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   Introduction
 
    
 
   Long ago, the Old Man gathered together his four favored archangels, Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, and Azrael. He pointed to four stars in the sky that shone brighter than the others. He told the archangels that he wished to reward them for their loyalty and had created for them soul mates. Four perfect female beings – archesses.
 
   However, before the archangels could claim their mates, the four archesses were lost to them and scattered to the wind, beyond their realm and reach. The archangels made the choice to leave their world, journey to Earth, and seek out their mates.
 
   For thousands of years, the archangels have searched. But they have not searched alone. For they are not the only entities to leave their realm and come to Earth to hunt for the archesses. They were followed by another….
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue
 
   Central Park was New York’s most obvious park, of course. Sam could have technically been referring to any park in the world, but because Michael lived in New York and because the rapes he had been investigating had occurred here, Michael had a feeling the enigmatic man had meant this one.
 
   Tell him to take a walk in the park.
 
   That was what Sam had told Azrael when they’d made the contractual deal that had eventually robbed Michael of his ability to heal. 
 
   Many people claim to find the answers they seek there.
 
   It was the first of May, and gardeners were working around the clock to trim hedges, prune trees, and fertilize flowers and grass throughout the park. At this time of the day, late afternoon, there were people everywhere, from families with Frisbees to drunks and drug addicts who were sleeping in the shade and hopefully not dead.
 
   Michael stood on the walkway beside a park bench and slowly scanned the area. A few yards away, a hot-dog stand filled the air with the smell of cooking quasi-meat and mustard. Pigeons pecked at leftover pieces that had been swept off of the main path, and the occasional dog on a leash attempted to chase the birds.
 
   Everything looked normal.
 
   But if the last two thousand years had taught the Warrior Archangel anything, it was that nothing was ever as normal as it looked. And time would always tell.
 
   So it was with well-learned patience and senses on high alert that the Warrior Archangel and NYPD plainclothes detective sat down on the park bench, reclined against its backrest, and crossed his legs at the ankles.
 
   An hour passed. And another.
 
   A man sat down beside him on the bench and propositioned him. Michael politely declined. A few women smiled at him as they passed by. A group of teenage girls in the green expanse before him tried to get his attention by acting ridiculous. But for the most part, everyone kept their distance. He gave off a certain vibe—intense, perhaps a bit frightening. Maybe they could tell he was a cop.
 
   Maybe they could sense he was something more.
 
   When night fell on the park, the buzzing overhead lamps popped on one after another, shedding a weak aura onto the walkways beneath them. Bugs swarmed around the bulbs, thickening in numbers as the hours passed. People began clearing out, and the park’s “clientele” changed. Families were nowhere to be seen. Lovers dared to walk closer to one another and some tucked themselves away beneath trees or between bushes.
 
   Bottles of alcohol made their brown-bagged appearances. Lighters flickered in the darkness here and there, and Michael was well aware that not all of them were lighting cigarettes.
 
   The cop in him might have cared, might have, but for the fact that walking for generations among humans had given him a very clear understanding of their pain and their need to escape that anguish. It was an intrinsic right of all life to strive to live that life with as little suffering as possible. It was only when the choices that one made brought harm to another that his blood heated and he came forward.
 
   Michael frowned as he considered that. It had been countless ages since he’d flown at the head of an angelic army, but the sword he’d once carried had left an imprint in his palm. It was invisible, but it was there, deep and grooved, and it dictated most of the actions he took as a police officer, and as a man. He was a defender—a warrior—that much was true.
 
   But he was also a healer. And at the moment, Azrael was in possession of Michael’s magical ability to mend wounds. It hadn’t reverted to Michael yet, no doubt as per Samael’s underhanded and mysterious machinations. Who knew what the Fallen One was up to? Michael was painfully aware that a part of him was missing, and he could only pray that he wouldn’t need it anytime soon.
 
   Michael took a deep breath, let it out silently, and stood. The path stretched in either direction, more or less the same. He chose a direction and walked, his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket, his eyes and ears open to the world around him.
 
   The night grew darker, the shadows deeper, and the surrounding foliage quieter. Michael’s boots beat out a harsh and lonely rhythm in the growing silence. A cool breeze prickled at the back of his neck, and he absentmindedly turned up his collar.
 
   Something beckoned behind him. It was a pull in the air, a shift in sound, and Michael was spinning. But the path was dark and empty. The night breeze gently rocked a branch of an overhanging willow. Nothing else moved.
 
   There was a brief flash of something blue to his right, and again Michael was turning, but once more, nothing out of the ordinary presented itself. The green expanse of lawn that led to a small pond beyond was still. The shadows were stationary and the moon cast a diaphanous glow on a static field.
 
   But something was wrong.
 
   Michael’s skin pricked at the rather abrupt change in the night. It was as if it had been waiting to breathe but now inhaled, filling its lungs with the murky electric miasma of magic. He could feel eyes on him. He could almost hear the hiss of released air through sharp teeth. His blood felt as though it bubbled in his veins, reminding him of his battle with the blue dragon two weeks ago.
 
   The wind picked up around him, and out of what had been a clear sky only moments ago, thunder rumbled. Michael looked up to witness the swirling eddies of building clouds, coalescing at their center like a massive cumulus whirlpool. The trees answered the growing wind, bowing in its presence, their leaves quaking and dancing with fervor. A flock of birds erupted from a copse not far away, their black bodies forming a swarm as they left the park and headed for calmer territory.
 
   And then, with such unexpected and violent force that it actually caught the Warrior Archangel off guard, something slammed into him, knocking him to the side. Michael caught a whiff of faint perfume and saw a flash of red as he stumbled slightly, regained his balance, and turned to face what had hit him.
 
   I was right, he thought. But it was a fleeting, disturbed, and confused thought. Before him indeed stood a tall man in a black leather jacket that was encrusted with countless sapphires and aquamarines. A blue dragon.
 
   But between the dragon and Michael stood someone else. She was tall and lean, with the build of a woman who trained several hours a day. Her long red hair was filled with waves that made it look as though she’d just come in off the sea. It whipped around her figure in the building gale, the thick carmine locks falling clear to her waist. She was dressed in black jeans, a black T-shirt, and black boots.
 
   He couldn’t see her face because her back was turned to him, but her stance was broad and defiant, her arms out at her sides as if she were preparing to cast some sort of sorcery.
 
   Michael was divided among several equally strong and equally distracting reactions. That the woman had shoved him aside as if to protect him from a man she clearly recognized as something more than a man was enormously perplexing. How did she know the man in the blue jacket was so dangerous? He wasn’t as large as Michael. And Michael was armed—every tall inch of him screamed undercover cop.
 
   And what gave her the impression that she would be more capable of fighting the stranger than Michael would? Who did she think she was?
 
   And that was perhaps the most confounding distraction of all. The issue of who she was.
 
   There was something so fundamentally familiar about the woman, even from behind, that a part of Michael was transfixed by the image of her. It spoke of storms and ancient promises and eons of searching. There was a component of him that knew what that thing was—it really did. The knowledge was branded on him. But it would take time to realize that knowledge. And time was something they did not have.
 
   Even as Michael attempted to rush forward with the intent of facing off with the dragon himself, the beast struck with the incredible speed of its kind. It was clear at once that the monster’s mark had never been Michael; it was the woman all along. The dragon completely ignored the archangel and had yet to even make eye contact with him.
 
   Lightning scorched the ozone nearby, and Michael’s progress was roughly halted as he was once more slammed into, this time by a third party. This impact was intended to deal harm, and the brutal force sent the archangel flying back several paces to contact with the pole of a park lamp. The metal bent beneath his body, groaning as it crumpled inward. Overhead, the bulb hissed, flickered, and just before it went out he saw the auburn-haired woman duck beneath an attempted backhand and then jump to kick her dragon opponent squarely in the chest.
 
   The lamp popped and went out, casting the area into darkness as Michael again got to his feet. From this inky black came the sounds of horrible battle, painful impacts, and grunts and hisses of agony. Michael had barely righted himself before whatever hit him before was on him once more.
 
   By the cold of its touch, the sudden frost in the air, and the icy stench of its breath, he labeled it immediately. Phantoms had once been called upon solely by those most powerful in the supernatural community. They were the elite assassins, difficult to come by and almost impossible to pay. Yet they seemed to be coming out of hiding in droves lately, pooling together in impossibly large numbers and working toward a goal as impossibly elusive as the man in charge of them. Gregori.
 
   Was he at the heart of this attack?
 
   As Michael sent the phantom flying with a single strike, he couldn’t help but wonder. And if so, were the phantom and dragon working in tandem?
 
   Were they all there in Central Park for the woman?
 
   A sudden spike of sharp ripping pain in Michael’s right shoulder brought his thoughts to an agonizing halt. He looked down to see the claws of a second phantom extending from his chest, the shirt and skin around the open wound crackling to fleshy rime with horrid, unbearable speed. Gritting his teeth with the effort it took not to cry out from the pain, Michael grabbed hold of the appendage and tried to break it clean off. However, the phantom was well ahead of him, switching into incorporeal form before Michael could get a firm grip.
 
   To his left, the night parted and a third phantom made its untimely appearance, creeping closer to Michael as if homing in on dinner.
 
   As if by fortuitous irony, at that thought, Michael noticed yet a fourth intruder arriving upon the scene, skulking near the ground and slipping from its magic invisibility to a more comfortable, goblin-like appearance. Catlike eyes reflected magical light back at Michael as it slithered toward him. An Icaran—a “leech”—no doubt drawn to the scene by all of the magic.
 
   If Michael’s luck didn’t change rapidly, it would get the meal of a lifetime.
 
   Lightning slammed into the ground not fifty yards away, sending a burning, buzzing kind of silence into Michael’s ears. His head felt puffy, wrong, and light in the aftermath of the blast. But the phantom behind him cruelly yanked its claws from his chest, bringing his attention back into sharp focus.
 
   The Icaran in front of him bared his glowing, neon-white teeth, crawling ever hungrily closer as the phantom he’d sent flying picked itself up off the ground and rushed him. The phantom to his left attacked at the same time, and the one behind him grabbed him by the back of the neck, sending a popping, crackling frost down his spine. In the near distance, the woman who had initially attempted to protect him continued to fight her own battle, moving with incredible speed and agility. That she wasn’t yet dead was mind-boggling.
 
   And also . . . it wasn’t. He understood. Deep down.
 
   But if he allowed himself to come to grips with the truth, he would be numb with fear for her—and they would both die.
 
   Instead, Michael allowed his blood to sing an ancient tune. He remembered who he was and where he’d come from. He closed his eyes, allowing this age-old truth to infuse his body like an elixir. When he opened his eyes again, he could feel the heat of their glow. The park spun around him as his body moved of its own accord. He was no longer consciously in charge of his actions, and the world moved out of time and space as it, too, remembered.
 
   Within seconds, two phantoms lay dead, the Icaran had turned invisible in fear once more and had no doubt slunk away, and Michael was facing off against the final phantom.
 
   The black dragon that stepped from the shadows in front of Michael sent a rivulet of fear, like a hiccup of doubt, through the magic of the Warrior Archangel’s attack. He faltered, missed a block, and felt the return of agony as a second wound was opened in his body, iced at its core, and crackling with a spreading, frozen pain.
 
   But that was nothing compared to the jolt of terror that engulfed him when he heard the woman scream. It was a gut-wrenching kind of wail filled with defeat, deep and true and hopeless. It punctured the night and brought a temporary halt to the turning of Earth. It was the sound a person made before dying.
 
   Electricity split the heavens a final time, striking a nearby tree and rending it in two. Michael didn’t know exactly what happened next. Sound left. The world became a buzzing strangeness. Time skipped and life blurred, and suddenly there were a lot more people around him, their forms indistinct but real. Though the struggling seemed to continue, it apparently went on without him as he made his way with both supernatural speed and horrible, dream-like slowness, to where the woman lay, half on the grass and half on the trail. Her hair spilled across the park walkway like a waterfall of shimmering blood.
 
   Her head was turned away, and for an eternity Michael still couldn’t see her face.
 
   And then he was kneeling beside her, taking her chin gently in his hand, and absorbing everything at once.
 
   Oh God.
 
   Something had him in its clutches. It was invisible, inaudible, and left no viable trace, but it was as real and as physical as the monsters he’d just battled. It squeezed his chest, crushing his heart in its merciless grip, and sent a torturous frisson of emotion careening through his soul.
 
   She was breathtaking.
 
   Her eyes were closed but he knew what they looked like. He knew as if he’d always known. He knew every curve of her delicate features as if he’d drawn them himself. He knew what her voice would sound like should she ever speak his name. And what her touch would do to him.
 
   She looked like an angel.
 
   Because she was one.
 
   “Rhiannon!” A woman’s voice cut through Michael’s consciousness, and he realized that all had once more grown still around them. The fighting had ceased; the storm had quieted, and the clouds had parted. Moonlight again bathed the park. Against all reason, he managed to wrench his gaze away from the woman before him to look up.
 
   Two people were headed his way. One, he recognized, the other he did not.
 
   Hesperos, the Nightmare King, had his arm around a young woman with brown hair and brown eyes. She was injured, and he supported most of her weight. She was struggling to make it to Michael and the woman beside him.
 
   Hesperos met Michael’s gaze, his expression grim. On the ground around them were the bodies of various dragons, phantoms, wraiths, and a couple of Icarans. A veritable platoon of paranormal bad guys had attacked. Michael had no idea how Hesperos and his female friend had managed to arrive in that exact place at that exact time, but if they hadn’t, Michael would almost certainly be dead.
 
   He returned his gaze to the felled angel beside him.
 
   “Rhiannon,” the other woman said again. They were twenty feet away and closing. “She needs to be healed.”
 
   Michael’s mind recoiled at the word “heal.” It stabbed through him like an ice lance, sharp and cold, and chilled him to the core.
 
