keys on my cheek and there was a word document on my screen with three hundred pages of zzzz’s before the program crashed. I think it was the drool that did it.


    After hours of research tapping into as many of my resources and Dan’s as I could, I still didn’t have a shred of solid proof who my angelic sperm donor was. On the upside, I knew who he wasn’t.


    He wasn’t forty-two-year-old Tim Dural, computer analyst at the Bedford Company. Mr. Dural had been with the company ten years and was one of the only three possibilities Dan’s facial identification program spit out as possible matches to the blurry photo I had of my father. But more importantly, he was married with three kids. Fallen angels didn’t marry, and they didn’t have Facebook pages with pictures of themselves in third grade posted in their photo albums. Fallen angels don’t go to third grade.


    My angelic father couldn’t be sixty-eight-year-old Leonard Burns, from human resources, either. He was set to retire this year after suffering a near-fatal heart attack. After quadruple bypass surgery, he and his partner of forty years, James, planned to retire to Boca Raton, Florida. Fallen don’t have heart attacks or major surgery.


    With two eliminated that left only the owner and CEO of the Bedford Company to investigate. Of course it did. ’Cause if you’re a fallen angel with unimaginable supernatural powers, why would you waste time in the IT department?


    Depending on the source and when the question was asked, Jonathan Bedford, CEO, was reported to be anywhere between sixty-three and thirty-one years of age. Apparently the guy had gotten younger somehow. He either grew up in the hills of West Virginia or somewhere over in Europe—again, depending on your source.


    I found records of him attending Princeton years ago, but on a hunch I also found a record of an Isaac Bedford enrolled at Harvard some forty years before that. Isaac was the name he’d given my mom and aunt. Could it be the same guy? I wouldn’t be certain until I got near enough to sense him.


    Problem—I didn’t have a clue what the guy looked like. There were no pictures. Zero. I apparently had the only captured image of the fallen angel and even it was too blurry to be of any use.


    I rubbed the dents in my cheek and propped my elbows on my desk holding my head. “This is hopeless. How am I ever going to get close to this guy if I don’t even know what he looks like?”


    Something made a clicking sound and the TV in the corner of my office/reading room/living room turned on.


    “Bottom of the second, two men on base,” the announcer crooned and I flinched at the sound of his voice as the baseball coverage filled my little TV screen. “The Pirates are off to a good start today, and the Yankees are fighting to get their heads in the game on this sunny afternoon here in Pittsburgh.”


    I held my breath staring at the TV, my heart racing just a little faster. How had the TV turned on by itself? My brain jumped from one possibility to the next—power surge, someone nearby with a matching remote, ghosts… Where was my remote? I scanned my desk, then noticed the black rectangle sticking out from under the pile of papers I’d rested my elbow on.


    I laughed at myself. Ghosts. Exhaling and feeling stupid, exhausted, and emotionally drained, I dug out the remote to turn the TV off, but hesitated when the camera zoomed in on one of the luxury suite patios. It focused on a man twisted away from the camera to talk to the person behind him. His blond hair caught the light, looking silky soft, and just when he was about to turn back toward the camera, the screen went black.


    The announcer chuckled. “Well, that was a shot of Jonathan Bedford, CEO of the Bedford Company, enjoying the game in his private suite. It seems we’re having a few technical difficulties.”


    The picture came back, but the camera had switched to the baseball field. It didn’t matter.


    “Found you,” I said, refusing to mentally dissect the lucky coincidence of elbowing the TV on just when they were showing Jonathan Bedford at a baseball game. The past twenty-four hours had sucked ass…hard. I’d earned a little good luck. Maybe the mystical forces of good agreed. And if it ended up biting me in the butt, so be it. I had nothing to lose.


    I’d get close to the guy, see for myself if he was the man—the fallen angel—I’d been searching for, and go from there.


    An excited tremble hummed through my veins. I’d have to tell Eli. He’d want to go with me even if all he could do was watch my back—


    And then my chest squeezed. There was no way to tell him anything. He was running scared and nothing on heaven or Earth could find a Fallen if he didn’t want to be found.


    I pushed the swelling emotions from my thoughts. I couldn’t let them engulf me. I’d be a useless, blubbering mess if I did, and that wasn’t me. No. If it was over—if I had lost him—then I wanted out. I didn’t want anything to do with the freak show that had become my life. No more angels, no more demons, no more forbidden love. I was out. Done. Or I would be as soon as I took Mr. Jonathan Bedford’s head.


    I thumbed the off button on the remote. The screen went black, and for an instant I could’ve sworn I saw the image of a tall, sinewy man standing behind me. His curly mop of hair and a jock-star smile reflected in the dark glass.


    “Tommy?” I turned to look, but there was no one there. When I stared back at the dark TV there was only my stunned reflection looking back at me.


    I shook my head. “No. Just wishful thinking.” Besides if Tommy were still around, he’d kick my butt for what I’d done to Eli. “I still miss you, Tommy,” I said and tossed the remote on my desk. If he responded from the other side, I didn’t hear it.


    §


    It was sunny and warm when I arrived at PNC Park. The Pittsburgh Pirates were on the field, and the Yankees were up to bat at the top of the fifth inning. In the time it took me to walk from the parking lot to the gate and buy my ticket, popcorn clouds had turned dark, rolling in from the west.


    Long shadows stretched from one second to the next and a breeze had picked up to whip empty cotton candy bags, paper napkins, and discarded programs into small eddies at odd corners around the stadium. My stomach rolled, then dropped like I’d stepped off the edge of a cliff and was free-falling, the intensity so great I reached for the cinder block wall to steady myself.


    Gibborim. I recognized the wrongness of their power. Like putting the left shoe on your right foot, the feeling was familiar but wrong. And it was worse than I’d ever felt before. There had to be more than one nearby—maybe five or six, maybe a hundred. I couldn’t tell.


    I turned and put my back to the wall, closing my eyes and breathing through the maddening discomfort. After a few agonizing seconds, the sensation eased and I opened my eyes, scanning the few faces that passed by.


    Everyone seemed normal. No one looked as though their stomach had just tried to exit through their feet. Of course it wouldn’t have been as bad for them. There was only one of me. I was suffering the feel of who knows how many of them.


    It dawned on me then that this might not end well for me and a knot of fear tried to wedge itself between my shoulder blades. I shook it off, trying to put the itch of doubt from my mind. I couldn’t turn back now. Not when I was so close to getting my life back…even if it wasn’t the life I really wanted anymore.


    I exhaled, digging for strength and courage, and pushed off from the wall. I walked through the partially covered snack and souvenir area and up the concrete ramp to the lower deck seating. The first drops of rain were beginning to fall as I turned to scan the private boxes high above. I hadn’t even looked at my ticket. I had no idea where my seat was. I didn’t care. I hadn’t come to watch the game.


    “Can I help you?”


    My stomach clenched, the stench of rotten eggs churning the bile up the back of my throat. Holy cow, demons smell. I turned to see a man dressed as a park employee. He was an older guy, mid-forties, salt-and-pepper hair with an extra ten pounds or so around his middle. It didn’t matter how old he looked or how out of shape. Demons were strong and fast, in whatever form they’d been given out of the abyss.


    “No. Thanks. I’m good,” I said and spun back to start up the long flight of stairs toward the luxury boxes. I’d covered two steps before stopping short as another demon moved to block me. This one was tall and thin—all sharp bones, big eyes, and baggy clothes. He was like a skeleton in a skin suit, and his name tag read Jack.


    “Can I see your ticket, miss?” he asked. I could almost see the green cloud of brimstone wafting off him, stinking up the whole park. Jeezus, how could these two demons stink so much? I started breathing through my mouth.


    “Oh. I’m not going to my seat.” I glanced behind me at the older demon and back. “I, uh, want to get some peanuts.”


    Demon Jack’s gaze flicked over the wide section of seats before he caught sight of the person he was looking for. He snapped his fingers and gestured for the peanut hawker to come over.


    I could tell by the stink that he was another demon. “You want some nuts, lady?” The guy was a bowling ball—round body, round face, and tiny eyes with an itty-bitty strip of fuzz under his bottom lip.


    “No. Not really.” I shifted my gaze from one to the other. “Listen, I just want to go up the stairs.”


    This was stupid. I knew what they were, and they knew that I knew. Worse, they knew what I was. They had to. We were all playing normal, and not one of us was.


    “There’s nothing up there for you, illorum,” Jack said.


    I slipped my hand to the small of my back, my fingers finding the hilt of my sword. I was too close to ending this craziness to let these gung-ho minions get in my way. “I’m going up those stairs, boys. You can either step aside and enjoy the view of my ass as I go, or”—I drew my sword, willing the blade to form—“you can stare at the walls of the abyss from now until forever. Your choice.”


    The lady a few seats over gasped, and I glanced at her just as she pulled her little boy out of his seat to her lap. She looked more pissed than scared, but I could see that her freak-out threshold was just below the surface. A group of guys talking loud and throwing back beers hadn’t even noticed the four of us standing on the steps below them, but the guy with his arm around his date to the left of them had. The couple, along with a spattering of others, watched and listened.


    I didn’t care. This wasn’t my doing; it was John Bedford’s. “Your boss okay with us doing this here…now? ’Cause if you think the three of you can drag me out of sight to take me on, you’re in for a rude surprise.”


    The bowling ball laughed and it shook the tray of peanut bags resting on his belly. “And if you think it’s just us three, little girl, you’re in for a painful revelation.”


    The other two demons chuckled demonically. Of course they did. A cool sweat trickled down my back, the hairs on the back of my neck and along my arms tingling. I looked around, looked closer at the eyes staring back at me. Demons. Lots of them.


    Thunder rumbled like a far-off train, and the patters of rain came faster, harder. All over the stadium umbrellas popped up here and there. People shifted in their seats, some tugging up the hoods of their jackets, others raising a newspaper or program to shield their heads.


    Among those normal movements—the human reaction to the light shower of rain—were the chilling stillness of demons, hundreds of them. They were watching me, and I could almost feel the tension of their muscles coiling, ready to attack at any second. My stomach rolled again, settling in the soles of my feet—sensing the gibborim hidden among the humans. The intensity, the irritating feel of their power chafed against my nerves.


    The Pirates caught a pop-up to center field and earned their third out. The crowd cheered as players filed off the field and the Yankees took their place. Organ music played a lively chant over the loud speakers and the electronic billboards flashed cartoon word balloons and explosions of fireworks. It was all so perfectly normal.


    This was wrong. All wrong. The Fallen never travel without protection, eyes and ears unwaveringly loyal to warn them of coming danger. But this was too much, too many. No one needed this much protection unless they were expecting an army…or collecting one.


    “It’s a setup,” I whispered to myself. So much for the mystical forces of good luck.


    “Emma Jane, so good to see you again.”


    I turned at the sound of Bariel’s voice. He stood four steps up from demon Jack, his narrow features at odds with his thick face and stout body. He smiled and it lit his violet eyes, bringing a warm glow to his cheeks. It looked good on him, despite the odd sight of his pale green sherwani suit.


    “Bariel. Figures you’d be here,” I said, already guessing that Bedford was the Fallen behind Bariel and all the attacks on magisters and their illorum. But why? What was the endgame, and what did it have to do with me? Tension stiffened through my muscles, answers so close I could taste them.


    If Bedford really was my angelic father, he had to be some kind of major player with the power to not only unleash a nephilim’s angelic half but to fashion the person a black sword and mark him as a gibborim. Demons, even one as old as Bariel, didn’t have that kind of juice.


    Fred and the Council had said only an archangel could manage the power needed to do what Michael had for the illorum. But they’d also said no archangels had fallen since Lucifer. Hadn’t they? Or had they just implied it? Did they even know for sure?


    Angels lie. The words whispered through my mind in a voice so familiar I wasn’t sure if the thought was mine or placed there by someone else. How powerful was Jonathan Bedford? How old?


    “I’ve come to welcome you,” Bariel said. “And to present you with a unique opportunity.”


    “So you’re Jonathan Bedford’s bitch now?” I asked.


    The muscles around his eyes and at the corners of his lips tightened, but he reined in his offense and forced a brighter smile. “I serve my savior, Jukar.”


    “That’s his real name? Last year Rifion was the wind beneath your wings,” I said. “Pretty fickle for a demon, aren’t you?”


    He scoffed, and for the first time his smile faltered. “Rifion served a purpose. I did not serve him. His bloated ego allowed him to believe many things that were too fantastical to be true. My allegiance was but one of them.”


    “So you were using him?” I asked.


    “He played his part in a grander plan.” Bariel smoothed a hand down his chest, puffed up with pride. “Just as you will…if you choose to accept my offer.”


    “Yeah, I’m thinkin’ the odds aren’t looking good for that. I mean, with you being a smelly demon and all.”


    “I am not making the offer,” he said. “Your father is. He’d like to meet you. Present the offer himself.”


    “He’s just gonna let me, an illorum, walk right up to him?” I shrugged. “Cool. Makes it easier. Lead the way.”


    Bariel looked amused by that, even chuckled, and held out his hand. “Your sword.”


    “Uh…no.”


    “It is the only way you will ever get near him,” Bariel said. “Not many of your kind are given such a gift. You, above most, should be grateful for the opportunity.”


    “Right. I am all kinds of grateful. I’m just not stupid. I’m keeping the sword.”


    “Then you will die having never spoken to the most divine creature that walks the earth,” he said. “There is none other like him—none as powerful, none as gifted.”


    “What is he?” I asked. “What makes him so special?”


    “You can see for yourself,” he said. “I ask you again to relinquish your sword. No harm shall come to you. Jukar wishes to meet his child.”


    It was dumb. Dumb, dumb, dumb with a big-honkin’ capital D. But sue me if a small corner of my heart wanted to meet my father. Curse you biology! This was it. I’d found him. My pulse raced, a mix of anticipation and fear thrumming under my skin. I handed over my sword.


    After that, getting close to the fallen angel was as easy as taking a step. The next instant I stood on the patio of the luxury box with Bariel, and my sword, behind me. Glass doors made up the wall of the box—inside of which were tall tables and chairs with a plush leather couch and chair further back. People milled around the long buffet table against the wall, hot foods laid out for the taking. In the back was a small bar with a TV overhead, and a second buffet table filled with deserts. It was bizarre in its utter normalcy.


    The door slid open and a tall, blond man with coral-blue eyes, a nicely athletic physique, and carrying a tall glass of beer in one hand stepped out to greet us. Fire sizzled through my mark and I flinched, cupping my hand over the spot on reflex.


    The man’s rugged face creased in genuine concern. “Sorry about that. I keep forgetting the slap my brother Michael gives our children when we dare come too near to each other. Like training a puppy to bite the hand that feeds it. Smack its nose every time it sniffs its food, and you’ll train it to starve to death.”


    “That’s cruel,” I said.


    “Yes. It is.” He held out his free hand. “Jonathan Bedford.”


    I glanced at his hand but didn’t move. “Let’s cut the bullshit. Your name’s Jukar. You’re a fallen angel. And I’m an illorum.”


    “Indeed. Very well.” He brushed his thumb and fingers together, disappointed, and dropped his hand. “I know who you are, Emma Jane. You’re the daughter of Carol Hellsbane.”


    “Right.” I snorted. “Like you remember her.”


    His light brows went high, and for a second I could see myself in the familiar line of his nose, the curve of his lips. “Of course I remember her. I loved her. I had a child with her. I had you.”


    “Fallen don’t love anything but themselves,” I said.


    “Really?” he asked. “Is that true of your Eli as well?”


    “No.” My stomach clenched, thoughts stumbling over the flaw in what I’d been told, what I believed, and what I knew to be fact. “Eli’s…Eli is different.”


    “No doubt. I would dare to say the same of myself.” He turned and rested his hands on the round, metal railing, one hand still holding his beer, his gaze staring out at the field below.


    The rain was pouring harder now, and the announcer came over the speaker to say the game would be delayed. Bat boys and stadium employees in matching black rain jackets raced onto the field, working as a team to pull a huge tarp across the infield.


    “Exactly how different are you?” I asked. “What are you…really?” What am I?


    “Ahh…that is the question of the ages, isn’t it?” he said. “Perhaps because the answer is so much more complicated than the question would imply. What am I? What was I? What have I become? Everything. And nothing at all. At least I nearly was. But my spirit rallied and became more than I’d ever dreamed. It began with you. Did you know?”


    I shook my head and stepped up beside him.


    “You are the youngest of my children, and after the memory of me had been taken from you, my sense of loss had reached its limits. I knew one day that you, too, would be turned against me and I couldn’t bear it. I was tired. This existence had become intolerable.”


    “What were you planning? Suicide?” Could angels commit suicide? Did it matter? This whole sob story was most likely a lie. I listened anyway.


    “Rest. I wanted no more of this world—its passions or pains. I longed for peace where nothing could wound me by thought or action. I’d found the spot, in the deepest parts of the ocean where I might lay down my head until my Father put an end to it all. But it was Bariel who saved me, bringing me back—just as I’d saved him from the abyss centuries before. He reminded me that the power turning my children against me was no greater than my own. I had the strength to win them back, to offer them what Michael had pretended to give.”


    “Pretended?”


    He glanced sideways at me, a flash of anger flaming behind his brilliant blue eyes. “Your gifts, your blood, is from me. I gave you these things as my brothers passed their gifts to their children. It was Michael and the others who made us bind your powers, making you less than you were born to be. It was the only way to hide you among the humans and the seraphim who sought to destroy you.”


    “Our angelic fathers bound our powers?” I wasn’t sure I believed that. I didn’t want to, but something resonated in me telling me there was some truth there.


    “To protect you, yes.” He took a sip of his beer and licked his lips. “Some of us, like myself, did not tie the bind too tightly and your powers emerged as small gifts: intuition, foresight, empathic. The seraphim saw these powers and sought to use them—to use our children to do what they lacked the courage to do.”


    “Hunt the Fallen,” I said. “Yeah, they explain it a little differently.”


    He chuckled. “I don’t doubt it. But there is no denying the truth, Emma Jane. Our children are not born loathing us or craving our heads. Don’t you agree? It is only after they are seduced by Michael’s sword that they turn against us.”


    I shrugged, not wanting to answer, not wanting to embolden his logic.


    He sighed. “Yes, well, it wasn’t until I suffered the loss of you to his sword that I decided I could not allow it to continue.”


    “You really think you can go against Michael? Against the Council?” He didn’t look crazy.


    “Michael has done nothing that I cannot do as well.”


    “No. Only an archangel has the strength to focus a nephilim’s will, to mark us.” I heard the naïveté in my voice, but I wanted so desperately to believe that Fred and the Council had been honest with me. I needed things to be black and white, right and wrong, good and evil. Everything Jukar said only muddied the waters.


    “Exactly.” His smile brightened, but I looked away, dreading what this meant about him…about me. “Did you believe a weakness for human women was our only flaw? Pride is a dangerous thing. To admit that the strongest among them had stumbled is a great and painful blow. Easier to deny all those who stumble, regardless of rank and power. We are all equal in their disregard.”


    The storm thundered harder beyond the overhang of the luxury box patio. The seats lower down had nearly all emptied; only a few die-hard fans huddled under umbrellas and plastic sheets. The driving rain had exposed the demons though, most of which sat unflinching, soaked through, waiting for their master to call them into duty.


    “I am an archangel, Emma Jane,” he said. “And you are my child. I love you as any father loves his child, but you must realize, we stand at the brink of war, and it is time for you to choose a side.”


    “What do you mean? What are you going to do?”


    “Nothing they have not already done,” he said. “I’ve recruited our children to help make our kind safe from persecution. Together we will ensure that no more of my brothers will be punished for loving too much, and no more of our children will be whored into battle against their own blood.”


    “What about Rifion? You talk like you’re the victim in all of this, but I bet Rifion would disagree. Did you let him take the fall for you?” I asked. “He was your brother. Didn’t you love him?”


    “Rifion was warned not to interfere in my work. He was meant only to aid me in breaking the tethers our brothers had put on our children’s powers. It wasn’t time to awaken them, but his ambition got the better of him,” he said. “And, I might add, I was not the one who banished him for his actions.”


    My cheeks warmed, remembering the moment my sword sliced through Rifion’s neck and I looked away. This was too much, too confusing. My heart pounded so hard that I could feel its beat vibrating over my skin. “Everything I’ve ever read, ever been told, says that angels weren’t meant to be with humans.”