   “I can’t,” he whispered. He couldn’t heal her. Samael had stolen that ability from him and given it to Azrael. Michael needed a door to transport across vast distances. But he was in the middle of a massive park, nowhere near any doors of any kind. He couldn’t reach his brothers or their wives in time. Even with his speed, it would take him too long to reach so much as a parked car, get through the mansion, and get back. He couldn’t make it to anyone who could heal his archess.
 
   What were the chances of that? Why had this happened here? Why now, and like this? It was as if he were being punished. As if . . .
 
   “I can’t,” he repeated. And then he said her name. Because he had to say it at least once while she still existed, while he could touch her living form and hold it tight. “Rhiannon.” It was a beautiful name. Perfect, really. Just like her.
 
   Before his eyes, Rhiannon’s full, pink lips faded to blue.
 
   “The dragon bit her!” the other woman cried. “She has air in her veins!”
 
   Michael had already figured out as much. He’d recognized the bite mark on Rhiannon’s shoulder. It was deep and furious, and the cobalt tint to the skin around it signaled the presence of poison. She had, perhaps, a minute or two to live. And if he’d still been in possession of his ability to heal her, it would have taken at least that long.
 
   Michael looked up at the brown-haired woman again in time to see her suddenly freeze in place. Beside her, Hesperos stopped as well, and looked down at her. “Angel?”
 
   Her brown eyes had gone wide. “Oh no,” she said, shaking her head. Her gaze slid from Michael to Rhiannon. “Oh no,” she repeated. “I can’t stay. I can’t heal her!” She looked desperate—stricken, even.
 
   Numbly, Michael realized that she must have been a friend of Rhiannon’s.
 
   A friend to his archess.
 
   “Michael, you have to do it,” Angel told him firmly. Her teeth were clenched in what must have been pain and desperation. She looked torn. Truly torn.
 
   Michael was too far gone to give much thought to the fact that she knew his name. He heard himself say the words “I can’t,” once again, but they were far off. His body felt as if it wasn’t there. His chest hurt too much; the agony was filling his world.
 
   “I have to go,” Angel repeated, almost sobbed. And then, using an ability that Michael knew only a few select supernatural creatures to possess, the young woman transported away. One second she was there; the next, the air was closing up where she’d once stood, and Hesperos was alone.
 
   A moment later, Hesperos lifted his chin, his eyes filled with oceans of sadness, and then he disappeared as well.
 
   Michael looked down at his archess. Her chest rose slowly . . . so slowly. . . . And then went still.
 
   “No,” he said, choking on the word. And then, as if to make up for its lack of volume, for its lack of righteous rage, Michael gripped the front of her warm shirt in his fists, threw back his head, and cried out into the night, “Nooooooo!”
 
   “Really, Michael,” came a cool, familiar voice from the shadows in front of him.
 
   Michael’s voice hitched, his body going immobile in trembling disbelief. 
 
   “Such drama.”
 
   The Warrior Archangel watched as Samael stepped out of the darkness, tall and calm and dressed as ever in the most exquisitely tailored suit money or magic could buy. His hands were in his pockets, his composure completely at ease. From behind him stepped Jason, his “assistant.”
 
   Samael gave him a look that was neither friendly nor unfriendly, and then both he and Jason turned their attention to Rhiannon’s prone form.
 
   “You need to heal her soon, Michael, or you’ll lose the archess you’ve been searching centuries for.”
 
   “You son of a bitch,” Michael whispered. “I will die trying to kill you.”
 
   Sam seemed not to hear him, or perhaps he just didn’t care. “If you hurry, I believe there is a twenty-four-hour X-rated video shop at the end of that walk there. It has a door. I think it’s the closest one.” His stormy gaze slid from Rhiannon’s face to Michael’s and held there. “At your speed it should only take you a few minutes.”
 
   Beats of silence passed between them. A more pregnant silence had never existed. Michael had never felt more suicidal and the night had never been so dark.
 
   “Or I could heal her for you,” Sam said.
 
   The shadows perked their ears. The moon turned to listen. The world waited.
 
   Michael straightened, his cheeks wet, his heart bleeding out into his chest. Please, he thought wretchedly. “Please,” he said, his voice quaking.
 
   Samael’s smile was slow and utterly devoid of kindness. He took a step forward, coming to Rhiannon’s side, and then gracefully lowered himself to one knee. There were fathomless secrets behind the storm clouds of those eyes. Michael experienced the terrible urge to rip them out of his head and pop them between his teeth like caviar.
 
   But his life was slipping through his fingers—through the fervent, white-knuckled grip he had on his archess’s shirt. “Please,” he repeated. There was no pride here. Not for him. Not anymore.
 
   Samael held his gaze for a moment longer, and then he cocked his handsome head to one side. The steel of his eyes glinted in the moonlight. “There’s a price, Michael,” he said. “But you knew that, didn’t you?” His smile seemed almost sad now. “Nothing in life is free.”
 
   Michael could only nod. Just once.
 
   Samael placed his hand to the archess’s chest and the breath stilled in Michael’s lungs. Sam’s gaze cut to him again.
 
   “Now then, Warrior Archangel,” Sam said. “What is she worth to you?”
 
   Michael found himself surrounded by the storm that brewed in the Fallen One’s gaze. A wind filled with nightmares brushed past his hair, blew through his clothes and whispered of hurricanes, tidal waves and terror. The gray was filled with ghosts and promises, and they were all around him. He had no choice.
 
   “Everything.”
 
   Anything I have, all that I am.
 
   “Take what you will, Sam,” Michael continued, his every word a solemn vow. “Whatever you want, it’s yours. I don’t care anymore.” He’d never cared. Not really. Not like this. “Just come down from your mountain and save her.”
 
   Samael’s cold smile froze on his handsome face, and time slowed down. 
 
   “It’s already done,” Sam said just before he lifted his hand from Rhiannon’s now-moving chest and slammed his palm into Michael’s instead. “And so are you.”
 
   Michael felt the jolt of Samael’s touch as if the Fallen One’s hand were composed of lightning and not flesh. It rushed through him, white hot and painful, burning him from the inside out.
 
   “Everything you love, everything you worship, all that you hold dear, oh Favored One,” Samael hissed, “you lose here and now. All that you loathe and fear and unfairly judge shall become your burden.” Samael leaned forward, and Michael could see his face draw near through the frozen haze of his unimaginable pain. “Karma is a bitch, Michael. And now she’s your bitch.” Low, wicked laughter followed Michael down through the rabbit hole of damnation. “Good luck with your archess.”
 
   The agony in Michael’s body flashed to a boiling point and expanded outward, encompassing the world in a white light of impossible, crackling pressure. He cried out, his voice lost in the roar of his bellowing mind and the magic that Samael had skillfully, brutally unleashed. 
 
   And then it receded again, shrinking down like a dying sun, coalescing into a single point of pain that resided somewhere near his heart. He felt it beat, felt the twinge of discomfort that came with that beat, and opened his eyes.
 
   Samael was gone. Jason was gone. Everyone was gone, including Rhiannon. 
 
   He had no idea how much time had passed since Sam had touched him and done to him whatever evil he’d done. He had no idea where everyone had gone, but no doubt Sam had a hand in that as well. 
 
   Michael swallowed hard. His mouth felt strange. His throat was tight or swollen, and he was fairly sure he tasted metal. He was alone in a dark Central Park, surrounded by uncanny stillness and the sound of his own beating heart. It was louder than it should have been. He felt cold. It was late, he knew, but the cold was an unnatural and deep down kind of cold that iced over his bones and sent goose bumps rising in waves across his skin. He felt as if he had a fever.
 
   But he was Michael the Warrior Archangel, and he didn’t get fevers.
 
   Laughter, soft and mocking, followed him through the darkness as he stood and made his way out of the park.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
   Rhiannon came awake through a white film of fog. It was thick, and when she pushed on it to move it out of the way, it pushed back, slightly heavy and terribly soft. She blinked, moaning when she tried to move; her body ached in ways she didn’t think possible. There was a soreness that went well past her muscles, into the core of her, into her blood – her very cells. 
 
   Fighting the pain, she raised her legs, bending her knees, and again she pushed at the fog. This time, it hardened at her touch and slid past her fingertips to spill off the bed onto the floor.
 
   Rhiannon blinked, trying to focus. The fog was a blanket. And she was in a bed.
 
   She was in her bed.
 
   Little by little, the room came into view, from the slash of sunlight at the curtains to the rosewood dresser against the opposite wall, to the closet, whose doors had been left open.
 
   Rhiannon touched her face, and wasn’t surprised to find heat radiating from her skin to her fingertips. She must have some kind of fever. 
 
   “I need to call upstairs,” she whispered, and then winced when the effort sent pain lancing through her skull. “Son of a bitch,” she automatically replied, gritting her teeth against the pain, and once more she was punished for speaking as the sharp spike grew sharper and sliced through more of her brain.
 
   Rhiannon bit back anything further she might have said and was rolling over in the bed when the speaker on her bedside table came alive with static. Her eyes cut to the machine.
 
   “I’m guessing you had a bit of a rough night, Number One.”
 
   Rhiannon would have rolled her eyes, but that would have added to her pain. Plus, she’d somehow managed to go to sleep with her contacts in, and they felt dry and scratchy. If she rolled her eyes, one of them would surely get stuck.
 
   “You could say that,” she spoke back, irritated that she had to speak at all.
 
   There was a chuckle from the speaker. “I’ll send some coffee up and you can tell me all about it in a few hours. Come see me then; I have another job for you.”
 
   The speaker went dead again, and Rhiannon rolled back onto her back to stare at the ceiling through slits between her eyelids. She frowned, trying to remember the last several hours of her life, but the images were indistinct and cloudy.
 
   It happened sometimes. The kinds of creatures she fought on a daily basis were often capable of messing with a person’s mind. This was not the first time she’d woken up with a foggy recollection of where she’d been and what she’d done the night before. It was par for the course in her particular line of work.
 
   But it was still frustrating. A good one-third of her life seemed to consist of dream-like memories, indistinct and not quite there.
 
   “Coffee would be good,” she muttered softly.
 
   A few minutes later, she’d managed to get out of bed and take a relatively fast shower. She was more banged up than usual, and that deep, down soreness for the most part stuck around, even through the shower. She really wished she could remember what had happened the night before.
 
   She had just put her hair up in a towel when there was a gentle knock at the door. Rhiannon glanced one last time in the bathroom mirror to make sure her oversized shirt hid most of her new bruises and then traipsed barefoot across the thick padded carpet to the front door of her 13th floor apartment.
 
   There was a peep hole in the door, but she rarely used it. At this point, she could recognize the knocks of the people on the other side. This knock was Emanuel’s – and he had her coffee. A soy cappuccino with heavy sprinkles of cocoa. That, she could smell.
 
    Rhiannon opened the door to find a man in a fine tailored suit on the other side. He was tall and slim with dark skin, a white grin, and thick, shining black hair. His left eye was dark, dark brown, and his right eye, he’d lost years ago. A patch now covered it, placed so expertly, it managed to look as if he were born with a patch rather than a second eye.
 
   “Thank you Emanuel,” Rhiannon said as the young man handed her a small tray with a large, fat steaming mug of coffee at its center. The cappuccino’s foam had been artistically swirled into the shape of a calla lily. The drink always came with a different flower shape in the mug; the cook loved to pay special attention to presentation, and she was a gardener with an affinity for blossoms. Yesterday, it had been a hyacinth.
 
   “It’s my pleasure, Miss Dante,” he said as he bowed slightly. “Can I have breakfast started for you?”
 
   Rhiannon’s stomach turned a bit at the thought of food. It was like that sometimes when she was in a lot of pain. “No, thank you. I’ll pick up a bagel while I’m out.”
 
   Emanuel nodded, bowed again, and turned on his heel to make his way back down the hall to the elevator.
 
   There were twenty floors in this apartment complex, and more or less one four-bedroom apartment to each floor. To Rhiannon’s knowledge, Bess, the cook, lived on the first floor with her niece, Mimi, and their dog, Strike. The second floor was Emanuel’s home. The third was the atrium. The fourth floor belonged to Mr. Verdigri’s personal driver, Alex. The fifth through tenth floors were populated by a host of networking employees Rhiannon couldn’t keep straight because they were constantly changing. 
 
   Emanuel, Bess, Mimi, Alex, and Rhiannon’s employer were the only real constants in the building. Rhiannon’s employer lived on the nineteenth floor, and no one lived on the twentieth. The floors in-between the thirteenth and the nineteenth were empty, just as the floors between the tenth and thirteenth were. Rhiannon had been told this was done for the sake of privacy, and her employer could certainly afford it. 
 
   Mr. Verdigri was an enigmatic, eccentric, and exceptionally rich man who had hired her years ago due to her unique talents. How he had ever learned of her unique talents in the first place, she had no idea. And he had never divulged. He was a secretive man, and Rhiannon knew damn well that Verdigri was not his real name.
 
   The penthouse suite remained empty and ready for any benefactors that might come along. Her employer knew how to wine and dine potential money like it was nobody’s business. Perhaps it was one of the reasons he had so very much of it today.
 
   Rhiannon took her coffee back into her apartment and closed the door. She paused between the living room and the hallway and lifted the mug to take a drink. A small sample packet of Tylenol 3 was revealed resting on top of the napkin beside the mug. Rhiannon smiled, shook her head, and took a sip of the coffee. As usual, it was perfect. She savored the first few swallows and then continued back into her room to set the mug on the bedside table and the tray on the bed.
 
   She took the packet of pain killers from the tray, tore it open, popped both pills in her mouth, and swallowed them down with another long swig of quickly cooling coffee. 
 
   When she’d finished, she leaned over and pressed the button on the speaker. As soon as she knew her boss had connected on the other side, she said, “How did you know I’d need that this morning, Mr. Verdigri?”
 
   “I make it my business to know things, Miss Dante. And you’re welcome.” 
 