    “What does your heart tell you?” he asked.


    “That I love Eli. But what does that matter if it’s forbidden?”


    “Forbidden or simply denied?” He turned to face me. “Reward is not given to those who do not fight for it. The angels were made to love humans, commanded to do so. To what degree we are to show that love has yet to be settled.”


    “So what are you asking? You allowed me to come up here to explain why I should spare your life? Why? So you can fight the seraphim for the right to free love?”


    A great smile blossomed across his face and he threw back his head in laughter. Just when it was becoming damn annoying his chuckles died off and he straightened with one last sigh. “Oh, Emma Jane. No, my daughter. I am not pleading for my life. I am making you an offer, giving you an opportunity to survive the coming war.”


    “Right. And how’s that?” I’d taken out an angel before. He was a fool if he underestimated how much I wanted the hell out of this life.


    “Work for me. Be my eyes and ears among the seraphim ranks.”


    “No.” Spying took a kind of deviousness I just wasn’t capable of. Besides, the seraphim were the good guys…right? “I can’t do it. I won’t.”


    “Not even for Eli?” he asked. “Spy for me and I’ll bring him to you. He’s one of us now. As much as he’d like to, he cannot hide from me, not completely. I can feel his heart aching for you. Help me win this war and be with him forever. Refuse me, and I will make certain he is banished to the abyss for all eternity.”


    My heart surged, the glimmer of hope tempting me more than I liked. “You’re a bastard, you know that?”


    “No, Emma Jane. I’m an angel.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Dan pushed through the sliding glass door from inside the luxury box just as the announcer called the game due to the rain. He wasn’t in uniform, so he held up his badge to my Fallen father and his demon minion before his suspicious gaze fell on me. “What’s going on, Em?”


    “Me? What are you doing here?”


    “I was watching the game and saw you on TV. Should’ve known when they said the sudden freak storm system would force them to cancel the game that you were behind it somehow.” He shoved his badge into his back pocket and glanced from Jukar to Bariel. “Everything okay?”


    “Everything’s fine, but you need to go.” The Fallen can’t sense an unmarked nephilim the way demons could, but Bariel already knew what Dan was. I didn’t want him spilling the beans to Jukar, especially since the fallen angel was looking to recruit soldiers for his army. But of course, Dan didn’t listen.


    “Good afternoon, officer,” Jukar said, offering his hand. “I’m Jonathan Bedford. This is my company’s box. Is there a problem?”


    Dan looked at the man’s hand and back to his face and propped his hands on his hips. “You tell me.”


    “This is the nephilim I told you about,” Bariel said. “His powers are still leashed, but he is aware, thanks to your daughter.”


    “Daughter?” Dan’s gaze shifted to me, the hurt I’d seen before—of being left behind, of losing me—flashed for an instant and then was gone.


    I nodded. “This is Jukar. He’s…my biological father.”


    Jukar’s eyes widened at my blunt admission, and Dan gave him the once-over. He looked back to me. “And why is he still standing there with his head attached?”


    “Because he’s offered Emma Jane the one thing you can never give her,” Bariel said. “The man she loves.”


    I tried not to cringe, ignoring the sickening surge of guilt. “Shut up, Bariel.”


    “Is that right?” Dan closed his eyes and shook his head. He was smiling, even chuckling under his breath, but I knew he didn’t find it the slightest bit funny. He looked at the demon standing at the end of the patio behind me. “So why are you still alive? What did you offer her?”


    “Me?” The man shrugged, making the long jacket of his sherwani suit sway. “Nothing.”


    “I thought so.” In a very smooth, very human move, Dan pulled his gun from its holster on his hip and shot the demon square between the eyes.


    Bariel’s head snapped back, blood spraying in a quick explosion behind him. He collapsed to the cement floor of the patio, my sword clamoring out of his hand.


    “That’s for screwing with Emma, and the shit you pulled on me on Mount Washington,” Dan said. “Don’t do it again.”


    I’d jumped at the gunshot, startled. “What the hell?”


    “That won’t kill him,” Jukar said.


    Dan didn’t look at either of us. Instead he walked over to Bariel’s unconscious body and grabbed my sword. I tried to will the blade to dissipate, but nothing happened. It was my sword, the solid metal forged in the fires of heaven, molecules from this plane and the next, brought together by my will… at least it was supposed to be. But now it was in Dan’s hand, his will, the will of a nephilim, making it solid and real, making it possible to initiate him into the ranks of illorum, just like Tommy’s sword had done for me. Dammit.


    Dan brought it back and stood beside us. “I know. But it felt good.”


    The angel nodded, rolling a shoulder as though he completely understood. “Fair enough.”


    “Uh-huh. Listen, no offense, but,” Dan said, looking at me, “will you kill this son of a bitch already, Em?”


    “Why would that offend me?” Jukar said, clearly offended.


    “I can’t. Not now,” I said.


    “Because of Eli?”


    “No.” Maybe. “Because I’ll lose my power.”


    “You won’t need it anymore if you kill him,” Dan said. “Em, you’re this close—this close to getting your life back. You’ll be able to hang out with your family and friends without worrying that a demon will attack. There’ll be no more midnight chases across the world, no more angelic powwows in your backyard. You’ll be free from all this. You’ll be normal.”


    For the first time since this started a year ago, that word didn’t trigger happy thoughts of sunny days and peaceful nights and uninterrupted sleep. Instead, the sound of it tied my stomach into a cold knot. No more angels hovering in the tree limbs in my backyard, no more trips around the world, no more knowing the truth in a person’s thoughts, no more phone calls to Liam and Amon, no more possibility of ever seeing Eli again.


    I pushed the cloud of sorrow from my thoughts and cleared my throat. “You don’t understand. There’s more going on than you realize. I need my powers.”


    “Why?” Anger made his tone sharp. “What could possibly be going on that’s more important than getting your life back on track?”


    “Look.” I pointed out to the huge baseball stadium and the demons sitting like statues in the pouring rain everywhere I looked. The last of the diehard fans had left, leaving only the loyal demons behind in their seats. There were more of them now, and as I watched even more were blinking in, appearing in empty seats—gathering. “They’re going to start the war. If I kill Jukar, I can’t fight.”


    “If you kill him, maybe you can stop the war before it gets started.”


    “I’m standing right here,” Jukar said. “I can hear you.”


    Dan and I glanced at him and then back to each other.


    “Killing him will only take me out of the fight,” I said.


    “And my death won’t change the course of events already set in motion,” Jukar added.


    “Yeah.” Dan snorted. “Like you’d say anything different.”


    The fallen angel shrugged.


    “Y’know what? Let me test that theory.” I could tell Dan was fuming. He doubled fisted my sword and raised it to take a swing at Jukar.


    I moved without thinking, putting myself between the cop and the fallen angel faster than Dan could track. I grabbed his wrist. “Dan, no. What are you thinking?”


    He jerked free. “I’m thinking that if you can’t save yourself from this mess, I will. Jeezus, Emma, what’s happened to you? Used to be this was all you wanted, all you wished for. Now here he is and you’re having second thoughts? You’re protecting him?”


    “I’m not having second thoughts.” I shoved Dan’s wrist and he stumbled back a step. My reasons for allowing Jukar to continue sucking air were selfish and I hated myself for it, but I couldn’t kill him. Not yet. Not if there was a chance of finding Eli. “You don’t understand. You can’t. Just give me my sword before you do something stupid like getting yourself marked.”


    “He loves you,” Jukar said, making an awkward situation a billion times worse. Thanks.


    “No, he doesn’t,” I said.


    “I care about her.” Dan looked me in the eye. “There’s a difference.”


    Jukar wasn’t listening to either of us. “He’s passionate, driven by his emotions. I could use that kind of zeal at my side in the coming battles.”


    I spun around. “No. He’s still just a normal human and he needs to stay that way.”


    Jukar’s sapphire eyes dropped to me. “He was never a normal human.”


    “He’s got kids,” I said. “Leave him out of this.”


    “None of our children will be left out of this, my dear.” Jukar stepped around me, speaking to Dan directly. “The seraphim have persecuted our children before and they are doing it again. They are hunting nephilim regardless of the status of their power.”


    “Because you’ve pushed them to it,” I said. “You’re ordering attacks on illorum, killing magisters, stealing their swords. Did you think they’d just let you get away with it forever?”


    “There is much I have…gotten away with,” he said. “My pious brothers are brilliant at turning a blind eye and deaf ear to avoid taking action of any kind.”


    “I’m not one of your pious brothers,” I said, remembering why this bastard had to die. “You’re done getting away with ordering the deaths of good people. I’ll make sure of it.”


    “We do what we must to protect our children,” he said. “If some perish in battle, such is the nature of war. They die so others might live, so others might love in peace.”


    “Love human women, you mean,” Dan said, pulling Jukar’s attention.


    “Yes.”


    “Well, I’ve got a problem with that.” Dan’s grip tightened on my sword.


    “Hmm…yes. Because of Elizal. I would imagine you do.”


    Dan’s mouth tensed. “I have a problem with illorum being causalities of your self-indulgent need to screw human women. Especially when someone I care about is an illorum, and people she knows and cares about are targets too.”


    “Ah. Clever.” The angel’s face lit with delight. “I do like you, Daniel. Your mind works remarkable feats of logic to appease your pride. Allow me to ease your concern somewhat. Emma Jane, as well as any of our children, need only lay down Michael’s sword and join us to be safe from such aggressions.”


    Dan snorted. “Yeah, you’d like that wouldn’t you?”


    “I would,” he said. “It pains me to see any of our children pitted against their fathers. It pains me even more to see our children fight for beings who would rather see them dead, or worse, impotent.”


    “The point is what they fight for, not for whom,” Dan said.


    “Pick up Michael’s sword, or mine. Those are your choices. But make no mistake, children, everyone will soon have to pick a side.”


    “He still walks the earth?” Fred’s voice suddenly came from the seats below and we turned to see him perched on one of the seat backs. “I hoped that you had completed your duty, Emma Jane. But I do appreciate your aid in locating this loathsome betrayer.”


    Ronny, Fred’s new illorum, popped in a second later, standing on the steps next to his magister’s seat. The kid was getting drenched in the rain. Fred was dry as a bone. “You again? Shit. You gonna let another one get away, babe?”


    “Don’t call me ‘babe,’” I said. “And pull up your pants. You look like an idiot who can’t work a belt.”


    The wannabe thug shrugged, smirking. But it was movement behind him that caught my eye. Some of the nearest demons had stood to watch us, the rain pooling in the seats around them, drenching their hair and clothes.


    I scanned the rest of the stadium—the number of demons had doubled. There were hundreds now, and at the tops of several of the stairs protected by the overhang were what I assumed must be gibborim. They were men and women, teenagers and adults, all holding black swords in their hands. I counted at least fifty. We were so outnumbered.


    Jukar tossed his half-empty beer, the glass shattering on the concrete steps and hard seats a few yards away. “Fraciel,” he said, drawing his sword, the blade gleaming like a captured star in his hand. “So it begins. Long time no see. I expected a magister would come to my daughter’s aid, but I’m surprised to see it’s you.”


    Fred ignored him, unconcerned, and looked at his sad excuse for an illorum. “Kill the wicked beast, Ronald.”


    Ronny bolted like a dog let off his leash, racing up so fast that he cleared the distance to the patio easily.


    “Crap.” I didn’t even think about it. I just spun in front of Jukar, snagging his sword from his hand and bringing it up to block Ronny’s blade. I shoved the kid back, and he tumbled over the seats, falling out of sight between the rows.


    My wrist stung with that icy burn the second our swords clashed. I fought hard not to let the pain show on my face. “Don’t be stupid, Fred. Can’t you see this is a setup? Look around. He’s built an army, and now he’s trying to bait you into a fight. He wants you to start the war.”


    “He’s been baiting the seraphim for weeks,” Fred said. “With the first magister to die by his command, the truce was broken. Now he will suffer the full wrath of heaven.”


    “Not now. Look around, Fred. Hello? All of heaven isn’t here. Don’t let him suck you into a battle you can’t win.”


    Ronny pushed up from where he’d landed, rubbing the back of his head. He’d live, for now, but raising my sword against him, a defender of God, had already done its damage. I could feel the lingering ache of my mark. I wouldn’t look. I had bigger things to worry about. If Fred let himself get suckered into a fight with Jukar, I wasn’t sure if any of us would survive it.


    “I am not the one he is manipulating.” Fred’s pale eyes glanced at my wrist and I resisted the urge to tuck my hand behind my back, hiding my mark that I was sure had splintered again. “Do you believe he could not have stopped Ronald’s attack if he wished? He wants you to defend him. He wants to separate you from your duty.”


    I knew it was true, and I knew it was working, but not for the reason Fred thought. Jukar wasn’t seducing me into seeing things his way. He was using my feelings for Eli to make me want to keep him alive. But even I recognized the difference between keeping him alive and defending him was pretty thin—thin as air.


    “How many archangels are there? Did you know that he was one of them?” I asked Fred.


    “Archangel?” Dan repeated, eyes wide. “Your biological father’s an archangel? So the stuff you can do that you shouldn’t be able to…?”


    “All my offspring have been exceptional,” Jukar said, beaming with pride.


    Fred ignored them both and answered me with a shrug. “How many? How many seeds are in a watermelon? How many feathers on a bird? There are as many archangels as Father intended.” For the first time, Fred’s narrow eyes shifted to the fallen angel behind me. “And yes. I sensed what he once was when I arrived.”


    “But the Council said no archangels had fallen since Lucifer.”


    “He is no longer an archangel,” Fred said. “He is Fallen. What this vile creature once was has no bearing on the thing he has become.”


    “But he’s just as powerful, or powerful enough…and you sent your shiny, new illorum after him anyway?”


    “You see, my daughter?” Jukar leaned close like he’d whisper in my ear but he spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “He knows my strength, knows even he is no match for me and yet he freely orders my brother’s child to fight me. These sanctimonious seraphim do not value the lives of our children. You are pawns—cannon fodder to be used and destroyed—doing what they, themselves, are too frightened to do.”


    Then softer, so that only I could hear, he whispered, “But behold how earnestly I esteem thee. My gift to you, my powerful child. Let it be an eternal reminder of my love.”


    He kissed the back of my head and a warm squirm of heat wiggled down the back of my neck and into my chest. My heart beat and the heat he’d sent into me exploded with a surge of blood, sending the sizzling sensation through every vein in my body. I sucked a quick breath and clenched my teeth. I didn’t know what he’d done, but I knew I hadn’t given my permission for him to do it.


    Fred’s pale eyes met mine. “He must be ended.”


    “Yeah? Well that’s my job,” I said and spun, Jukar’s angelic blade firm in my grasp.


    An illorum’s sword has the power to send a Fallen to the abyss. A magister’s sword will send an angel back to start, but I had no idea what kind of power was still juicing inside the Fallen’s sword. And before I could find out, it was jerked from my grip and my loving father’s iron-hard slap sent me sailing backward off the patio.


    I crashed onto the hard, unforgiving stadium seats—one cracking me straight across my back, punching the air from my lungs. My head snapped back, smacking against the next seat down, and stars burst behind my eyes as I slumped between the rows—scraping my neck and legs, bruising my elbows.


    I’d landed somewhere near Fred—I’d seen him race past me toward Jukar a split second before I hit the seats. But the world was going dark, and pain ate at every part of my body. I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. But as my vision tunneled, and the world receded into the misty haze, a flash lit the overhang and the sound of blades clashing echoed in the growing distance. I strained to look, but I already knew.


    The angels were fighting. The war had begun. There was no turning back now.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    “Em, wake up! Get out of there!”


    I opened my eyes, blinking against the constant drum of rain, expecting to see Dan. I was sure it was his voice I’d heard but it was a soaking-wet, demon Pirates fan I saw standing over me.


    “Crap.”


    Thunder rumbled the ground and a crack of lighting lit the sky, just as the beer-bellied, Mack truck of a demon reached down and fisted the collar of my blouse. He lifted me up from between the seat, so high the toes of my boots barely scraped against the floor.


    His grip squeezed my collar around my neck—cutting off air. I couldn’t breathe. Panic, pain, and reflex had me squirming like a worm on a hook—my feet flaring out, landing solid blows to his thighs, and one hard boot toe jabbing his gut. But the ape wouldn’t let me go.


    I smacked at his hairy tree-trunk arm, scratching like a girl, but it was all I had. I drew blood, but the demon just raised his sword, preparing to skewer me through the gut.


    Shit.


    “Emma!” Dan jumped over the seats further back behind the demon. With my sword in one hand and his gun in the other he came charging full tilt toward us, yelling, “Arrrrggg…”


    The demon didn’t even glance his way, as if the bellowing cop wasn’t worth his notice. Déjà vu blinked through my brain. At the exact instant I realized I was going to be okay, it dawned on me that Dan wouldn’t be.


    Even as my body screamed for air and the pressure in my head made it feel like I might pop my top like a champagne cork, I shook my head at Dan, trying to yell at him to stop. But I couldn’t croak out a sound.


    Just as I had ignored Tommy more than a year ago when he tried to stop me from using his sword, Dan ignored me. He was closing in fast, but he was still too far away. Training brought up the cop’s gun, and he shot the big demon in the back twice. The guy grimaced, his body jerking with each impact, actions stalling.


    It was all the time Dan needed to close the distance. His arm stretched wide, swinging my sword with all his might and slicing the blade cleanly through the demon’s fat neck. I dropped in a free-fall with the demon’s headless body, black goo spouting from the stump of his neck.


    Air finally burned through my open throat, stinging all the way down my chest. Coughs tore apart my lungs, but I managed to scoot backward, barely avoiding the gush of black goo as the demon’s body melted into a smoldering pile of stink.


    Dan had saved my life and I looked up at him holding his wrist. I coughed again, my throat raw. “You idiot.”


    His brow creased, eyes snapping to me. “You’re welcome.”


    “And you’re marked,” I said, swallowing around the pain. “What were you thinking?”


    “That you were about to be killed. What did you want me to do?”


    “Let me die,” I said. And I meant it. Kenny’s and Abby’s sweet little faces flashed through my head and with them, a healthy stab of guilt.


    “You knew that wasn’t gonna happen,” Dan hissed, peeking under his hand at his wrist. “Did it hurt this much when you were marked?”


    “Yes.” I pushed to my feet and shoved my sodden bangs back from my eyes. “Does it really hurt that bad?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Good. Should’ve kept your hands off my sword,” I said. “Suck it up. You’re in this for real now.”


    “I’m ready.”


    “No. You’re not,” I said, and then a horn sounded, drawing our attention to the infield below and the giant, cloven-hoofed, red devil blowing a rallying call with a huge ram’s horn.


    Bariel stood next to him on the pitcher’s mound—his silky jacket drenched, molding to his chest and fluttering against the matching slacks at his knees. The rain poured in buckets, plastering his short hair to his head and battering against his face. But he stood tall, the black sword in his hand shining like glass. Four gibborim stood guard around them—all men, all big enough to be first-round draft picks by the NFL.


    The guards stiffened abruptly, their attention shifting to third base and the man who’d just dropped from the black sky high above.


    “Did you see that?” Dan asked. “Was that a body?”


    “They all are,” I said and watched as another body dropped from the boiling clouds, and then another, and another. Every few seconds a body fell all over the stadium and every one of them landed on their feet.


    “They’re angels,” I said. One after another stood, gleaming sword in hand, and took up the fight. “Seraphim.”


    Lightning forked across the sky, illuminating battles everywhere I looked. Thunder shook the glass of the luxury boxes behind us as fallen angels seemed to appear out of thin air all around. For every Fallen that raced into the fray, another seraph dropped from the sky to meet him.


    Dan flinched, looking at his mark as though it’d bitten him. “What the hell is that?”


    My wrist tingled, heat itching over my mark, but nothing like I’d felt in the past. “Your mark burns when a fallen angel is near. At least it’s supposed to.”


    “It does,” a voice said from behind us. “Fascinating, isn’t it?”


    Dan and I both turned to see a dark-haired fallen angel, his wide grin more crazed than gleeful, though he was stunning nonetheless. He swung his sword, aiming for my neck before I could get past the fact that my mark had barely warned me he was there.