   Rhiannon smiled as the speaker shut off. She straightened and was making her way to the closet when it unexpectedly hissed to life once more. She paused, looking over her shoulder.
 
   “Rhee?” It was a small voice this time, and one belonging to someone who was not supposed to be playing with the intercom system.
 
   Rhiannon grinned. “Mimi,” she returned, “how’s my favorite Pokémon master?” She grabbed a pair of jeans and a button-down from her closet, pulled undies and socks from her dresser drawer, picked up her Moma boots, and returned to the bed to get dressed.
 
   “I rigged the intercom system so I can talk to you on my walkie-talkie,” Mimi replied. She was whispering, clearly hiding somewhere within the building and not wanting to be found. “Now I can search for Zigzagoon. She’s always wandering off.”
 
   Zigzagoon was a type of Pokémon and completely imaginary. To everyone but Mimi, who lived in a world filled with X-Men, My Little Pony characters, and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. It was a sweet world.
 
   Rhiannon had overheard a conversation once in which Mimi’s aunt, Bess, had told her she needed more friends. Mimi casually replied, “I have friends, they’re just invisible.”
 
   “Is Strike with you?” Rhiannon asked. She pulled on her boots and stood, bending over to take the towel out of her hair.
 
   “Yep. He’s here. He’s being a good, quiet dog, aren’t you boy. Yes, you are….”
 
   Rhiannon took another big swig of her cappuccino, and unplugged her iPhone to slip it into her crossbody purse. 
 
   “Can you help me train today?” Mimi asked.
 
   “I think I can carve some time out to whip your butt in the arena,” Rhiannon teased. “I’ve got a Xerneas now.”
 
   “No way!”
 
   “Yes, way. So get ready for a new Pokémon master.”
 
   The intercom crackled a bit as Mimi made some surprised and frustrated sounds and then turned off her walkie-talkie. Rhiannon headed for the front door. 
 
   Two minutes and ten floors later, she was stepping off the elevators and into the building’s atrium. This was always where she met her employer. Never anywhere else.
 
   At once, a wave of warm, humid air hit Rhiannon, but she was used to it. When she’d first begun coming here years ago, the temperature change would cause her to break out into a sweat. Now, she barely gave it a second thought.
 
   The elevator doors shut behind her, and then a second pair of doors opened before her, double wooden doors that worked on an electronic timer. Rhiannon waited until the gap was large enough to move through before she stepped into the vast space beyond.
 
   A greenhouse of enormous proportions greeted her, replete with thick, brown soil below, vast tropical plants that grew to towering heights above, and a concrete path that allowed for easy passage.
 
   All around, butterflies of every color fluttered about wildly. This was home to generations of hundreds of species of the brightly colored insects and had been for as long as Rhiannon had lived and worked there. Her employer was fond of butterflies. Because his daughter had been too.
 
   The medicine she’d taken was starting to help with her soreness when Rhiannon made her way through the indoor rainforest to a small white gazebo at its center. There, her employer waited for her as always, slowly sipping a Mint Julep. He was the very image of a southern gentleman, from his white suit to his thick white mustache and white penny loafers. He’d always reminded Rhiannon of a living version of Mark Twain.
 
   And just like a southern gentleman, when he saw her approach, he put down his drink and stood, gesturing for her to sit in the chair across the small round glass table. There was a manila folder on the table, but Rhiannon ignored it, knowing the subject would turn to it soon enough.
 
   The waiter who had been standing off to one side was beside her immediately. She sat down, ordered an unsweetened iced tea with a lot of ice, and pulled three packets of Splenda from the nearby condiments tray so she could put them in her drink when it arrived. She hated drinking her calories unless they were in coffee, but she also hated drinks that were unsweetened. This was her compromise.
 
   “You look a little more worse for wear than usual,” said Verdigri in his pleasant, gravelly voice.
 
   “I feel that way too,” she admitted softly and met his gaze. He had very green eyes, and while not as stark as some eyes she’d seen, they were a clear emerald that belied his age. “Wish I could remember why.” 
 
   “Mmm,” he said. “And as I knew would be the case, you’ve chosen not to use your healing abilities upon yourself.” His voice was soft, and his eyes were slightly teasing, but Rhiannon could tell he was worried about her. It was a good thing her clothing hid her bruises.
 
   “I’ll live,” she assured him. “I promise. And the pain killer is doing its job.”
 
   He studied her for a moment, then took another drink from his Mint Julep. “All the same, I’d like you to check in with Newton before you leave today.”
 
   Dr. Abraham Newton was Verdigri’s personal physician. And hence, he was Rhiannon’s as well.
 
   Rhiannon was good at her job, and sometimes that meant doing things you just didn’t want to do. She disliked doctors, even though Newton had always been as empathetic as doctors generally came. But this was part of what she did. So she nodded her consent.
 
   Verdigri seemed satisfied to let the matter drop. He changed the subject. “Do you remember how you got home last night, Miss Dante?” he asked. The waiter returned and set Rhiannon’s glass of iced tea in front of her.
 
   Rhiannon frowned. As a matter of fact, she didn’t. She only remembered…. “I was… I was in a park… or something like that, anyway. I was there one minute….” She paused, so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t even realize when she began tearing the Splenda open and pouring it into her tea. “And I was waking up in my bed the next.”
 
   Verdigri nodded and sat further back in his chair, crossing his legs. He looked around them at the butterflies, smiled a soft smile to himself, and said, “No one saw you come in, and the cameras never captured you. It’s a mystery to us all that you woke up in your bed this morning.”
 
   Rhiannon sat up a little straighter. “The cameras didn’t catch anything at all?”
 
   She knew that some of the supernaturals out there could mess with a person’s mind. But to totally evade every form of visual contact? 
 
   “Not a thing.” A large blue butterfly landed on the tip of his white and tan wingtip shoes, and the expression on Verdigri’s face grew distant. Rhiannon knew where he went in times like this. To the past. To be with his little girl.
 
   She let him have a few seconds, and then as politely as she could, she said, “It’s possible that I didn’t come back alone. And that whoever brought me back had powers of invisibility. It’s also possible… that we transported here. Or moved through some sort of portal.”
 
   “Or through the very shadows themselves,” he offered quietly. His voice, like his gaze, was distant.
 
   That was something she hadn’t considered. And that raised all sorts of new questions. Why would someone bring her back here rather than just kill her? The kinds of creatures that could move through shadows weren’t normally known for their generous natures.
 
   “You said you had another job for me?” she asked, deciding to change the subject and get back to work.
 
   Verdigri took a deep breath and sighed. “Yes, indeed.” He looked down at the manila folder that had been teasing Rhiannon since her arrival. 
 
   She scooted it closer to herself and opened it up. 
 
   “There are several women and four girls, ages nine to fourteen,” Verdigri told her as she looked over the information inside. “Everything you will need to infiltrate the building is within the folder.”
 
   Rhiannon’s heart began pumping as she looked through the file. She could feel cortisol and adrenaline releasing itself into her blood stream. The file encompassed the cases of women who were being confined and sold into slavery through an underground sex trade. The building where they were being kept was in Chicago.
 
   Rhiannon had a lot of cases like this. This was why she worked for Verdigri. Years ago, he’d somehow learned of her abilities, and he’d contacted her. The initial meeting had been so strange, Rhiannon had felt overwhelmed. She had no idea how he’d learned of her powers, and she was veritably frightened. But there was something to the man, to his genteel manner, and especially to his cause, that had won her over. She’d been in his employ ever since.
 
   Thirty years ago, Mr. Verdigri had lost his own daughter to a sexual predator. A week after her seventeenth birthday, she went missing. A month later, her body was found. She’d been dumped in a ditch outside of Las Vegas. 
 
   The traumatic event brought about the eventual death of Verdigri’s wife, a beautiful Mexican woman that Rhiannon could tell even now, her employer was bone-deep in love with. They’d been soul mates. 
 
   Since the death of his daughter and wife, Verdigri had made it his life’s work to save as many girls as possible from a world that seemed bent on destroying them from the inside out.
 
   Verdigri was an effective fundraiser, but Rhiannon didn’t know where the bulk of his money came from, and frankly she didn’t care. He was making the world a better place, one rescue at a time. 
 
   She closed the folder and took it with her as she stood. “Thank you for the tea. I’ll get on this right away, but I have something I need to take care of before I leave.”
 
   “Ah yes. Miss Mimi mentioned something about a destined battle.”
 
   Rhiannon smiled. She turned to go, but as she did, she said, “I’ll check in some time tomorrow night.”
 
   Mr. Verdigri’s green, green eyes pinned her to the spot where she stood beside the table. “See that you do,” he told her. It was a command without sounding like one. And it told Rhiannon something the file folder failed to: this assignment was dangerous. Perhaps dangerous enough that he was afraid she wouldn’t come back.
 
   She digested that and turned to leave when her employer spoke up once more.
 
   “Friday night, there’s to be a masquerade gala in honor of a potential new benefactor for the Swallowtail Foundation. I’ll expect you there, of course. He wants to meet you.”
 
   The Swallowtail Foundation was the covert name under which Mr. Verdigri ran all of his operations. He’d named it in honor of his daughter’s favorite species of butterfly, the Purple Spotted Swallowtail.
 
   Rhiannon glanced back at him over her shoulder. Today was Tuesday. That gave her two days to finish this job. “I’ll be there with dancing shoes on.”
 
   Verdigri grinned, and his face broke into charming laugh lines. “I do love a woman who can dance.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   He couldn’t see her face. He never could. 
 
   These dreams that came to him now, after thousands of years of darkness and silence, were both the bane and the immeasurable pleasure of his nighttime existence. Whoever she was, she haunted him. The feel of her taunted and teased and fed his hunger with flesh so supple, so perfect, it defied reality. Her hair was so soft, it brushed his chest like feathers. She was warm, real, and tender. She was strength and passion and surrender all in one.
 
   The smell of her reminded him of fresh fallen rain, clean and promising. The sound of her was… sighs so soft and moans even softer. A touch and a gasp and a pounding heartbeat later and Sam was in heaven. And Hell.
 
   He awoke that morning as he always did of late, his sheets soaked, his breath catching, his hands fisting in something that was no longer there. The night before had been a long one. 
 
   Upon arriving at Central Park, where he knew Michael would be fighting off a score of “bad guys,” Sam had been struck with something odd. He’d sensed something in the air that he’d never felt before in waking life. It was a scent on the wind, and a hint of a memory. It was like feeling silken locks of hair slip through his fingertips. It had shaken him. Not enough that he’d allowed it to be seen, and certainly not enough that he hadn’t been able to do what he’d gone there to do. 
 
   But it had entered his mind and planted a seed of doubt.
 
   Once he’d taken care of business with the Warrior Archangel, he’d left the menial, remaining tasks to his assistant, Jason, and returned to Chicago. 
 
   It hadn’t been until very late that he’d taken to his bed. Alone. With those seeds of doubt sprouting trees in his head. And then, as usual, he’d dreamed of her. Of her… whoever she was. And, once more, she had slipped through his fingers. Gone like the wind.
 
   He wanted to lash out in anger, in desperation, and shove himself back into sleep. He was exhausted in a way that no one knew and in a way he could never let anyone see. He wanted to fall into a coma and surrender to oblivion, if only for the slightest hope of having her in his bed once more.
 
   Now Sam sat up in his vast plane of silk sheets and promises, shut his eyes tight against the real world and everything about it that wasn’t his dream, and fisted his hands in his ash blond hair. He was losing a part of himself in this routine every night. Every time the sun went down, another piece of himself would slip away.
 
   Or maybe… maybe it was something else.
 
   Samael opened his eyes and blinked, his shaking breath hitching as he realized it might be something else. It might not be that he was losing himself.
 
   Maybe it was that a part of him was already lost. It had been for a very long time.
 
   And he was on the verge of finding it at last.
 
   *****
 
   The redness behind Michael’s lids grew redder and brighter, and as he tried desperately to swim his way up from the depths of the powerful sleep in which he was trapped, his skin began to prickle. The prickle became a stinging sensation, which quickly turned into a steadily worsening burn.
 
   He hissed and attempted to raise his arm over his eyes to block out the sun, but initially failed. His body was having trouble responding.
 
   Fleeting fears of paralyzation and fractured thoughts of mortal injuries skated through Michael’s mind. He tried again, pushing with everything he had, and this time, he just managed to raise his right arm before his face.
 
   The sun ceased searing into his brain, but the burning on his skin was becoming decidedly painful. He gritted his teeth and tried to roll over. Something pricked his bottom lip, and he tasted blood.
 
   What the hell, he thought. His body just did not want to do what he told it to do. Move, damn it! he commanded. At last, he rolled onto his right side, but the effort was so draining, it felt like a weight-lifting exercise. By the time he’d managed to sit up, eyes still closed, arm still raised before his face, his muscles burned as much as his skin, and pain was beginning to lance through his skull.
 
   Now the thoughts of injury were warning bells, chiming louder and more frantically than anything else, and adding to his growing agony.
 
   Something’s wrong. Michael got to his feet, the effort like another squat with a five hundred pound barbell on his shoulders. He stumbled from the bed, tried to find the restroom, and when he failed, baffled confusion added itself to his incredible discomfort.
 
   He continued to move though, and within a few more seconds, he was dropping to his knees on a cracked linoleum floor and kicking the door shut behind him in order to block out the sunlight.
 
   Silence and cool darkness embraced him like a salve. Michael leaned against the bathroom wall and breathed. In and out…. One…. Two….
 
   Within a few seconds, the burning on his skin lessened, his head was clearing, and he was able to open his eyes. That’s when he realized several things at once.
 
   He’d never been in this particular bathroom before. It was no wonder to him now that he hadn’t been able to locate it at first. He’d probably never before been in the room beyond, nor in the bed upon which he’d awoken.
 