    I was unarmed and outwitted. I stumbled back, helpless, giving Dan barely enough room to lunge between us and block the strike. The impact was hard, the sound of the blades colliding like a gunshot. Dan staggered, struggling to keep from slipping in the slick puddles all around us.


    He’d saved me again, but I knew our deaths were only seconds away…and then a seraph dropped from the sky. He landed beside the dark-haired Fallen, his shining sword a blur of motion, forcing the Fallen to turn from us and fight for his life.


    I grabbed Dan’s wrist and ran as fast as my power allowed. I felt him stumble at first to keep up, but he was a smart man, a quick learner, and he knew what powers to expect. I needed a second to get my brain back in the game. And I needed my sword. I wasn’t thinking—dodging demons fighting magisters, zigzagging around battling illorum and gibborim, and avoiding Fallen and seraphim as much as possible.


    Everywhere I turned, blood splattered and black goo oozed. People were screaming, men and women wailed in pain—enduring the agony of a severed leg or the piercing stab wound from the enemy’s blade. I didn’t know who was winning or who was dying—nephilim or demon, seraph or Fallen. I couldn’t stop to see. I had to find a place where Dan would be safe and I could reclaim my sword.


    Finally, we took refuge higher up in the stadium next to the Keystone Corner Club, ducking low behind a railing topped with potted plants. I panted, more from the rush of adrenaline than exertion, reaching for my sword. “Stay here.”


    He tucked it close, tightening his grip. “I’m not going to ride out this fight behind some plants. You stay here. I’m keeping the sword.”


    “There’ll be no need for that, Daniel.”


    Faster than Dan could track even with his newly awakened illorum powers, I snagged my sword from his hand and spun, preparing to fight.


    The magister flinched but held his ground. He wasn’t as tall as Eli or Fred, but he had the same unearthly beauty. Light, flawless skin, long fingers, big palms, and wise, pale blue eyes. They were darker than Eli’s, at least darker than they were before the fall, which meant he’d been on earth, hanging around humans, for a long time. The weird thing about that was that he looked so young.


    He smiled, emphasizing the adorable dimples in his cheeks. “I’m older than I look, Emma Jane. Much older.” He looked past me to Dan. “Welcome to the fold, Daniel. I’ve been waiting for you to join us.”


    “Yeah. Sure. And you are?”


    “The name’s Humastrav.”


    “Gesundheit,” I said.


    He laughed and it creased the corners of his twinkling eyes behind his glasses. “You are funny. I like that.” Then he looked back to Dan. “You can call me Ham. I’m your magister. I’ll be your teacher and guide.” He glanced out over the stadium teeming with battles. “I hope you’re a fast learner.”


    “I can fight,” Dan said. “Just give me a sword.”


    “Oh. Yes, of course.” The angel held out his hands, palms up and a long silver sword, exactly like mine, appeared. The blade was nearly three feet long, its hilt wrapped in soft brown leather with a plain teardrop pommel on the end. On the blade below the hilt were the same crossed keys as the ones on our marks. The only difference was the name carved across the guard. Mine read hellsbane, whereas Dan’s read wysocki.


    Dan holstered his gun and shifted my sword to his other hand. He reached for the weapon made to fit perfectly in the palm of his hand. I could see the satisfaction lift the features of his face as he felt the weight of his sword, the perfect balance, the rightness of it.


    “If it were up to me, we’d spend the next few weeks training,” Ham said.


    “Hell no.” Dan stepped forward. “I’m here to fight. I…I have to.”


    The boyish magister smiled and pushed up his glasses. “I know. It’s part of being an illorum. I’ll stay by your side, though. Watch your back. It’ll be good to finally kick some Fallen ass after all these years with our hands tied by the truce.”


    I understood what he meant—that urge, the near compulsion to fight the demons and their fallen masters. I’d felt it from the start, every day from the moment I was marked. So why didn’t I feel it now?


    I wanted to fight. I wanted to defend what I knew was right, but I no longer felt that there was no other choice. I didn’t feel like I had to fight. What was wrong with me? I turned my wrist, finally looking at the damage my actions had done to my mark.


    The sword wasn’t broken…not completely, and I breathed a sigh of relief. The fine line that had etched across the blade of my mark was darker now, thicker, but the blade was still in one piece—cracked, not broken. I wasn’t gibborim. But I hadn’t realized until that moment how much I feared I might be.


    I’d come so close. I’d been so willing to give up everything to be with Eli again. I still wanted him, my heart still ached at the thought of never seeing him again. But he’d hate it if he knew how close I’d come to betraying my fellow illorum, to betraying the seraphim, to betraying myself.


    Eli loved me for who I was, for what I stood and fought for. He loved me for being true to myself. Compromising my beliefs might help me find him again, but what good would that do if it changed who I was? Even if he could find a way to still love me, how could I love myself?


    It was over. Truly over. There was no way to get him back without trading a piece of myself, a piece of my soul…and that wouldn’t be good for either of us.


    “I was trying to get to that horn when I sensed you had taken up the sword.” Ham pointed at the devil dude on the pitcher’s mound. We all watched as he raised the ram’s horn to his red lips again and blew.


    The sound echoed off the stadium seats and seemed to bounce off the thick blanket of clouds overhead, ringing through my brain. Yeah, I wanted that horn too…at least I wanted to go to it. Weird.


    “What are they doing?” Dan asked, gesturing to the two people—a man in his early fifties and a girl about my age—who slipped between the gibborim guards to the pitcher’s mound where Bariel waited.


    The demon held out his hands to the man first, a black sword across his upturned palms. The older man took the sword, and the moment he did, another just like it appeared in the demon’s hands. He was too far away for me to see for sure, but I thought I saw his body tense. He grabbed the inside of his wrist.


    Bariel offered the new sword to the girl in the same fashion and she reached for it, plucking it quickly from his hands. Her reaction was almost an instant replay of the man’s, and for a moment the two stood staring at the fresh marks on their skin.


    The pair took off immediately—faster than they’d come, faster than humans could ever move. They raced in different directions through the fray of battles, each finding a fresh opponent.


    “They’re turning nephilim. Making them gibborim,” I said. “That’s Jukar’s sword—a piece of his spirit. Just like our swords are a piece of Michael’s.”


    “Exactly,” Ham agreed. “The horn is a battle cry, compelling all Fallen and demons, and apparently gibborim, too, to come fight.”


    Suddenly, the urge to answer the sound of that horn sickened me. Was the damage I’d done to myself deeper than my mark showed? I pushed the thought from my mind, not liking the queasy feeling it left in my stomach.


    “More importantly,” Ham continued, “it calls to the unmarked. And not just the ones Rifion toyed with, but all nephilim—even the people whose power is still dormant. Dan was lucky to have made his choice before the first call was sent out.”


    “Lucky. Right,” I said. But there were more people coming—lines of them trickled down through the stadium seats, finding their way to the field. Some of them were half-dressed, one woman was dragging an empty stroller. They moved like zombies—entranced children following the pied piper. “Why don’t you head them off? Start handing out illorum swords before they get down there to Bariel?”


    “It doesn’t work that way,” Ham said. “A person must choose by his or her actions to become a warrior of God. Besides, these people are already lost to us. That damned horn has them spellbound. We have to get that horn before the call grows any wider.”


    “Let’s do—” Before I could finish the sentence, a Fallen appeared in front of us, and a demon popped in a half second later—like a dog following his master.


    I blinked, my mind seeing their swords, watching as they pivoted to engage Dan and me, but my reaction was just half a click behind. By the time I raised my blade, Dan had already swung his sword. The demon blocked easily, but Dan’s eagerness for his head had the squirrely fiend on the defense soon enough.


    The fallen angel’s blade was mine as it sliced in a wide, blurring arch. I blocked, and shoved him back, mounting a quick flurry of blows that had the angel rethinking his choice of opponents. He’d underestimated me, but he knew better now, and yet I still felt like walking away was an option.


    With a quick spin, he dodged my last swing and moved fast to come at me again. I raised my blade to block, but the Fallen’s powerful weapon stopped short, colliding with Ham’s angelic blade.


    There was a moment of stunned paralysis, and Ham looked over his shoulder at me. “Go get that horn, Emma Jane. We’ll take care of these two.” And then the fighting resumed.


    I lowered my sword, staggering back from the four men fighting to the death. I glanced at Dan hammering the skinny demon. The guy was quick and stronger than he looked, but Dan’s illorum drive kept him on top of the fight.


    The horn sounded again and I turned without thinking, and a heartbeat later I realized it hadn’t been by choice. That sound had an effect on me, not as powerful as the unmarked nephilim or the gibborim, but even a little was too much for my taste. I had to get that horn.


    I called my power and with my next step…I’d only made it halfway there. Something hard as stone clotheslined me across the neck. My feet went out from under me—my sword went sailing out of my hand, and I landed hard on my butt at the top of the concrete stairs behind the catcher’s net. I shook my head, clearing the stars from my brain and coughing hard to reopen my crushed windpipe.


    “Close enough, illorum,” the bullheaded demon said, his voice low and gruff. I skittered backward on reflex, stunned. The demons were shedding their human disguises all over the place. In their true forms, they looked all alike. But years of Sunday school classes as a kid had instilled a kneejerk fear at the sight of them.


    Brimstone steamed from his bull nostrils, and he stomped toward me with huge hooflike feet. The demon wasn’t as tall as the one on the pitcher’s mound with Bariel, but he was big enough, and I couldn’t help my cringe when he reached out a meaty, red hand for my shoulder.


    Three-inch claws arched from each fat finger, making the shimmering black sword in his other hand kind of redundant. Not that he cared. “Where’s your sword, illorum? A warrior is never without her sword. A least not one that’s long for this world.”


    I risked glancing away for a split second, looking for my weapon. I figured it couldn’t have fallen far, and I was right. The hilt peeked out from under the first row of seats, only three feet away. It might as well have been on the other side of the world. I was fast, faster than a demon—even a demon at full power in his true form. But the guy was right there, his hot, putrid breath fogging the air between us.


    He raised his sword, and I decided I’d rather die trying. I jammed the sole of my boot into his knee. His joints were thick, but I’d kicked with all my strength and the bones gave, snapping the wrong way. The beast howled—the sound more animal than human—and he dropped, falling forward.