   Another thing he realized was that everything he was looking at now was in very sharp focus. The yellowed porcelain sink, the dingy floor and peeling walls, the shower with a shower curtain covered in mold – all of it was so clear, it was like getting a new pair of glasses and suddenly having perfect vision when you didn’t even realize you’d been having trouble seeing in the first place.
 
   He could smell it all too. Which was unfortunate.
 
   The last thing he realized, and perhaps the most disturbing, was that the reason he’d pricked his lips and tasted blood was because he was sporting a very long, very sharp set of fangs.
 
   Michael closed his overachieving eyes again and placed his hand to his forehead. His skin was flushed, hot against the cool of his palm. It almost felt burned. Moving on instinct now, he pressed his back up against the bathroom wall and used it as leverage to get on his booted feet.
 
   Two steps, and he was gripping the sides of the sink and squeezing his eyes shut tight. Dizziness and weakness moved through him like the pull of a tide. He weathered it, then raised his head and opened his eyes. 
 
   A stranger stared back at him. 
 
   Michael’s grip on the sink tightened, and a hairline crack moved through the porcelain. The whites of his eyes were gone, replaced by solid black that outlined his irises like a wolf’s eyes. His pupils were shrunken, even in the dim light of the shut bathroom, and at their centers were red pinpoints of light, flickering like candle flames.
 
   His skin, once tanned by his many hours of work outdoors, was now pale in places and covered in painful red patches in others. The burns healed rapidly before his eyes, retreating to leave behind more of that perfect but pale and unfamiliar skin tone. His hair, also once touched by the sun, had darkened several shades. 
 
   And then there were the fangs. He’d been able to feel them with his tongue, but seeing them in the mirror was another matter. 
 
   I’m dreaming.
 
   But he knew he wasn’t. 
 
   This isn’t possible.
 
   But he knew it was.
 
   He remembered now. There, as he stood staring at the alien reflection of a man he thought he’d known, he recalled every single thing that had transpired in Central Park the night before. Rhiannon. The Phantoms. The Dragons. The stranger and Hesperos.
 
   Samael.
 
   And the deal that Michael had made with the Fallen One in order to save his archess. 
 
   Everything you love, everything you worship, all that you hold dear, oh Favored One, you lose here and now. All that you loathe and fear and unfairly judge shall become your burden.
 
   A thrum of hard, painful understanding went through Michael. And at once, he understood everything, and he knew just what it was that Samael had done.
 
   He’s turned me into a monster.
 
   The son of a bitch was fond of that – turning people into vampires. Uriel was a perfect example. Sam had turned him into a vampire for breaking a verbal contract. And now he’d done the same to Michael in order to exact some petty form of revenge.
 
   He’d given him fangs and a weakness for the sun.
 
   A pang of yearning shot through Michael’s gut, hard and sharp, and his mouth watered. Oh, and there’s that lovely thirst for blood. He was surprised he hadn’t been expecting it.
 
   So I’m a vampire.
 
   But… no. There was something more. 
 
   Michael bared his fangs and frowned. There was something else. All that you loathe and fear and unfairly judge….
 
   What did Michael loathe? Not vampires. He certainly didn’t hate his brother.
 
   Azrael was the king of the vampires, the first vampire ever created, and the lord and master of every vampire that existed on the planet today. Azrael was also the former Angel of Death, and one of the “Four Favored” archangels who’d come to Earth in search of their archesses two thousand years ago. He was Michael’s brother. And Az had never done anything that would make Michael hate him.
 
   What did he hate? What did he “unfairly” judge? 
 
   He peered more closely into that mirror, searching for the answers to those questions. 
 
   The flames at the centers of his pupils leapt, casting the rest of his ominously vivid eyes into shadow, and the corner of his mouth drew up in a smile that was almost… wicked.
 
   Wicked. He recognized the face he was looking into now. He’d seen a smile like this before. He knew the men who bore it. In fact, just last night, Hesperos, the king of their kind, had come to aid Michael in the battle at Central Park.
 
   And he knew.
 
   There were parts of Michael now, and that was all. He was no longer a whole, no longer the Warrior Angel, but an amalgamation, a Frankenstein’s creation, a beast. He was part vampire – and he was part Nightmare.
 
   Oh, you’re good Sam.
 
   Michael had been on the trail of a serial rapist that was carving his seductive path through New York and whom Michael had since learned was no other than an incubus. Otherwise known as a Nightmare. The man had broken up couples, destroyed marriages, and ruined lives. He’d been royally pissing Michael off.
 
   All that you loathe and fear and unfairly judge.
 
   “Son of a bitch.”
 
   But when Michael spoke, it wasn’t with as much vehemence as he probably should have felt. On the contrary, there was a tinge of something amused to his voice. When he spoke, it was with a bit of anticipation.
 
   The hunger of the vampire within him was growing stronger, but so were other urges. Samuel Lambent, otherwise known as Samael, no doubt thought he had created in Michael the epitome of everything Michael despised in the world: the predator who fed off the innocence and beauty that was already so rare in life. 
 
   But he’d acted too quickly. And he’d made a very big mistake.
 
   Michael laughed. The sound came from deep within his tightly clenched gut and rode through his broad chest like wicked, echoing magic. Which was what it was. A Nightmare’s laugh could get under a woman’s skin like a drug. His voice could wrap around her like silk ropes. His touch could unravel every inhibition she had ever tied tightly to protect herself in her entire life. 
 
   And a vampire’s bite would take her all the places she ever dreamed of going.
 
   A vampire and an incubus together? Michael smiled, and it was, despite everything, a decidedly alluring smile. There was danger in it – oh so very much danger. But it was a beautiful, charming, and undeniable danger.
 
   Samael had managed to do something wrong for once. He’d meant to punish the Warrior Archangel, make him weak, make him hate himself. Sam probably expected Michael would crawl into a hole and wait to live out the rest of his eternal days as something he despised.
 
   But what Sam had actually done was give him an incredible gift. 
 
   “We must make sure to thank him,” Michael said now, in that voice so deliciously enhanced by darkness, it filled the space with shadows and promises. He turned away from the mirror, and with a confidence fitting of what he’d become, he stepped through the door of the bathroom – through it – using it as a portal.
 
   The portal took him with impossible speed away from the ratty hotel room Samael had no doubt deposited him in last night, through the Mansion that was the magical, morphing home he shared with his archangel brothers, and then deposited him out the other side somewhere nice and dark. 
 
   Michael stepped through a second doorway and into an alleyway in New York City. By the way the shadows played on the ground, he guessed it was approximately six or seven o’clock in the afternoon. The sun would be setting within a few hours.
 
   He had work to do. 
 
   With a quick thought, he tested his plan on a nearby discarded beer bottle, waving his hand in its direction. It rolled a bit as his magic touched it, before turning to pure gold. 
 
   Michael’s smile grew, and his eyes burned. Not only did he now possess the powers of a vampire and a Nightmare, his archangel abilities were intact. Save the ability to heal, of course. Because Sam wasn’t about to make his life easier on purpose.
 
   Michael shrugged that off, picked up the heavy, gold beer bottle, and stepped back to the door he’d come out of, which appeared to be the backdoor to a restaurant of some kind. He waved his hand, turning the door once more into a portal. This was how the archangels were able to move from one place to another in the blink of an eye. All they needed was a door, any kind of door, and the Mansion would do the rest, whisking them through space and time to their desired destinations so long as there was also a door on the other side.
 
   Michael stepped into the portal. He had things to do. There were a few things he needed to sell, and a few more he needed to buy. And somewhere out there, in this city he’d come to know so well, there was an archess with thick red hair and full, pink lips just waiting for him to make her life more interesting.
 
   Laughter, sinful and low, followed him as he moved through the portal toward his destinations. But this time, it was his own.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   The warehouse was in a state of disarray that it had most likely never known. The plyboard boxes that had at one point been stacked neatly up along its walls and on palettes throughout the vast space were in splinters. Packing material and the remains of what had once been placed inside – coffee grounds, bars of soap, bananas, and the white powder they were all there to hide the scent of – were squished and burned and destroyed throughout the warehouse.
 
   Scattered amongst the debris were the unconscious bodies of half a dozen men. 
 
   One single man remained conscious, and he knelt now before the woman he had most likely decided was some kind of masked god. Or a bad hallucination.
 
   With all the cocaine dispersing itself into the air around them now, the latter would later be considered a distinct possibility. Rhiannon realized she was fortunate she’d chosen the mask and concealing clothing that she had. 
 
   When the man woke up again hours from now and started jabbering about boxes flying around on their own, lightning coming in through the windows, and fireballs sailing through the air, no one would believe him. He’d been the only one she hadn’t managed to instantly knock out with her abilities, but the coke would make his stories seem hysterical. 
 
   She took a minute to catch her breath. The night had taken a lot out of her. She’d infiltrated a slave house, forced her way through four floors of horrible rooms filled with horrible conditions and little girls and their adult male guards, and then she’d come here – directly to the main source of funding for the criminals who’d owned and run the black market slave ring. 
 
   As far as she was concerned, there was just no point in doing a job like this if you didn’t do it all the way. It was like cutting the top off a weed. If you didn’t pull it from the roots up, there was just no point.
 
   The man kneeling before her was already bleeding. A gash in the side of his head emitted a small but steady trickle of blood where she’d attempted to simply knock him out but had failed. Now he stared up at her with eyes the size of saucers and a face as pale as snow. “Holy Mary, Mother of….” he whispered.
 
   “Save it,” she interrupted – and then she whipped out to kick him in the chin hard enough to finally finish the job and send him careening into oblivion.
 
   His head snapped back before he teetered and fell forward onto his face. She knew he was still alive. She knew everyone there was still alive. It was something she’d always been able to tell about those around her. She could ascertain what their state of health was with no more than a glance and a reaching out with her healing powers. 
 
   When she’d been younger, she’d had to physically touch those she wanted to read. But over the years, she’d honed her skills, strengthened and focused her abilities, and now – well, now things were easier. To some degree, anyway. She was still quite exhausted by the night’s tribulations. 
 
   A steady weakness was forcing its way into her system, and bits and pieces of what she’d experienced were sticking to her like fly paper. Images of the girls’ faces, of their emaciated bodies, of the smell of infection, were holding her captive.
 
   Rhiannon hoped she’d done everything necessary to right this wrong. She always hoped so. But this time, it was harder. Some of the girls had been pre-teens. Nine years of age. Ten, at most. They’d already been raped repeatedly…. 
 
   Rhiannon had dispatched the men in the house, not even caring whether she killed them as she went along. Then, amidst the silent, amazed gazes of women who huddled in corners, wrapped in bed clothes and curtains, she had gone through file folders and boxes and brief cases in order to locate passports and identification cards so that these women would have what they needed in the following hours.
 
   Once she’d done this, she’d called the authorities, leaving an anonymous tip to the slave house’s location. 
 
   As she stood in the decimated third-floor hallway of the disgusting house and used a disposable cell phone attributed to a made-up name to make this call, one of the women, who appeared to be in her mid-forties but who was probably no older than twenty-five, had shuffled a little closer to her and said something. She’d no more than whispered it between cracked lips. It was so quiet. Most of it, Rhiannon couldn’t quite catch, but one of the words, as odd and foreign as it had sounded, remained with her. She had no idea what it meant, yet it rang through her ears.
 
   Uhrangialome…. Something like that. Maybe she would Google it later.
 
   Now Rhiannon did a slow turn in the warehouse, took in the destruction, and let out a deep breath. With any luck, at this very moment, those slave girls were being helped into ambulances and would receive the medical attention, food and clothing they so desperately needed.
 
   She wasn’t worried about them telling the authorities about her. 
 
   So far, no one she’d helped like that ever had. Rhiannon had sometimes wondered why – why did they keep her secrets? Why, after witnessing her let loose with lightning called from the sky, with fireballs formed from a lighter in her hand, with telekinetic powers that would rival Hollywood’s, did they silently “forget” she had ever been there?
 
   She’d often seen news reports after some of her rescues. Reportedly, eye-witnesses spoke of small armies of liberators or rival gangs turning on each other, and things of this nature. No one ever spoke of a red-haired woman with god-like powers singlehandedly defeating bad guys or liberating the oppressed.
 
   They kept her secret. As if they knew they needed to. And perhaps they felt they owed her at least as much.
 
    “You don’t owe me anything,” she whispered to herself now from behind her concealing mask. But she was immensely grateful for their silence nonetheless.
 
   Her words echoed in the vast, empty, destroyed space of the warehouse, reminding her that her job was done. For now. The growing weakness flooding her muscles was the other reminder. She needed to get to the hotel, eat, and rest. 
 
   Rhiannon pulled several items out from beneath her black leather jacket. Among them were a handcuff key, a lock of silky black hair tied with a ribbon, and a strip of nude photographs of young girls. They were items she’d taken from the slave house. She placed them quickly and strategically around the warehouse, leaving no doubts as to the link between these men, these drugs, and the slave trafficking going on across town.
 
   The cops would be here soon as well. There had been more than one anonymous tip-off to the stations that night.
 
   Rhiannon left the warehouse. She stayed to the shadows as she more or less ran several blocks, putting distance between her and the mess behind her.
 
   Once she’d gotten far enough away, she ducked into an alley. A quick self-inspection revealed no blood stains or rips or tears in her jeans – that was good. She always tried to be careful, but the occasional slip-up did happen. 
 
   She removed her leather gloves, took off her mask, and stuffed the garments into her jacket’s inside pockets. Then she bent, turned her head over, and finger-combed her light auburn hair, returning it to its natural volume and wave.
 
   Next, she unzipped her jacket, a Burberry Brit, to reveal a rich satin top underneath, and a small but striking diamond necklace by Bulgari. She never had to worry about her boots matching her outfit, as she was most comfortable in boots anyway, always black. 
 
   She pulled a sample spray bottle of Tom Ford perfume from another jacket pocket, spritzed a bit on her wrist, and rubbed her wrists behind her ears.
 
   Her final touch was lipstick, a rich shade of red that matched her hair and complexion, and which she expertly applied before re-pocketing the tube, rolling back her shoulders, and heading out of the alley shadows to the nearest busy sidewalk. 
 
   There was nothing quite so effective at disguising the fact that you’d just infiltrated two massive buildings, taken out dozens of armed bad guys, destroyed millions of dollars worth of contraband, and freed twenty slave girls from a hellish life of prostitution and torture, as looking like a million bucks. Fortunately for Rhiannon, her employer could not have agreed more on this point.
 
   The very first taxi to come by possessed a light that was completely lit up, signaling the driver was off-duty. But when the man behind the wheel saw Rhiannon move up to the curb and raise her hand, he switched off the outside lights so that only the medallion number was lit, and then he veered directly over to meet her. 
 
   Rhiannon smiled, opened the back door, and slipped inside. “The Four Seasons, please.”
 
   The driver pulled away from the curb without a word and made his way expertly into traffic. Rhiannon settled back in her seat and began daydreaming about diet root beer. She loved diet root beer. Chilled to the point of near freezing, it was the perfect, refreshing drink after a difficult job. 
 
   Ten minutes later, the driver let her out, she left him an enormous tip, and the door greeter opened the door to her hotel. “Good evening.”
 
   She smiled back and made her way to her room. Once there, she double-locked it, throwing home every latch available. Then she pulled off her clothes and stepped into the shower. She had never so badly wanted to wash a night off her body and out of her mind. 
 
   Forty-five minutes later, she at last shut off the water and stepped out into a steam-filled bathroom. Her form reflected through the fog in the floor-length mirror across from her. She paused and froze in her reflection, strangely alarmed at the number of bruises taking shape across her body. 
 
   “Fine,” she sighed. She wasn’t planning on going out again tonight. She probably wouldn’t need what was left of her abilities to heal or help anyone else. She could afford to use them on herself instead.
 
   Rhiannon closed her eyes, imagined herself healed and whole, her skin unmarred, and her muscles not quite as sore as they were now. Moments later, she opened them again and took another look in the mirror. 
 
   Not a bruise to be seen.
 
   Next, she bent and attempted to dry her long, thick hair with the nearest towel. When it was mostly dry, she hung the towel back up on the rack before she made her naked way into the sprawling, richly appointed suite beyond. 
 
   She dressed in a pair of underwear and an oversized white tee-shirt, and stopped in the kitchen long enough to extract a diet root beer from the fridge. When she’d downed half of it, she re-fridged what was left and returned to the bathroom to brush her teeth. Moments later, she was back in the bedroom, crawling between the sheets of the king sized bed.
 
   She took a moment to enjoy the feel of them against her skin, and drew a deep, cleansing breath. Then she closed her eyes once more.
 
   As exhausted and drained as she was, sleep came nearly at once. 
 
   But it was troubled. 
 
   In the midst of the shadows that invaded her mind was a shape… tall…and strong.
 
   She saw it through a fog, at the end of a tunnel, just around a corner. She chased the image, curious and frustrated. And then she saw it clearly, but only from behind.
 
   He was standing at a cliff’s edge, wearing some kind of uniform that she didn’t recognize. It seemed partially constructed of metal, like armor, with scorching and scarring that spoke of a great battle. His fair hair was wind-blown, and blood, bruises and cuts of varying degrees marred the thick, corded muscles of his arms. He was carrying a sword that gleamed so sharp and bright, it hurt her eyes. 
 
   She wanted to see his face.
 
   And she also didn’t.
 
   The dream had an aura to it, one of frightening finality, one of warning.
 
   Rhiannon found herself standing on dry, cracked ground behind the stranger. She stepped back, but her legs moved slowly, tied invisibly to the planet of her dream as limbs so often were. She forced them, though, pushing harder, and managed a foot. Two.
 
   As if sensing her there, perhaps hearing her footsteps, the man’s head cocked slightly to the side. He turned, just a little, and she caught a strong chin and Roman nose.
 
   And then alarm shot through her, forcing her heart to race, making her gasp for breath, as he began to fully turn around.
 
   It was a face, not of any of the dozens or even hundreds of people she had liberated or healed over the course of the last several years. It was the face of a stranger – a perfect, beautiful, terrifying stranger.
 
   He had eyes that pierced the darkness of her dream to spear through to her core. 
 
   Rhiannon felt something welling up inside her. She opened her mouth – and jerked awake in her bed when her cell phone began to ring in the other room. It was on low, but she had very good hearing, and she was a light sleeper.
 
   Blue….
 
   Rhiannon felt her forehead to find it hot and wet. She brushed her hair out of her eyes and sat up straighter on the mattress. The phone stopped ringing. And then started up again. She knew the tone; it was her employer.
 
   Blue, she thought again, or saw it there in the re-play of her mind. His eyes had been so, so blue. Rhiannon had only ever seen eyes quite that vivid once before in her life. They hadn’t been the same color. But they were just as memorable for their stark vividness.
 
   Rhiannon pushed her covers aside and made her way, not to the living room, but to the bathroom. There, she turned on the light and looked in the mirror. From beyond the bathroom, she heard her phone continue to ring. And she continued to ignore it.
 
   She leaned forward over the counter top. For the ten thousandth time since she’d had the contacts specially made for her, she’d forgotten to take them out before going to sleep. It wasn’t a big deal; they were designed to last weeks of continued wear, through showers and crying fits, without the aid of eye drops, moisturizers, or cleansers. It was amazing what money would get you sometimes. And her boss had connections, as good disguises were often very important.
 
   But when she could, she tried to remember to remove them anyway for their own sake. She didn’t want to destroy them, after all.
 
   Now, Rhiannon leaned further over the counter top and looked closely – really closely. They were very good contacts. They covered her eyes completely, edge to edge. Not a hint of her real color peeked through.
 
   She reached up with both hands, peeled apart the lids of one eye with the thumb and forefinger of her left hand, and gently pinched the contact lens between the thumb and forefinger of her right hand. It came away immediately, revealing an eye of such vivid light green, it appeared to glow.
 
   Once, years ago, a National Geographic photographer had snapped a picture of an Afghan girl with green eyes. The girl’s name had been Sharbat Gula. And the photograph would soon become world renowned for its hypnotic effect.
 
   Rhiannon gazed at her own light green eye that was struck through with undertones of light, light blue. She and Sharbat had the same eyes. 
 
   So Rhiannon hid them away behind contacts, all too aware of the fact that they would be an easy and unmistakable target to anyone attempting to describe her to the police or authorities. Some things were better toned down. 
 
   But looking at her gaze now reminded her of her dream, and the man within it, whose cornflower blue eyes had pierced her soul. It had felt like she was a book before him that he’d unlocked, opened up, and read. It was both liberating, and unwelcome. 
 
   Rhiannon sighed, shook her head, and quickly rinsed the contact before slipping it back into her eye. Then she made her way to the living room, retrieved her phone, and dialed her employer’s number. He picked up on the first ring.
 
   “You told me you would call me tonight, Miss Dante.”
 
   “So I did,” Rhiannon replied. “My bad.”
 
   “You aren’t dead, then.”
 
   “Doesn’t seem to be the case.”
 
   “Then you can take the next twenty-four hours off for shopping and recuperation. The gala for the benefactor I told you about will be held in Chicago. And you’re already there. How convenient, don’t you think?”
 
   Rhiannon’s brows raised. “Indeed.” She thought of New York and it’s plethora of crime and the fact that he’d sent her to Chicago this time around. “You had this planned all along, didn’t you?”
 
   “Indeed,” he returned, tit for tat. “Unfortunately, the dresses you currently possess will not at all suffice for this event. I will send the information you need in the morning, and a car for you tomorrow night at eight. Sweet dreams.”
 
   Rhiannon hung up… and wondered whether she really wanted to dream again that night at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Rhiannon took a very deep breath when her car rolled to a stop before the red carpet. She looked to the right to see that the carpet led through the massive, open double doors of an enormous, renovated cathedral. Guards with communication devices in their ears were placed all around the perimeter of the building, and white gloved men in suits waited at the entryway to welcome guests.
 
    The lights, drum beat of music, and hint of movement from the darkness beyond hinted at the scope of the revelry that awaited her. She would wager there were close to a hundred guests already inside. These would be associates from Mr. Verdigri’s past, people she would know nothing about and who would know nothing about her. Not that it mattered. 
 
   Everyone would be wearing a mask.
 
   Mr. Verdigri never spared any expense when it came to fundraising. From what she could see from her seat, the entryway to the grand gala had been decorated in a gothic steampunk manner, replete with massive wall clocks and torn tapestries that billowed in a night breeze. 
 
   There was a buzzing at Rhiannon’s wrist that she felt against her pulse. She’d had her hands over her small chain-link purse, which carried only cash, her phone, lipstick, and the key to her hotel room. She opened it now and took out her phone to swipe her finger across the answer bar.
 
   “I am told you’ve just arrived,” came a familiar voice when she raised it to her ear. It was her enigmatic employer.
 
   “I have.”
 
   “Good. I’ll meet you at the door. Wait for me. I want to walk you in personally.”
 
   They hung up, and not for the first time since she’d begun working for Mr. Verdigri, she smiled to herself somewhat proudly. The man never failed to make her feel as if she were important. She wouldn’t trade that for anything. 
 
   Thirty seconds later, she could see Mr. V exit the building to make his way toward her. She only knew it was him by his cane, his shock of white hair, his thick white mustache, and the fact that the lapel of his late 19th century black and white suit possessed a brilliantly colored butterfly pin. A mask, shaped vaguely like the black wings of some gothic butterfly, covered most of his face.
 
    Her door was opened, someone helped her out, and her employer took her arm.
 
   “You look exquisite, Miss Dante,” he whispered in her ear, and again Rhiannon smiled. She did feel rather good about the way she looked tonight. And if the way the guards and footmen at the door stared at her as she made her way inside was any indication, she was justified in that feeling. 
 
   The dress had been tailor made for her and dropped off at her hotel earlier that day. Verdigri’s tailor had her measurements, and he was a wizard with a needle and thread.
 
   A leather and sterling silver, intricately detailed bodice expertly hugged her slim form tightly over a long, velvet gown. The striking dress graduated in color from ivory white near the top of the bodice to light peach near the waist to light pink further down, then mauve and finally blood red near the bottom. The skirt gathered in layers, and was tied back with both ribbons and silver chains of varying thicknesses so that it bunched in the back, delivering that classic steampunk profile.
 
   Rhiannon’s outfit was complete with a small chain link purse, also in silver, lace half-gloves in a color that graduated from the same blood red as her skirt to deep black, a pair of thigh-high velvet and leather high-heeled boots, and a mask.
 
   The mask was a combination of white velvet, soft suede, and precious metal pocket watch pieces, artistically drawn into a work of absolute beauty that culminated in a pair of silver and gold angel wings around her eyes. When she’d tried it on in her hotel room, she’d found herself fascinated with her own reflection, like Narcissus. She couldn’t help it. She’d always liked steampunk art, and watch gears were simply beautiful. Plus, the angel wings shimmered like some sort of promise.
 
   Now Rhiannon slipped the thin silver chain of her purse over her wrist, gathered her skirts in her hands, and walked with her employer through the entryway and into the main hall of the cathedral beyond.
 
   A waiter met them as they entered the elaborately decorated main area of the building, and Rhiannon barely had a chance to take in the décor. High above her, elaborate tapestries with torn and tattered edges depicted scenes of brilliantly colored butterflies, intricately wound through with gold and silver thread. Spaced evenly between them were massive chandeliers containing electric candles that flickered wondrously and shed a mysterious firelight over the revelers below.
 
   Verdigri handed her a drink, some gorgeous concoction of varying shades of purple with sugar that sparkled like diamonds around the rim of the crystal goblet. She took it, waited as he took his own, and continued with him further into the milling crowd.
 
   Contrary to Victorian masquerade balls, filled with cellos and violins, the music for this particular gala belted out from an elevated band stand where the preacher’s pulpit would have been when the cathedral was still in use. Men and women in matching steampunk regalia made love to electric guitars and hugged microphones close as hidden speakers delivered their music evenly to the crowd.
 
   A long table had been set up along one wall of the cathedral, topped with so much food, it seemed a Caligulan affair, and the aroma of every delicious thing Rhiannon could imagine enticed her to make her way toward it.
 
   “I’m guessing you haven’t eaten yet today,” Verdigri said.
 
   “Does it show?” she replied as they stopped beside the table and Rhiannon’s eyes grew to saucers taking it all in. Every chocolate dessert she had ever tasted or wanted to taste was laid out before her. 
 
   Verdigri chuckled, and his grip on her arm gently squeezed. It was one of those “I put up with you because I love you,” laughs that parents reserve for their impossible children. “You are always the last one you take care of,” he said softly.
 
   “That will never do,” came a third, deep, and magnetic voice.
 
   Rhiannon felt her employer’s grip on her arm loosen. Time slowed a little. She glanced down to see his hand slide away as he stepped back, and then she was turning toward the source of the new voice.
 
   A tall, broad shouldered man with very light blond, shoulder-length hair stood before her in a rich nineteenth century suit of luxe gray materials, replete with a pocket watch of pure gold. His face was hidden by an equally gray mask, simple but expensive, but his chin was strong, and his lips, sensuous and smooth, were turned up ever so slightly at the corners.
 
   Cruel, she thought, not knowing why.
 
   Her gaze traveled upward, her body frozen in some stripped fragment of time, until she came to his eyes. They were as dark gray as an impending storm, one threatening lightning at any given moment.
 
   No mask could have hidden the stranger’s inherent beauty, and the small gray garment seemed almost more an emphasis to his attractiveness rather than a concealment. And yet, as she stood there trapped in the sway of his gaze, she wanted him to take it off.
 
   Without looking away, the masked stranger lifted a small porcelain plate from the table beside them and held it out to her. “Crème cake?” he asked, his smooth voice rolling over her like a velvet wave.
 