    I scrambled to get out from under him as he fell, stretching for my sword. My fingers snagged the pommel, just as the demon’s heavy body crashed down on my legs. I was pinned, but I pulled the sword into my grip, twisted around as he clawed at my blouse and sliced my ribs, reaching for my sword hand.


    The gashes burned like acid, and I hissed at the pain, staring down my bloodied body at him.


    “Daughter.” The bull’s head mouthed the word, but it wasn’t his voice. It was Jukar’s. The sound and oddity of it all stopped me cold.


    “Jukar?” I asked, panting.


    “Yes,” the demon said in Jukar’s voice. “Come to me, child. End this battle, this bloodshed.”


    “You’ll tell the other Fallen, the demons and gibborim, to stop fighting?” I squirmed under the bull devil, trying to pull my legs free. The demon gave a warning snort, spittle spraying my arm, his claws digging deeper into my side. I gasped and stopped moving.


    “Join me. Be my eyes and ears as we discussed, and I will tell those who serve me to cease their attacks,” he said.


    “And the rest? The ones who serve the other Fallen?” I asked, staring into the red bull’s face in front of me.


    Jukar laughed, but the sound was wrong coming out of that face. “I do not control my brothers any more than you control the other illorum,” he said. “Those loyal to me will obey. I swear to that. And with my army withdrawn there will be few enough left for the seraphim to defeat.”


    “You’d sacrifice your fallen brothers just to gain some intel on the seraphim?” I asked.


    “I would lose this battle to win the war. To win you. Yes.” The demon bull sat up. “You are my child,” he said. “There is no greater bond. Your impulse to fight at my side is in your blood. Instinctive. I know you feel it even now.”


    I swallowed hard, looking away—remembering the draw of that horn. “No one controls me.”


    “And so you have proven,” he said. “Twice you’ve raised your sword in opposition to God, weakening the compulsion imbued in Michael’s sword. As my child you are stronger than the others, Emma Jane, and my gift to you has made certain your angelic power flows untethered through your veins. You can fight Michael’s command. Join me and together we will dismantle the ruling seraphim Council and prove to our Father that the angels are more deserving than the sons of man to people the earth with our seed.”


    My mind balked at the blunt statement. This had nothing to do with love. This was genocide in the extreme—mixing angelic DNA with human until there were no pure humans left. The result would be a world of nephilim, of supernatural people ruling the weaker, slower, humans until the species blinked out of existence. Would God allow it? Worse, what would He do to stop it?


    For an instant I imagined the hand of God reaching down to wipe the earth clean, and I shuddered at the thought. I couldn’t let it come to that. I wouldn’t help destroy humanity.


    “Sorry, Dad, it’s never gonna happen.” My hand tightened on the hilt of my sword, my decision made. But before making my move, another’s blade blurred past my eyes and sliced through the bull-demon’s thick neck.


    The big demon’s head and neck toppled off its wide shoulders, and I tucked my feet close to avoid the gush of black goo as his body melted into an indistinguishable blob. I looked up at the caramel-skinned girl proudly holding her illorum sword.


    “Nenita.”


    Her smile widened. “What’s up, girlfriend?”


    She still looked like the little kid I remembered cowering in a hospital bed. But there was a wisdom in her eyes now, a confidence. This time it wasn’t her blood spattered all over her snug-fitting tank top; it was demon blood and she’d put it there.


    Nenita glanced past me, her expression sobering, then looked back to me. “Saw you shootin’ the breeze over here with Mr. Tall Dark and Fugly. Thought you could use a hand.”


    A quick huff of laughter blew out of me and I smiled. “Yeah. Thanks. It’s good to see you. You look…different…but good. You’re okay then?”


    Her smile wilted more, but she nodded, offering me a hand to help me up. “I’m cool. I ain’t gonna lie though. This is some freaky, scary shit goin’ down. But thanks to my new magister I can handle it.”


    I took her hand and got my feet under me, wincing against the pain of my gashes and the sting of brimstone boiling under my skin. “Keep your sword up,” I said and the girl nodded again, her dark braids swinging on either side of her head.


    “Back at’cha,” she said, then vanished.


    Somewhere in the distance I thought I heard Jukar scream my name, or maybe it was the wind and the howl of battle raging around me. I couldn’t waste time thinking about it. Now that I knew his plan, I had to stop it.


    The world blurred by and a blade sailed across my path. I ducked under the swing, spinning back to slice my blade from hip to shoulder through the chest of the demon who’d tried to stop me. A heartbeat later the gibborim guards stood before me—a wall of thick bodies and razor-sharp swords, with Bariel and the horn-blowing demon behind them.


    “Four against one?” I said to the linebackers. “Any chance you’d go one at a time?”


    The Mensa rejects glanced back and forth among one another, considering my request. I capitalized on their distraction, spinning quickly and using my momentum to swing my sword through the first guy’s neck. The other three spared a moment to puzzle out what had happened, and then snapped into action.


    I sidestepped the en-masse advance, blocking the swing of the nearest gibborim, ducking the swing of another. They surrounded me before I could recover, but a blink later, Dan and Ham stood with me—our backs together.


    “Thought you said you were gonna get that horn,” Dan said.


    “I was just about to, but these guys asked me to kill them first.”


    “Hey, teach,” Nenita said blinking in next to Ham. “I was wondering where you went.”


    “Nenita, this is Daniel and Emma Jane,” Ham said. “Daniel and Emma Jane, meet another of my illorums, Nenita.”


    “Nenita?” Dan blinked at the girl, and I could see the recognition flicker through his eyes.


    “’Sup, Officer, Dan?” She flashed a wide grin, then looked at me. “We got this, Emma. Go.”


    “Really? Thanks.” There was no time to argue. I winked at the refrigerator-sized gibborim targeting me, and then moved faster than any illorum he’d ever met.


    Whatever Jukar had done to me with that kiss on the back of my head, I could feel it kicking in full force—doubling my speed and strength. Before the gibborim’s brain had time to understand I was gone, I was already facing the giant devil demon next to Bariel.


    His bull head tilted down toward me. “You believe you possess the strength to best me, little woman?” he asked in the same gravely smoker’s voice they all seemed to have.


    “Dude, I just want you to stop blowing that friggin’ horn.”


    “I am the trumpeter. As long as there is life in my body and breath in my lungs, nothing shall sway me from my duty,” he said.


    “Oh. Okay. I can work with that.” I spun like I had so many times before, building momentum, my sword slicing through the air. But the demon was fast, and smart. His big hand snapped up, catching my wrist, stopping me like a finger on a spinning penny, holding me dangling by one arm. “Shit.”


    He’d dropped the horn so it hung loose on a rope across his chest and balled his massive fist. Like a boxer to a punching bag, he wound up and thumped me hard in the ribs, aiming for the shredded section of my blouse and the deep gashes underneath. The punch exploded the air from my lungs and sent a fresh wash of pain sizzling through my veins.


    I sucked in a breath, my broken ribs gashing muscle and nerves, pain screaming through me. And then he punched me again. My feet gave way, my body swinging out like a sack of sand. I yelped, losing what little air I’d recollected, fresh pain rending my insides with every heartbeat. My brain went fuzzy—threatening to go dark—and I shook my head, stumbling to regain my footing and keep my wits.


    He held my sword arm firm, keeping it up above my head. “Hitting you is great fun, but you distract me from my duty,” he said.


    “Yeah,” I said and swallowed around the pain of it. “That was the plan. Let you pummel me like a side of beef just to keep you from blowin’ that horn. Ha! Joke’s on you, right?”


    A bizarre smile tugged at the corners of his mouth that pulled the skin up from his big square teeth flashing brown gums and drool. Wrong in so many ways.


    That did it. I had to get free of this thing and my desperation gave the girl in me free rein. Finding my balance, I centered my weight on one leg and jerked my knee straight up, hard and fast, putting all the power of my angelic blood into the move. My knee connected with his very male body—right between his legs.


    I was pretty sure his balls rammed up somewhere behind his belly button. His hold on my wrist loosened, and I jabbed the hilt of my sword into the tender spot of his temple, finally driving the big demon to his knees.


    He was down, but not out and I only had a second to keep him from striking back. I cocked my blade to my shoulder like a baseball bat and swung, slicing his head from his neck.


    Black ooze sprayed like a volcano from the stump left behind, coating the ram’s horn hanging against his chest. I reached for it, but before I could get a good grip his whole body disintegrated into to a stinky, black goop pile, the horn sinking down into the center of the mess.


    It didn’t matter. The people who hadn’t reached Bariel were already snapping out of their trance. The spell was broken, but that didn’t stop Bariel from offering those close enough a sword to defend themselves.


    Who could blame them for taking the weapon? People were fighting all around them, dying right before their eyes. They didn’t know those people were angels, demons, and nephilim. Most probably didn’t know they were nephilim, too. They just wanted to leave and figured they’d have to fight their way out.


    Another bolt of lightning snapped across the sky, so close the hairs on my arms tingled from the electrical discharge. I limped forward, shoving away my wet bangs, and tensing against each agonizing jolt of pain. The deep bruising, and even the broken rib would heal in a few minutes, but I’d been cut by a demon’s claw that left brimstone boiling under my skin.


    I couldn’t waste time thinking about it. I had to stop Bariel from turning nephilim and making new gibborim to add to the battle. I spotted him for a second, only to lose him when he blinked away. He was moving fast around the stadium, cutting off the retreating nephilim who’d been entranced into coming to the stadium. Every one of them were taking up Jukar’s sword, fueling the fight.


    Once the confused, frightened people picked up the sword, he’d push them into the path of an illorum or a tired magister, then moved on to the next. They didn’t know using the sword against a defender of God, even in defense of themselves, would mark them as a gibborim…and Bariel wasn’t telling them. To their panicked eyes, everyone was a threat, and so they attacked.


    Bariel was sending these innocent people to their deaths. Once they were marked, they became the enemy and eventually they would be killed. I had to stop him.


    I fought to focus my thoughts through the poisoned haze fogging my brain. The brimstone burned inside me, making the effort twice as hard, but I managed to track the demon. Once I locked onto him I was able to follow his unearthly quick movements. The thought solidified in my mind to move, just as he blinked from a young kid in a baseball cap—maybe fifteen years old—to an older woman, cowering on the steps near the outfield.