   Tall, gorgeous, and he’s handing me chocolate.
 
   The thought went whizzing through her brain like cannon fire, and suddenly she felt giddy. She couldn’t help it when she returned his smile, and absolutely could not help it when she took the plate from him. It was the chocolate crème cake she’d been wanting anyway.
 
   “Miss Dante,” said Verdigri from behind her as he moved in a little closer, “may I introduce you to Mr. Lambent, our newest client. Mr. Lambent, this is Rhiannon Dante, the heart, soul, and brains of our operation.”
 
   Rhiannon digested the introduction as the man before her bowed slightly, his smile broadening to flash straight, white teeth. She raised her hand, and he took it, kissing the back of it very lightly.
 
   A tingling sensation rode across her hand at the touch of his very soft lips. That sensation climbed her arm and zip-zapped across her chest before it finally disappeared, leaving her just a touch more breathless than she’d been before.
 
   She swallowed hard and lowered her hand. 
 
   “If you’ll excuse me,” said Verdigri suddenly. She glanced at him, but his attention was on something across the room. “I am suddenly needed elsewhere.” He waved at someone Rhiannon couldn’t quite see and then placed a hand on her arm. “I will return shortly.” His eyes met hers as he stepped back once more. His unspoken request was, Be nice and charm his pants off – or at least charm the wallet out of them.
 
   She gave him a slight nod, and her employer disappeared in the crowd. Then she turned back to the stranger. He was watching her intently. She caught the faintest whiff of his cologne; it was wonderful, heady, masculine and expensive.
 
   Rhiannon cleared her throat when her pulse quickened. “Then, Mr. Lambent,” she hedged, hastily adjusting to the situation to put her best face forward, hidden by a mask though it was. “I’m to understand you’ve already decided on Swallowtail for your needs?”
 
   “How could I not?” he responded easily. “The service provided by the Swallowtail Foundation is something the planet has been in sore need of for countless generations.”
 
   Rhiannon felt her forehead furrow, and she forced it flat again. His words gave her pause. Or maybe it was the way he said them.
 
   Normally, Mr. Verdigri provided a front operation to attract benefactors. These “benefactors” were not known as such to the benefactors themselves. They simply thought of themselves as customers. Because to them, the Swallowtail Foundation had nothing to do with liberating the oppressed or destroying evil. To them, Swallowtail was simply a special effects company, famed for some of the most amazing visual effect shows across the planet. In fact, the only group Rhiannon could think of that could put on a better show than she could was Valley of Shadow, the rock band fronted by the singer known as The Masked One.
 
   But that was only because they were vampires, the lot of them. She’d figured that much out years ago. Not that she cared, really. Vampires tended to mind their own business these days and she’d never had any problems with them, in particular.
 
   In any case, Swallowtail was hired by bands and events across the nation, and by the best producers in Hollywood for their ability to produce seemingly impossible effects. Thanks, in vast part, to Rhiannon’s very special abilities. After all, it wasn’t every FX company that could produce eerily real looking lightning on no more than a whim.
 
   But Mr. Lambent, whoever he was, had spoken of something a bit deeper than special effects. His words were cryptic. They hinted at knowledge. 
 
   Something the planet has been in sore need of for countless generations.
 
   People didn’t talk that way about pyrotechnics.
 
   How much did he know about the foundation? Did he know that it made a habit of breaking the law in order to right wrongs that authorities couldn’t track down, much less touch outside of a court system? Did he know that Verdigri had established an entire organization around what amounted to vigilantism? 
 
   More importantly, did he know that she was basically the single driving force behind Swallowtail’s success? 
 
   Did he know about her powers?
 
   For once, Rhiannon honestly didn’t know what to say. And so, in the expert manner of avoidance she had learned long ago, she simply smiled, said nothing, and changed the subject by picking up a silver fork from the banquet table and taking a small bite of the chocolate crème cake on her plate.
 
   She was just pulling the fork back out of her mouth when her employer returned to the banquet table and was again at her side.
 
   “How is it?” Mr. Lambent asked, his voice as silky as the dessert she’d just tasted. 
 
   She let the chocolate melt on her tongue a moment and then swallowed, and she couldn’t stop the smile that formed on her lips. “To die for.”
 
   Something flashed in Mr. Lambent’s eyes. Was it that lightning she could have sworn she saw coming on? His beautiful, cruel smile broadened, melting her like the chocolate.
 
   “Did she misbehave in my absence?” Verdigri teased lightly. 
 
   Mr. Lambent was gentleman enough not to grace the question with an answer, but that lightning of his danced in the depths of his eyes. “A few associates of mine and I will be sharing drinks later tonight,” he said, changing the subject and addressing them both. “I do hope you’ll do us the honor of joining us at our table?” He turned and gestured to the darker, more intimate area of the church, where private tables had been set up with candles and crystal, and waiters bustled between them delivering food and drinks.
 
   “Of course,” Verdigri nodded, bowing slightly and grinning broadly. Whatever Lambent had promised him, it must have been an incredibly tidy sum.
 
   Mr. Lambent excused himself, and Rhiannon watched as the crowd parted like a tide to let him through. When he’d finally disappeared, she found herself taking a deep, calming breath.
 
   “I believe you’ve made an impression on our media mogul,” Verdigri said in her ear before he moved around her to begin piling desserts onto a plate. He had a sweet tooth worse than hers.
 
   Rhiannon’s gut reaction was to feel hopeful and proud – but then her boss’s words sank in, and the knee jerk took over.
 
   “Did you say media mogul?”
 
   “I did,” he replied just before he scooped some kind of brownie made of white and dark chocolate into his mouth.
 
   Shock went through Rhiannon. She turned to look back at the crowd where Lambent had disappeared. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “That was Samuel Lambent.”
 
   “Yes, it was,” said Verdigri through the side of his mouth. “So be on your best behavior when we join him and his men for drinks, because that man is richer than God.”
 
   I can’t do this, she suddenly thought to herself. Samuel Lambent had been the world’s most eligible bachelor for years. He was gorgeous beyond being comfortable, and she could attest to the fact that the rumors about his eyes had all been true. They were indeed like a coming storm. 
 
   And Verdigri was also right. He was richer than God. He was overwhelming. He was intimidating. He could have any woman, and probably close to any man, that he wanted, and she was supposed to charm him?
 
   “I have to know,” she murmured, feeling a tad numb. “How much did he give you?”
 
   Verdigri swallowed whatever he’d been chewing and took her drink off the table to wash it down. When he’d licked his lips and placed her goblet back on the table, he leaned in and whispered, “Think eight digits. And that’s just the first half.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   The gala’s lights lowered a touch, the music was turned up a bit, and the “dance” floor at the center of the renovated cathedral began to fill with more twisting, turning revelers. 
 
   When a masked woman with an enormous bosom bumped into Mr. Verdigri from behind, causing him to drop part of the piece of pie he was eating, he turned to face the voluptuous stranger. She covered her mouth and excused herself profusely for her clumsiness, he insisted it was his fault, and Rhiannon tried very hard not to grin like a Cheshire cat when he then wiped his hands on a napkin and asked the woman if she would care to join him in a dance.
 
   The woman’s blush was visible around the edges of her peacock mask as she accepted and placed her hand in his. Rhiannon watched them head out onto the dance floor. 
 
   The music was perfect for the theme of the night, a hypnotic, eclectic mix of classical made into rave, a smattering of waltz, and some kind of underlying beat that kept the lights flashing and persuaded the younger crowd onto the dance floor.
 
   Rhiannon had just accepted a fresh glass of some beautifully concocted, pink and orange drink from a waiter’s offered tray, when a man in a mask nervously cleared his throat beside her. She turned to find a rather short-ish gentleman with thinning hair but expert taste in costumes nervously stepping closer. 
 
   “My lady, I was hoping you would do me the very great honor of joining me in a dance?” he asked, and she could hear the wobble of uncertainty in his voice. It endeared her to him at once.
 
   She smiled broadly. “I would love to. Thank you.” She actually adored ballroom dancing, and because of the nature of her work and the flamboyant character of her employer, she’d had plenty of practice over the years. In fact, at one point she’d taken and mastered lessons from an expert. 
 
   The man beamed in triumphant surprise and offered her his white gloved hand. Rhiannon set down her drink, took his hand, and accompanied him onto the dance floor. 
 
   Once there, his confidence increased ten-fold, and Rhiannon found herself swept into a sure embrace just as the band began a waltz number that drew the crowd together in synchronized circles. He was a wonderful dancer, expertly twirling her this way and that, meeting her in perfect rhythm as the musicians and their sound system caressed the crowd. 
 
   Rhiannon found herself smiling of her own accord, her tense body easing into relaxation despite the demanding nature of the dance. Any initial concerns she’d had about making a good impression on her employer’s possible benefactor began to melt away while the music moved them from one step and into the next.
 
   At a certain juncture in the dance, partners separated, and each woman was paired with a different man. Rhiannon found herself dancing with another gentleman, this one a bit older, with graying hair and a taller build. 
 
   A few minutes later, partners were switched once more, Rhiannon was a touch more breathless, and the tempo of the dance increased, spinning women’s ball gowns in ever increasingly large displays. 
 
   The lights overhead flashed rhythmically, colors blurred around her, and as partners were switched one final time, Rhiannon spun to find herself sliding into the strong, firm grasp of a tall, broad-shouldered stranger. 
 
   The night seemed to skip, and a zap of something electric went through Rhiannon’s slim frame. 
 
   She blinked, her brain suddenly feeling fuzzy. Then she looked up at her new partner, and the cathedral, its decorations, the clocks and tapestries, the food and drinks, and the swirling, twirling revelers all retreated into the shadows, leaving her alone… with the man from her dream.
 
   Just as it had been in that cryptic, troubling dream, she couldn’t see all of him; much of his face was hidden by his mask. But what she could see was enough.
 
   The man’s grip at her waist was sure, and his strong, confident step did all the work for her, moving her through the dance while she gazed up at him. His scent, a scent like the clean, endless night itself, wafted over her to seduce her senses. He was a study in darkness, wrapped elegantly in black from his tall boots to the black mask concealing his features, and that darkness enveloped her like a living shadow, overwhelming her. 
 
   In her dream, his hair had been lighter, as if blasted by sun and sand. But it was the same hair, thick, wavy, and blond, with a sheen that made it look so soft, she found herself inexplicably wanting to run her hands through it.
 
   But the mark of the man, the indelible give-away to her dream stranger’s identity, was that part of him that she was lost in at that very moment. Rhiannon stumbled as she was trapped in the terrible, confusing power of his blue, blue eyes.
 
   He righted her easily when she miss-stepped. But the corners of his sensuous lips turned up in a smile more cruel than Samuel Lambent’s, and those eyes of an impossible hue that had pinned her to the foundations of her dream two nights ago yet granted no quarter. 
 
   Much to Rhiannon’s ultimate surprise, she didn’t want them to.
 
   The stranger slowed with the waning tempo, and Rhiannon felt his hand press at her back, drawing her closer. He leaned in, just enough, and her already rapidly beating heart quickened. “I must tell you, Miss Dante,” he told her softly, “you look ravishing tonight.”
 
   His voice was deep and melodic, each lilt and note perfect, each tone sliding around her body like a fog of warm silk. Somewhere in the back of Rhiannon’s experienced brain, alarm bells began to sound. But they were muffled by that fog.
 
   “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” she heard herself reply. Her own voice seemed muffled, softened by distance and the pounding of her heart. She was surprised she’d managed such an intelligent response.
 
   “Mm,” he admitted with a slight, wicked smile. He turned, spinning her around him in time with the other dancers. “I suppose I do.” His smile became a grin. There was something about it that sent butterflies – black ones, with blood red wing tips – fluttering deep in her belly. “But if there is one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s never to give up a tactical advantage.”
 
   Spoken like a warrior, she thought. 
 
   At once, the image from her dream flashed before her mind’s eye: The stranger, standing at a cliff’s edge, battle torn and scarred, and utterly, terribly beautiful….
 
   She swallowed, fighting past a tightness in her throat. “If there is anything I have learned,” she returned now, drawing strength from some unknown place where uncertainty resided, “it’s that I don’t do well when cornered.”
 
   There was a rumbling, distant but significant, that rolled over the cathedral and signaled an on-coming storm. It didn’t take long for Rhiannon to realize that she was the cause of it.
 
   He was getting to her, this stranger.
 
   The man in black looked up toward the cathedral’s rafters – then looked back down at her. Now there was something in his expression that tightened Rhiannon’s gut and forced her pulse into hyper drive. “You are a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
   Suddenly, his grip tightened, and before she could react, he had stopped at the center of the dancing crowd and pulled her completely against him. The hardness of his body on hers, the darkness of him, the scent of him, and the oceans of depths in his eyes left her at once breathless. For the first time in her life, Rhiannon Dante, the woman who could throw cars with her mind, the woman with pyrotechnic powers that took down buildings, and the one with the ability to bring forth a hurricane, was utterly helpless.
 
   “But you have weaknesses,” he told her now, whispering the words across her lips. The feel of his breath, and the nearness of his mouth were a heady combination, turning her knees to jelly. Outside, the thunder drew closer. 
 
   If he hadn’t been holding her up, she might have fallen.
 
   “Everyone does, Rhiannon.” He leaned in, holding her even tighter so that he could whisper in her ear. A shiver, wanton and delicious, went through her when he said, “I’m willing to bet I can find every one of yours.”
 
   How much, she thought recklessly, even as, against all logic and reckoning, she closed her eyes and turned her head to offer him her neck, abandoning herself to him. How much do you want to bet?
 
   “Everything you have ever wanted,” he told her as if he had pulled the question from her mind. “And more.”
 
   A heartbeat later, Rhiannon felt his lips against the pulse in her throat.
 
   Lightning struck the cathedral’s upper-most peaks, and thunder sliced through the music like a bomb. Overhead lights flickered and went out. People screamed, but the sound was drowned out by the tremendous zapping of wires and sound systems being electrified. Sparks erupted along the walls and shot like fireworks from the bandstand, and Rhiannon blinked, forcing her way back up through the sea she’d been drowning in.
 
   Pleasure was rippling through her, warming her, weakening her. With no more than a kiss, the tiniest touch of flesh on flesh, she was all but gone to him. 
 
   But chaos had been born around them, people running, fire extinguishers hissing, and Rhiannon’s will had never been easily buckled. Something was wrong. She needed to focus. Someone might need help.
 
   She felt she was trapped in time and space as she fought to find the strength needed to pull away from the stranger. She managed inches and looked up, moving in a dream-like slow motion, caught in the syrup of the stranger’s seductive grasp.
 
   “One down,” he told her. His words echoed through her. They were flippant and they were cruel, but this time, he wasn’t smiling as he stepped back into the darkness behind him. His eyes simply burned, like the center of a candle’s flame. 
 
   The hottest fire is blue.
 
   Those eyes were the last to vanish in the shadows that had been left behind by the failing lights. 
 
   And then the stranger was gone.
 
   *****
 
   “The hottest fire is blue.”
 
   The limousine’s driver glanced up to find her in his rear-view mirror. “I’m sorry, Miss Dante?”
 
   Rhiannon blinked, realizing she’d spoken the words out loud. “Nothing, Frank. I’m sorry, I’m talking to myself.” She’d just been recalling the words her eighth grade Earth and Space Science teacher had once said to her class as she’d taught them about the different types of stars. Contrary to appearances, red was the coolest type of star, despite a red giant’s size. Yellow, as was their sun, was the next hottest. White was hotter. And blue was the hottest of them all. 
 
   To illustrate the differences in their temperatures, the teacher had lit a candle and allowed them all to peer closely at the flame. The outer edges of the flame were red and yellow. The center of the flame was white – and blue. “The hottest fire is blue,” she’d told them. “That’s why you can’t cook over barbeque coals that are still blue. You need to wait until they die down and the fire turns red or you’ll burn everything to a crisp.”
 
   In the limousine’s driver’s seat, Frank smiled and shook his head. “No need to apologize, Miss Dante. You’ve had an eventful night.”
 
   Rhiannon returned his smile, but it was admittedly a tired smile. He was putting it mildly. The encounter with the stranger had brought out the most dangerous aspects of Rhiannon, things she thought she’d learned to control years ago. Though they could have been much worse, the consequences were still dire.
 
   Tens of thousands of dollars worth of damage had been done to the equipment and property at the cathedral. Fortunately, her employer could afford it, especially if Samuel Lambent didn’t pull his funding – and Rhiannon prayed like mad that he didn’t. 
 
   She wanted nothing more than for Mr. Verdigri to have the money he needed to make the world at least a little more like he thought the world should be. He was a good man. Power in good hands was a good thing. The problem was, he never spared any expense. It wasn’t in his nature. He loved extravagance and cut no corners. “Life is too short,” he would tell her. He would know. “And sparkly things are so very sparkly.”
 
   So, he was always fundraising.
 
   What she wouldn’t give to see him in a situation where he would never have to worry about finagling money again.
 
   Not a single person had been harmed in the fires or mini-explosions caused by the lightning’s strikes, but noise and eruptions had placed people in a state of discord.
 
   When Mr. Verdigri found Rhiannon at the center of the confused crowd and pulled her aside to make certain she was okay, he couldn’t help but also ask her if she had any idea what had happened. He was well aware of her ability to control weather – and there hadn’t been a cloud in the sky when the gala began that night.
 
   She’d come clean immediately, admitting that she may have lost control for a moment or two. With a surprised expression, he asked what had brought it on, and she found that was where her ability to be straight forward with him came to an end. 
 
   Rather than tell him the whole truth, she’d simply shaken her head helplessly. “I really don’t know how it happened, Mr. Verdigri. I haven’t lost control in years.” It was part of the truth. She should have been stronger than this, able to weather any kind of seduction, magical or not. She should have had a fist-hold on her abilities. She was flummoxed. 
 
   His gaze had narrowed thoughtfully, and he nodded in acceptance. He knew it had been a very long while since she’d lost control. 
 
   “I know,” he said calmly. But there was a turbulent sea of questions behind that calm.
 
   They’d been joined at that time, by Samuel Lambent, who in the ensuing madness, had removed his mask.
 
   That was where the night became a terrible blur for Rhiannon. Lambent was not only as handsome as his tabloid pictures made him out to be, he was painfully beautiful, from his voice to his dark, tumultuous gaze, which all but reflected the hurricane of emotions going through Rhiannon that night. 
 
   The man was the very tower of grace, too. When Rhiannon’s nervous employer had begun apologizing profusely to him, no doubt hoping he wouldn’t pull his promised funding, Lambent had waved his hand dismissively, and said, “Mr. Verdigri, nature is the wild, redheaded step child of the Cosmos; she’s unpredictable at the best of times, and deadly at the worst.” Then he’d chuckled and added, “Besides, if these are the kinds of effects you can provide for my programs, then you’re delivering on your promises already, and I’m impressed.”
 
   Smooth, Rhiannon thought now as she looked back on the evening and the limousine took her closer to her hotel. Very, very smooth.
 
   Lambent was an enigma. Rhiannon had dealt with enough non-human people over the years to recognize little signs or clues to an individual’s otherworldliness. Was he more than he pretended to be? The man hadn’t aged a day since he’d taken to the public eye. Of course, with as much money as he possessed, there were plastic surgeons who could see to that.
 
   But he didn’t have the aura of someone who’d been “messed” with cosmetically. No, it wouldn’t surprise her if Lambent was something more than human. He was too handsome, almost unnaturally successful, his reach was scary long, and the way his eyes made her feel….
 
   “He can’t be a vampire,” she whispered to herself, and then realized she’d spoken out loud again. Fortunately, she’d done so quietly enough that Frank hadn’t heard her this time. 
 
   Lambent couldn’t have been a vampire. He was seen out and about during the day, and from what she’d learned through her dealings with them, vampires could not take the sun at all. Besides, she’d only met a few vampires old enough to be able to control the length of their teeth enough to make the fangs disappear, and vampires that old were very, very rare. 
 
   That meant the stranger in black was in the clear, too. When he’d smiled at her, there had been no hint of fang. Thinking back on it now, she remembered that she’d half expected to see them. It would have explained a lot.
 
   Rhiannon sighed and rested her head against the leather back of the seat. The two men would remain a mystery for now. 
 
   An odd thing, though, was that no one had mentioned anything to her about the man in black. No one had seen her dancing with him, and in fact, Mr. Verdigri had told her he hadn’t known she was dancing at all. It was as if she’d gone out there with one man and then vanished for several minutes.
 
   One down….
 
   Rhiannon experienced a sudden shiver as a crystal-clear image of the stranger’s eyes appeared in her mind and his voice echoed through the halls of her brain. He’d said “One down,” as if referring to the weaknesses he’d promised to uncover.
 
   But what had he been referring to? She hadn’t done or said anything.
 
   Rhiannon took a deep breath. Assuming the man was a creature who could read her mind, the only thing she’d been thinking about was him. Except when the lightning struck and she’d forced herself out of her seduction-induced stupor because she was worried about people getting hurt.
 
   Oh my God.
 
   That was it. Her number one weakness – was her fear that others would suffer, and her hatred of the fact that they did.
 
   He wouldn’t have had to read her mind to figure that out. She’d pulled away from him when chaos ensued. She’d been lost in him until that moment. Up until then, he’d been in complete control. It was her fear for the people in the cathedral that finally gave her the will to break away.
 
   In that sense, it was not only her greatest weakness – but perhaps her greatest strength.
 
   Rhiannon’s gaze became distant. The stranger had gotten under her skin, to say the least. She rubbed her face, looked out the window, and got lost in the lights and people going by. Several minutes later, her driver was pulling up to the red carpet of her hotel, and the footman was opening her door. She bid Frank goodnight, tipped the footman, and headed inside to her room.
 
   The “Do Not Disturb” sign was still dangling from her door knob. She pushed it aside, slid the key into the door, waited for the red light to turn to green, and stepped into the clean, cool interior of her suite. As always, she’d left the lights on to avoid any uninvited surprises. 
 
   But this time, it hadn’t done any good.
 
   Rhiannon stood in the entryway to the room and let the door loudly swing shut behind her. She couldn’t move. She was frozen to the spot – staring at the object at the center of the suite’s living room.
 
   It was a treasure chest. An honest to goodness treasure chest. And from what Rhiannon could tell by the way the lid stood lodged open and shining, honey-colored objects balanced precariously over its ledge, it was brimming with honest to goodness gold coins.
 
   Dangling from the open latch on the chest was a single, simple black object, stark and obvious and oh-so meaningful in its symbolism.
 
   It was a mask.
 
   As if in a dream, Rhiannon made her way to the chest and lifted the mask, turning it over in her fingers. Taped to the inside of that mask was a small, folded note. Rhiannon peeled the note off the soft material and unfolded it.
 
   It read:
 
   Two down.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   “No, Gabe, this case has me running laps here.” Michael paced restlessly back and forth across the thick, padded carpet of his newly leased luxury apartment. The extremely thick pile of the soft rug caressed his bare feet, but he barely noticed it. He was agitated. 
 
   He was hungry.
 
   He ran a hand through his hair and pinched the bridge of his nose as his brother once again attempted to coax Michael back to the Mansion for whatever reason. Michael let the man’s brogue accented words slide in through one ear and right back out the other. I don’t have time for this, he thought. Then he sighed. Just tell him what he wants to hear.
 
   “Listen, Gabe, the truth of the matter is, I need some time. Alone. To myself. To process all of this.” He knew his brothers were worried about him. He knew what they were thinking because only days ago, he’d been thinking the same things: If he was supposed to be the Old Man’s favorite, why was his archess the last to be found? Why was he the one who would have to worry about bringing on the Culmination if he mated with her? His brothers pitied him because of his seemingly tortured wait, the decision he was faced with, and more immediately, they worried about the fact that Michael’s healing ability had been stolen by Samael.
 
   And that was fine. It was something Michael could play into right now in order to win the time he needed without interference.
 
   Gabriel seemed to digest Michael’s words, paused for a long moment on his end of the line, and then said, “Fair enough. You know where we are.” 
 
   They hung up, and Michael tossed the phone onto the couch. He closed his eyes and let his mind expand.
 
   He was learning things…. The thing about being both a vampire and an incubus was that some of the weaknesses of one were canceled out by the strengths of the other. As a newborn vampire, he would normally have had to contend with the inability to control the influx of powers and weaknesses that came with vampirism. He would not have been able to control the length of his fangs, he would have been so “allergic” to the sun that the slightest ray would have permanently scarred him, and powers that usually came to a vampire only much, much later in life would not have been available to him, such as the ability to read minds and to travel through the shadows.
 
   However, Michael was no ordinary newborn vampire. He was also a Nightmare, and the strengths of the incubus were riding through him, softening the blow of vampire weaknesses and adding to the potency of his powers. In addition, Michael was not a mortal-turned-vampire or a mortal-turned-incubus. He was the Warrior Archangel. He was a supernatural being born to fight. Every neuron in his body faced the invasion of monster and tackled it. 
 
   The result was that he could make his fangs any length he wanted and even force them to disappear altogether. When he concentrated, he could hear the thoughts of human minds around him. He could travel though the shadows, just as Nightmares, black dragons, and Azrael could. And over the course of the few hours he’d been transformed, he’d gained the ability to stand full sunlight with nothing more than a small headache, even though at first it had caused him immense pain. 
 
   He was also experiencing effects he never would have attributed to any of the three classifications he now possessed: archangel, vampire, Nightmare. At the moment, Michael could close his eyes, expand his concentration, and “see” beyond the confines of the walls around him.
 
   A few floors down, a bustling kitchen was preparing for a banquet. People in white milled about, pots steamed and boiled, and a head chef barked orders in French. Michael’s consciousness soared over this crowd as if he were flying. He moved through two double doors and into an enormous banquet hall beyond, where decorations were being applied and tables and chairs were being laid in their places.
 
   Michael skipped a bit, moved out of the building altogether, and was hovering over a busy interstate. I-94 sparkled with red and white lights, sometimes shot through with blue. He soared over the street that took him from South Michigan Avenue, where he caught the faint sounds of an orchestra playing Bach, up north to the cracking of a bat and the roaring of a crowd at Cellular Field. Instinct guided him East, and Michael moved through space and time until he was floating over Chicago’s Four Seasons hotel.
 
   There, he waited. 
 
   He could feel her inside, her heart pulsing like a second star. Her presence pulled at him. One thing he unfortunately could not fight in this new vampirism of his was the blood lust that indelibly came with it. 
 
   She would taste like heaven. 
 
   Though he knew could choose another woman that night to satisfy his hunger, he refrained. The Warrior Archangel in him wanted one woman only. Now that he’d set eyes on her, touched her – held her, no other woman would suffice, not for anything. His transformation into a vampire had not made that part of him weaker as Samael had undoubtedly hoped. If anything, it had made it stronger. He was part incubus as well, but despite the Nightmare within him, he possessed absolutely no desire to seduce half of the female population of the planet. 
 
   Rhiannon. Only her.
 
   He didn’t only desire her body or her blood. He craved more than the feel of her hair against his fingers and the scent of her in his head. He wanted her soul. He longed for her smile. 
 
   He needed her love.
 
   He’d slipped up on the dance floor with her earlier that night. He’d come too close to damning himself.
 
   She’d overwhelmed him. A fiery goddess, all flame and righteousness and incredible warrior strength, she’d enthralled him and subjugated his will. He’d been more her slave than she’d been his as he’d pulled her into his arms and felt her melt against his body. So hot…. 
 