    An instant later I stood behind him just as he bent over her, Jukar’s glistening, black sword balanced in his up turned palms. “Take it. Defend yourself. It’s your only way out,” he told her. “They’re killing everyone.”


    My only thought was to get that damn sword out of her reach and just as she leaned forward to take it, I snagged my father’s sword from Bariel’s hands.


    He turned, eyes wide, mouth agape, utterly surprised. He hadn’t sensed me the way most demons can sense illorum. Why? I didn’t know, couldn’t worry about it. The surprise cost him. Lightning fast I swung my sword backhand, cutting him through the neck. The old demon staggered back, blinking fast.


    “Too late,” he said in a breathy whisper. “The war’s begun.” His eyes rolled to the back of his head and then his head lolled back, tilting farther and farther until it fell off his shoulders.


    Bariel had been an old demon, free from the abyss longer than some seraphim had existed. But just like every demon before him, his body dropped to the hard concrete stairs and seconds later all that was left was smoldering goo, raindrops sizzling against it.


    My gaze flicked to the woman, tucked into a ball, sobbing. She looked up at me. “Go,” I said. “Run. And don’t touch any swords.”


    She ran.


    My side was getting worse, the burn spreading into my belly. I turned around, scanning the battlefield I’d been to a gazillion times to watch ballgames. The tide was turning. Everywhere I looked, illorum and their magisters were zeroing in on the gibborim wielding angelic swords. One by one, they were killed and the swords retrieved, but for too many seraphim it was already too late.


    For no good reason I glanced up at the Bedford Company’s luxury box. Fred was still battling Jukar—wearing him down, beating him. I hadn’t thought it was possible. Jukar was an archangel, far more powerful than Fred. And yet, just when it seemed Fred would strike a killing blow, Jukar would teleport to the other side of the patio and the fight would resume with Fred following him easily.


    It seemed just a matter of time before Jukar would make a mistake—react a fraction too slow, move an instant too late, and Fred’s sword would take his head. But then, as though he sensed me watching, the archangel’s gaze flicked my way.


    He smiled, standing taller, and swatted Fred’s sword aside with his own as effortlessly as a father would a toddler. He jabbed his hand out, poking a finger against Fred’s forehead, like pressing a pause button.


    The once mighty envoy for The Council of Seven went statue still, frozen on the spot. Faster than I could see, faster than I could think, Jukar was suddenly behind him and he turned the angel to face me.


    Fred’s eyes were wide, a mix of anger and fear molding his face. He knew what was happening and was helpless to stop it.


    “Jukar, no,” I said.


    But in the blink of an eye, the fallen archangel swung his sword, slicing through the magister’s neck, igniting a brilliant flash of light…and Fred was gone.


    I raced toward him, folding time and space, crossing the stadium an instant after I’d decided to move. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I couldn’t save Fred. I just knew I had to do something. A heartbeat after the flash of light was gone, an instant after I met my father’s smiling eyes staring out at me. I was standing where Fred had been.


    But I was standing there alone.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    When the last of the demons and gibborim on the field had been killed, and all the Fallen had been banished or escaped, the seraphim, one by one, shot back into the thick clouds, each carrying a lifeless nephilim body until all evidence of the battle was gone. Three minutes later, the sky cleared and the sun warmed the chilly air. I didn’t know what they would do with the bodies, but I trusted they’d be cared for properly.


    It’s true what they say. You don’t really know how much you’ll miss something until it’s gone. I missed having a magister or a fellow illorum or even a friend nearby. Especially when I had to drive home alone with at least one broken rib, deep gashes on my side, and brimstone eating away my insides. Still, I counted myself lucky to have walked away at all.


    I’d caught a glimpse of Dan, Nenita, and Ham talking together. Nenita gave me a thumbs-up from across the park, before she and the two men vanished. At least I knew they were okay.


    Yeah, it was my decision, my fault that I was alone, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. I saw a car sitting in front of my house before I pulled into my driveway. As far as I could remember, I didn’t know anyone who drove a Mercedes SLS AMG Coupe. I liked the sleek, silver color though. Expensive.


    Then my stomach sank. I only knew one person—one fallen angel—with that kind of money. Jukar.


    There were still puddles in my driveway. I tried to aim for a dry spot when I parked and yanked on the emergency brake in front of my garage door. Anger already simmered under my collar. I was tired, hurt, and still in shock after watching my angelic father kill a magister, a seraph, the angel who’d spent the last few days at my side and snooping around in my head, right in front of me.


    It’s not like Fred and I were buddies, hanging out in front of the TV, eating popcorn, and watching old Serenity reruns. But he didn’t deserve to be taken out like that. I’d sworn to myself that if I were ever close enough to my bastard father again, I’d end him…or die trying. I just didn’t count on the opportunity arising so soon. Careful what you wish for.


    I shoved open the door of my Jeep and kind of fell out, holding my side. My free hand caught the edge of the door and kept me on my feet while I took a few strength-building breaths, trying to swallow the pain. I could feel the claw marks through my ripped blouse and knew the wounds had healed over, but there was a lot of brimstone caught under the skin, and it bubbled beneath the new flesh.


    There was holy water inside the house. I’d learned to keep some handy, like Band-Aids and peroxide. But no way was I letting the fallen archangel past the threshold. No. I’d deal with him first and then go inside and chug some holy water.


    Mustering every last bit of energy I had, I stiffened my back, holding my head high, and started walking like I’d just gotten twelve hours of sleep and a handful of magic feel-better pills.


    I was halfway down the driveway, heading for the sporty car on the street, when both its doors opened. “Bloody hell, lass, you look like total shit.”


    “Liam.” I exhaled and almost dropped to my knees. The redhead was at my side in a flash, catching me. “You’re such a sweet talker.”


    “That’s what I keep telling him,” Amon said, not far behind. He’d gotten out of the driver’s side.


    “Whose car?”


    “Mine,” the sexy, sandy-blond demon said. “Won it in a spontaneous giveaway at the dealership.”


    “Aye. And by that he means the fool of a salesmen gave him the bloody car for being pretty.”


    “Oh. Um, congratulations?” I said.


    “I owe it all to clean living,” Amon said. The man could wear snug, muscle shirts and tight jeans like nobody’s business. He peeked under the tattered remains of my blouse. “Looks like you could use some holy water. I’m fresh out. Doesn’t set well with my kind. Y’know. You have any inside?”


    I nodded, leaning more and more on Liam’s shoulder. “C’mon in.”


    Liam and I hobbled inside, and Amon ran ahead to fetch the holy water from the fridge. The little Irishman helped me to my gram’s Victorian sofa in the waiting room/front parlor of my house. I cringed, thinking how my wet clothes would stain the cushions, and then decided I didn’t care enough to hobble to another room.


    “Where were you today?” I asked him.


    “Keeping my arse, and Amon’s, as far from that buggered battle of bloated egos as I could.”


    “Why?”


    “Conflict of interest,” he said.


    “Oh.”


    “Aye, Amon’s been dodging bloody demons and gibborim everywhere we go,” he said. “The bastards have been pressuring him to join up. Can you imagine if we’d gone to that blasted place today?”


    “They would’ve forced you to fight each other,” I said, remembering the draw of that horn urging the demon and gibborim to battle.


    “Aye.” His gaze drifted, and I knew he was imagining it. “And after that bloomin’ mess today they’ve only doubled their efforts. We’re at war, don’cha know. And look at us, me and my Amon, caught on opposite feckin’ sides. Brilliant.”


    “It was bad, Liam. I’m glad you stayed away,” I said, then hissed when I tried to settle a little more on the couch.


    “We won, though, no?” he asked.


    “Nobody won,” I said. “We got a lot of the angelic swords back, but now that the truce is broken, the Fallen don’t have to arm their gibborim with angelic swords to do their fighting. They’ll do it themselves. Those Fallen jerks were the first to take off. When they saw they were losing, they just left the demons and gibborim to be slaughtered.”


    “And the seraphim were happy to do it, no doubt,” Liam said.


    “They killed everyone who didn’t have the good sense to run.” My exhale was shaky, like I was going to cry. The sudden emotion surprised me. “Liam, there were so many who didn’t know to run—so many who died. The angels were merciless.”


    “Aye. War is a heartless affair and the seraphim were born to fight. It’ll be different this time though,” Liam said.


    “What do you mean?”


    “There’ll be no front line, no safe ground like it was the first time ’round. The first war in heaven was in the other realm. Now that the Fallen have taken up here on earth, they’ll bring the fight to the streets, where people live and work—there’ll be no avoidin’ it,” Liam said. “Today was just the beginning.”


    Amon came gliding in from the kitchen, a water bottle in his hand. His long, graceful strides carried him quickly across the room. “This one has a cross drawn on it. I’m going to go out on a limb and assume it’s not really Aquafina.”


    “Yeah. I like my holy water cold.” I grimaced, sitting straighter to accept the bottle, and I took a swig. “That’s not weird, right?”


    Amon shrugged and looked at Liam. The Irish illorum shook his head, and they both looked back at me.


    “Right.” I swallowed another mouthful, already feeling the cool, soothing relief spreading through my stomach—washing over the muscles in my side.


    “Where’s Dan?” Liam asked.


    I rolled a shoulder. “His place, I guess. He knows about Eli. Said he always knew there was more there than I was willing to admit. He’s a good guy—a smart man to have dumped me when he did. He deserves better.”


    “So do you,” Amon said. “You deserve better than a memory that’s more torture than comfort.”


    “Amon,” Liam said, chastising him, then looked back to me. “About Eli. My condolences.”


    “He’s not dead,” I said.


    “No. Not yet. Not that I’ve heard,” Amon said. “In fact, I haven’t heard much at all. If he’s contacted anyone they’re not talking.”


    “I know somethin’ about him,” Liam said.


    “What?” I stiffened, the holy water working fast to neutralize the brimstone and heal my wounds. “Have you heard from him? Is he okay? Where is he?”


    Liam shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s nothin’ like that. I got a visit from Michael a few weeks back. Wanted to talk about you and yer boy. Said when the time came I should tell ya, there’s a way to save him. Said you can pay the penance for your and Eli’s sin by cluein’em in on the goings on in yer father’s camp during the war.”


    “Spy? Seriously?”


    “Aye. Said the Fallen would be trustin’ ya and no one else would be gettin’ as close to that wicked archangel as you,” he said. “Puts ya in a powerful good spot for them.”


    “And if I do? If I spy for them, they’ll what, let Eli back into heaven?” I snorted. It sounded too impossible to even say aloud.


    “That’s what he said.”


    “Oh my gaw… Wait, when did Michael come to you?”


    “Three…four weeks back,” he said.


    “Before Eli fell? So he knew. He knew we’d…he knew everything and he just let it happen.” Why? Had Michael been respecting free will, or planning a strategy for the coming war? My stomach twisted. I was gonna be sick.


    “Seraphim are experts at foreseeing a series of events and taking advantage of the fallout,” Amon said. “The Council, even more than the rest. There was one other thing though. Said I should tell you if you decide to take’im up on the offer to keep the terms to yourself. Eli can’t know. No one can or the deal’s off.”


    “Why?”


    “Don’t know.”


    “But he told you.”


    “Aye. He did. But then he likely knows I’m more neutral than most,” the fuzzy-haired illorum said.


    I sighed and cupped my forehead. “It gives me a headache just to think about it. Nothing makes sense. I mean, who really started the war? My father, when he sent his gibborim after the magisters, or Michael when he figured out what was coming and did nothing about it?” I sighed. My side still ached and after the battle I felt like I hadn’t slept in weeks. “I’m so tired of all of this—angels, demons, nephilim. I’ve had enough for one day. I’ve had enough for one lifetime.”


    “Come, Liam,” Amon said. “She needs her rest.”


    “Aye. Don’t we all?” He stood. “You have me number. Call. We’ll be here in a flash.”


    “Thanks, guys.” They turned to leave, but then I had a thought. “Amon, if you hear from Eli…anything…”


    He smiled. “I’ll let you know.”


    “Thank you.”


    Amon’s smile brightened and Liam gave me a wink. An instant later they were gone.


    I hadn’t eaten since dinner the night before, but my clothes were wet all the way down to my socks. Fighting off demons and fallen angels was one thing, but sloshy socks would send me over the edge.


    When I was halfway up the stairs to my room, the engine of Amon’s Mercedes revved and tires squealed as he shot off from the curb. I glanced over my shoulder through the front door window, but they were already gone.


    Liam and Amon had become a comfort I hadn’t expected. They understood—at least better than most—the torment of loving someone they shouldn’t, but being helpless to stop. They were a comfort that Eli didn’t have.


    My throat tightened, and tears were suddenly there in my eyes. Just the thought of Eli sent a sharp stab through my chest. I missed him like I’d miss air. And knowing he was alone out there in the world, closing himself off from everyone—anyone—who might help him cope, made the pain all the worse. What had I done to him?


    We both suffered for our decision, but his punishment was so much worse. He didn’t deserve this. As much as I loved him, wanted to be with him, I couldn’t let him go on paying such a lonely, agonizing price.


    There was a way I could save him, and I didn’t care that Michael had used his position to foresee my inevitable need for his help in saving Eli. I’d do whatever he wanted. If it meant Eli would be forgiven and he could return home where he belonged, then I’d do it.


    The decision was easy. Eli was lost to me either way. Whether he spent the rest of my lifetime and countless more hiding from his pain alone, or he spent it in heaven with his brothers, the result was the same. He was gone. At least by helping the Council I could take comfort in knowing Eli would be at peace.


    I turned the corner at the top of the stairs and pushed open the door to my bedroom. Something moved and my gaze shot across the room.


    “Eli.” I couldn’t breathe, didn’t want to for fear it was just an illusion and he’d vanish like a ghost. Heat prickled over my mark. I didn’t care. I didn’t even flinch.


    He stood frozen, sword in his hand, the hem of his long, tan duster coming to rest around his calves. He looked good. His hair was a little mussed, and he had the beginnings of stubble along his jaw. His eyes were no darker than they’d been the last time I’d seen him, but it was still a shock to see the deeper blue.


    “I…I was told you remember,” he said, his voice raw as if he had been screaming for hours…or days. “I was told that your lineage made you resistant to Fraciel’s attempts to erase the memory of me.”


    “That’s right.” I stepped closer and Eli tensed. I froze again. “I mean, I guess that’s why I remember everything. Eli, I’m not going to hurt you. I couldn’t. Please, you have to trust me.”


    His shoulders relaxed, dropping a fraction of an inch, and he looked away. “Damn it to hell. Will this punishment never cease? How much more damage has my weakness caused you? I’m so sorry, Emma Jane. Had I the power to clear your mind and heart of me, I would. But if Fraciel couldn’t manage it…”


    “No, Eli, it’s okay. I want to remember,” I said, taking another tentative step toward him. He didn’t move this time. “I’m glad it didn’t stick. I wouldn’t be able to help you if I didn’t remember.”


    “Help me?” His brows creased low over his eyes. “There is no help for me. There is only your salvation—your redemption. My spirit is lost, Emma Jane.”


    “No. It’s not,” I said, wanting to tell him about Michael’s offer, give him hope, but knew I couldn’t.


    “I know about the deal you made with Jukar,” he said, his face a handsome mask of disapproval. “I came here to tell you that you’re a fool.”


    “Oh.” I blinked. Ouch.


    “You’re making deals with the devil for that which we have no business wanting,” he said. “And, if not for the powers afforded you through your father, we could never achieve. I have already paid the price for our love. I will not have you suffer punishment as well. Such a thing—defying the Council, defying God—will cost you Emma Jane. It may cost you your soul.”


    “I can’t feel my soul,” I said taking another few steps closer. “But I can feel my heart. It’s racing because I’m near you. I can feel my hands shaking to touch you. I can feel my body warming to be touched by you. That’s what I feel. That’s what I care about.”


    “You will feel the absence of your soul if it’s taken from you,” Eli said, his voice softer, his conviction less intense.


    We were only a few steps apart now, and I closed the distance. Everything inside me ached to reach for him, to feel the warmth of his hand, the solid form of his chest. I had to know he was real. But I fisted my hands at my sides. “So…you think I’m a fool? That’s why you came back? To tell me so?”


    He met my eyes and my chest tightened. “Yes,” he said. “At least that was the excuse I told myself. I hate that you would risk anything to be with me, but…I can’t deny how I’ve missed you.”


    I risked a soft touch to his hand, my fingers brushing over his knuckles and the tight grip he held on his sword. An instant later the sword vanished and he turned his hand to hold mine. We stared at the small connection, his warmth spilling into me from that single touch. I could breathe again.


    “This cannot be happening,” he whispered. “We should never have been able to come together like this again. You should’ve been restored to your true calling, and I should be fleeing for my life. I loathe Jukar as I have never loathed another living thing before. I loathe him, and the temptation of his offer, but…”


    “But?” I asked.


    His sapphire-blue gaze swung up to mine. “But if your decision is made and you have turned your back on the seraphim to aid Jukar and his followers, then I don’t have the strength to refuse the reward.”


    I wanted to tell him that I hadn’t agreed to anything. I wanted to tell him that we could undo everything—that he could go home if I took Michael up on his proposal. But when he lifted a hand to brush my cheek, my breath caught. I couldn’t speak.


    His fingers caressed my face, featherlight, and a warm tingle rushed through my veins. My body went molten hot and things low inside me flexed and tightened. I licked my lips, holding his gaze, my desire reflected in the brilliant blue of his eyes.


    “It was easier before I knew what it felt like to touch you, to know you as a man,” he said, leaning closer—his breath warming against my lips. “But now…I am powerless to resist my need for you. Emma Jane…I love you. God forgive me, there is no price too high. I would give my last breath to feel you in my arms again. If we are to be damned, then let us be damned together.”


    He pressed his lips to mine and the world stopped. There was only Eli and me, the sound of my heart beating in rhythm with his—the rise and fall of his chest, the feel of him so near to me. No walls surrounded us, no floors braced beneath our feet. We were all there was in the universe, and nothing else mattered.


    His arms wrapped around me, pulling my body flush to his, and suddenly I was alive. Every part of my body hummed with the feel of him, the gentle tug of his lips, the harder push of his fingertips against my back, the strong press of his body against mine. I could feel him. I could feel everything, as though I’d been sleepwalking and his kiss had awakened me.


    I couldn’t stop myself. I didn’t want to. There was time to figure out what we’d do about the future, time to figure out what was best for Eli. I wasn’t ready to think about it. Not now, not when he was here—real and solid, and loving me.


    The war in heaven was raging, and it was time to pick a side. The choices were clear, and neither one came without a price. But for now we had this moment, a sliver of time to be in each other’s arms. Heaven and Hell, good and evil, right and wrong—it could all wait a little while longer.


    Today, tonight, I’d live in the here and now.


    Tomorrow I’d figure out the hereafter.
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    Don’t miss the stunning conclusion to the Hellsbane trilogy:


    Hellsbane Hereafter


    by Paige Cuccaro


    Coming Summer 2014!


    


    The war between good and evil is on, and Emma Jane is caught in the middle. Both sides want her working for them and both sides know how to make her suffer if she chooses wrong. But someone has raised the stakes, using innocent humans as pawns, and Emma Jane isn’t sure who is to blame. Discovering the truth will be hard enough, but what she used to believe about right and wrong, good and evil, what she used to believe about herself is changing. Emma Jane is changing, and something tells her whatever happens, nothing is going to be the same again.


    Being heaven’s bounty hunter isn’t easy—Emma Jane Hellsbane just makes it look that way.

  


  
    


    Discover where it all began with


    Hellsbane


    by Paige Cuccaro


    Available online and in stores now!


    


    Twenty-three-year-old Emma Jane Hellsbane just found out shee’s not human—or, at least, not only human. She’s half angel, too, and now Heaven’s got a job for her: round up all the Fallen angels and their red-skinned, horned devil-demon minions and boot their butts back into the abyss. Only problem? The demons and their Fallen masters fight back...and they don’t fight fair.


    Luckily for Emma, she can put a stop to the constant threat of having her head hacked off if she figures out which Fallen angel is her father—and then kills him before he kills her. Of course, in the meantime, she’ll have to avoid accidentally seducing her angelic mentor, help an old friend conquer his own Fallen sperm donor, and basically save the world from a cataclysmic divine smack down.


    No one said being Heaven’s bounty hunter would be easy. But with a name like Hellsbane, Emma Jane was born for the job.
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