   Her scent surrounded him, from the shampoo in her hair to the maddening rush of her blood just beneath the surface of that porcelain skin.
 
   And when he’d bent to whisper in her ear, a tendril of his control had come unraveled and he’d momentarily struggled with the darker natures warring within him, natures that assured him he could have what he wanted and there would be no consequences. He could sink his teeth into his archess and drink of her deeply; he could block the minds of the patrons around him, shielding them from their consciousness. He could take her – right then, right there, on the floor of that cathedral, in front of hundreds of unsuspecting revelers. He could do it all, and it would be divine, and she would be his.
 
   But the warrior in him had won out, and as he’d placed a tender kiss upon her pulse and her lightning had sliced through the night to reign havoc on the festivities, he’d found the strength he needed to retreat from her and allow her to escape her fate. For now.
 
   Lightning.
 
   He smiled as he pulled back from his mental trip and opened his eyes. He’d been the cause of that lightning that she’d unconsciously called down upon them. Oh, she would fight it. She would undoubtedly deny it. She was a battle he knew he was going to have to fight hard and long. But deep down inside, she knew that he’d gotten to her. She didn’t know how and she didn’t know why, but there was an archess inside Rhiannon Dante that damn well recognized Michael for her other half. 
 
   She knew he was the one.
 
   He just needed to remind her.
 
   *****
 
   “They’re pennies,” she said numbly into the phone. 
 
   “Pennies?”
 
   “Yes, I swear. Each one has Lincoln on the front and his memorial on the back. Mr. Verdigri, these are pennies, and they’ve all been turned into pure gold.”
 
   “You’re positive they weren’t just spray painted or something similar?”
 
   Rhiannon shook her head even though her employer couldn’t see the gesture. She’d done the old trick with the teeth to see whether one of them would bend, and it had. Besides. She was a woman. She knew real gold when she saw it.
 
   “I’m positive.”
 
   There was a long pause on the phone before her employer finally asked, “Well… what creatures that you’ve come across have the ability to turn objects into gold?”
 
   “Alchemy? None, honestly. I’ve been running this around in my head since I walked into the room.” She’d come up against creatures who could melt or cool objects, but never any that could change the molecular composition of an item. This was new to her.
 
   “But that’s not the strangest thing,” she said. Or the scariest. She bent and lifted the black velvet mask from where she’d set it on the bed earlier and turned it over in her hands. Whoever had done this had actually had her in his arms that night. He’d appeared out of nowhere, seduced and teased her, moved her to the music as if he’d been dancing centuries, and then disappeared into the shadows.
 
   But not before he’d kissed her throat….
 
   Rhiannon flushed hot, her skin prickling with the blood of an oncoming fever. She touched her forehead and took a shaky breath, closing her eyes in an attempt to center her thoughts. 
 
   The feel of the satin mask against the skin of her fingertips and across the back of her hand felt sensual, forbidden somehow. It reminded her of the touch of his lips.
 
   “Oh?” Verdigri replied, jolting her back to the moment. Her eyes flew open.
 
   “Uh,” she said, clearing her throat and blinking rapidly. “No,” she continued, “It’s not.” 
 
   The strangest thing, she thought, is that whoever did this knows me and I have no idea who he is or why he would do this for us. There was enough gold there to pay for any assignment she would ever need to go on for the rest of her life, at the very least for the rest of her employment with Verdigri. Her employer’s future financial situation was hereby secured. He would never have to do any fundraising ever again.
 
   It was as if the stranger in black had known that this was exactly what she’d been wishing for. This was one of her weaknesses.
 
   Two down.
 
   Now she understood. He’d known about her desire to end suffering when and where she saw fit. He’d known about her desire to do the right thing without financial constraints, and that she’d wanted Verdigri to be able to do the same thing. And with this much money on their side, they probably wouldn’t even have to worry about legal constraints either. Because everyone had a price.
 
   Apparently, even her.
 
   Rhiannon looked over at the chest, which would weigh more than anyone could lift filled with gold as it was. She thought of the man in the mask and the powers he must have possessed, not only to create it, but to get it into her room past security and her locks. To that end, how had he known where she was staying? He’d known her name, and that had been strange enough. This was so much more. 
 
   She swallowed hard. “I think you need to send some men over as soon as possible,” she told her boss, thinking mostly of the gold and how they were going to deal with it.
 
   “It’s already been done, Rhiannon,” Verdigri told her. His tone spoke of concern, and she realized that he could tell she was a little freaked out. “And I will be there in ten.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven 
 
   “If you don’t mind my confirming sir, we will bide our time now, am I correct?” John Smith took off his glasses, cleaned them with the cleaning cloth he kept in his front pocket, and then slid them back on his nose before looking up at his… employer.
 
   The man he spoke to, a very tall, very handsome, very imposing figure in a white suit, continued to gaze into the flames of a fireplace a few feet away from his massive, leather, wing-backed chair. Popping and crackling filled the long pause of silence.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Smith. We wait,” said Gregori.
 
   Mr. Smith, who for all intents and purposes appeared to be the most ordinary, plain individual on the planet, smiled a wholly un-ordinary smile. It was filled with a malice that lit up the brown in his eyes like candlelight behind citrine.
 
   “There is no specific reason for us to interfere at this juncture,” continued his employer, whose deep, unnaturally beautiful voice filled the gracious space of the massive living room with ease. “It would appear fate is on our side just now. The final of the Four Favored has been cursed.” Gregori paused here, and Smith could feel the ancient man thinking. “He’s been made a monster. With any luck, his archess will not accept him. The Culmination will not come to pass. And we will have the time we need to locate the Old Man.”
 
   John Smith nodded to himself, just once. But he remained where he was. “It does bear keeping in mind, however,” he said softly, “that the Angel of Death was a monster once as well. But vampires are not entirely monstrous to the thinking of some.”
 
   “Mmm,” agreed Gregori. His expression remained the same, and his distant gaze unchanged. “Yes, the thought occurred to me. Azrael’s archess accepted him despite this apparent obstacle.”
 
   John Smith smiled. “The young Miss Bryce was not at all averse to the archangel’s darker tendencies.”
 
   “No, she wasn’t. She reminded me much of Amara.” 
 
   There was another pause here, in which Smith was certain his employer was reminiscing. Somewhere outside, on the plane of endless white, clouds began to gather. They often did when Gregori reminisced. 
 
   The man in white sighed heavily. “We will monitor the situation. If it appears the curse is not enough of a deterrent, we will take matters into our own hands. But until and unless it comes to such a point, we will allow nature to take its course.”
 
   “Wise decision, sir.” John Smith nodded once, then left his employer’s side and stepped out into the hall. The ice beneath his feet cracked just a bit as he moved through the hallway and past several other doors that led to separate areas in the palace.
 
   It was a palace constructed of ice, built into a glacier some millions of years old. Magic, of course, kept the fire from the hearths separate from the ice, and allowed for the mechanical workings of technology throughout the intricate structure. This was where Gregori had made his home long, long ago.
 
   Mr. Smith stopped in front of a massive portrait that hung on the wall at the end of the long hall. It depicted a woman with long, thick caramel brown hair, soft brown eyes, luxurious lashes, rosy cheeks, and a winsome smile. She wore a white robe, loosely clasped and exceedingly simple. In her folded hands rested a small bunch of wild picked dandelions. Her favorite.
 
   Her name had been Amara.
 
   When she died, Gregori moved here, to this desolate and uninhabitable place at the top of the world. He’d wanted to be somewhere as frozen on the outside as he had become on the inside. As cold and unyielding. As dead.
 
   Mr. Smith moved away from the painting and into the study, with its bookshelves of ice and its floor to ceiling windows that peeked out over an underground – under ice – lake of clear, pure blue. Nothing swam in the lake. It was as beautiful and dead as was everything in Gregori’s world.
 
   On the banks of the lake, however, there was life. It was the only sign of such for miles in every direction. Dandelions grew thick and plush there, as grass or moss would have grown in forest or jungle. But in stark contrast to the white ice and light bright, impossible blue of the lake, these dandelions were not yellow. They were black.
 
   *****
 
   Rhiannon stopped when she reached the next alley, rounded the corner like a slingshot, and hit the adjacent wall with a numb thud. Her body slid to the ground between a dumpster and a pile of empty cardboard boxes to rest against the cold, hard bricks. Her heart beat bruisingly against the inside of her ribs, pounding out an erratic, maniacal rhythm of fear. Her breaths were coming hard and fast, but she struggled with the need to control them, forcing them to quiet. Her life could depend upon it.
 
   The effort to still her breathing caused her pulse to quicken even further, and began a terrible pressure behind her eyes. She covered her face with her hands, hoping to drown out any sounds she might be making. And there, under the cover of shadow and night, hidden from the street and headlights of passing cars, she shook uncontrollably and wondered how the hell it had come to this. 
 
   They’d only returned to New York when she’d been given this assignment. Which had gone horribly wrong.
 
   She squeezed her eyes tightly shut against the pain riding up her left leg, where four even gashes had been carved into her thigh. She needed to heal the wound. She could feel some sort of poison from it seeping into her bloodstream and moving already through her system. But she’d used up so much of her power, so much of her strength just trying to hide her presence and then get away with her life. And she had no idea how much more of it she would need before the night was out.
 
   Her mind spun as she tried to figure out exactly where everything fell apart. She’d never messed up this bad before. Her memories of the night were as botched as the job had become, all twisted and chaotic, and she didn’t have time to unwind them before she heard her pursuers coming for her. 
 
   Their wings made a terrible flapping sound against the wind, and she could see them in her mind’s eye. They were massive and colored like stone – because that’s what they were.
 
   Years ago, Rhiannon had awoken on Saturday mornings to a short-lived cartoon called “Gargoyles.” She’d enjoyed the artwork and story lines and absolutely loved the voice actors since so many of them were so closely tied to Star Trek: The Next Generation. But at the time, she’d had yet to come across phantoms and Icarans, vampires and Nightmares, or dragons and wraiths. She’d had yet to realize that she wasn’t alone, or that magic touched anyone in the world other than her.
 
   Now she knew better. But the idea of gargoyles had come and gone along with the cartoon and hadn’t really resurfaced for Rhiannon but for the occasional fleeting thought she would have upon looking up at the Chrysler building or a really old library. It had never occurred to her that along with vampires and dragons, gargoyles might be real too.
 
   You learn something new every day, she thought now, her internal voice dripping with bitter sarcasm.
 
   I’m going to die tonight, she thought next. It was one of those feather-light fleeting thoughts that managed to carve its red-hot way through your brain despite its wayward flight. It was a weird twist of fate that she had set out to vandalize and destroy contraband owned by bad guys she had long ago lumped into the category of E.B. – evil bastards – who provided weapons to soldiers in Sudan and the Congo who killed women and children and now she was about to be destroyed by something that had nothing to do with any of them. 
 
   The warehouse owned by the E.B. had unfortunately been located directly across the street from a building occupied by what she could only liken to a horde of gargoyles. Apparently they didn’t like the fact that she’d seen them, and now they were out to keep her quiet about their existence. That was her sum up, anyway. There was little time for much more deliberation on the matter.
 
   The ensuing madness had seen Rhiannon going through the warehouse, destroying as much as possible, while fighting off men whose bodies felt like rock under her kicks and punches, who didn’t seem phased in the slightest by anything her telekinesis threw at them other than the largest objects, who were immune to the lightning she called down upon them or the fire she set on them, and who weren’t even affected by the bullets she had finally fired off from the gun she kept – just in case.
 
   It had been a harried, uncontrolled, terribly loud battle that managed to rid her of her mask, which they’d torn from her face, and forced her to flee the burning building for all she was worth. Suddenly she was running for her life under cover of night, sincerely hoping that none of the onlookers she’d seen gathering across the street had seen her clearly or filmed her on their smart phones. 
 
   She was the only one any of them would have seen. The gargoyles had taken to the skies.
 
   And now they were here.
 
   Rhiannon crouched a little lower in the alley where she hid and looked up toward the space of night that stretched between the two buildings on either side. A few faint stars peeked through the blanket of pollution and darkness, and a distant plane blinked across the carpet of black. But there was no other light, no other movement.
 
   The flapping stopped – and Rhiannon held her breath.
 
   “She’s nearby.”
 
   “I sense nothing.”
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes widened when the voices carried enough to be heard. They were on top of the buildings, somewhere fifteen to twenty stories up, and searching for her. She had never been so grateful for the black clothing she wore as she was now.
 
    “I managed to mark her before she escaped. I can feel her… somewhere….” Voice number one was younger; she could tell that much.
 
   “You’d better be right. She’s seen us. We can’t let her go.” Voice number two was older.
 
   Think, damn it! Rhiannon gritted her teeth as an arc of some kind of acid-burning poison moved through her left hip and up into her abdomen. It felt like cold fire, like dry ice, riding along the nerve endings of her lower body. 
 
   He marked me, she repeated. Marked me, marked me…. She looked down at the claw marks, and realization struck her. He was tracking her by the wound. She needed to heal herself. If it was the last thing she did, so be it. It was her only chance. She was well hidden where she was. If she didn’t move, didn’t make a sound, and he could no longer detect her nearby, he would move on. They both would. 
 
   She would live.
 
   “This way,” voice number one instructed.
 
   Footsteps, distant and fleeting, drifted toward her on the night wind. 
 
   “She’ll make a fine addition to the horde,” said voice number two. “It’s been too long since we brought in new blood.”
 
   It’s now or never. Rhiannon peeled off her left glove, placed her hand near the open, bleeding wound on her thigh, and then laid the glove back over it to hide the light that would come from her magic. 
 
   She closed her eyes. Behind the darkness of her shut lids, she imagined her leg whole again. She imagined her skin unmarred, and her blood clean and free from poisons or unwanted magic. She imagined that she was no longer sweating with the pain moving through her system, that her heart was slowing, that her lungs were no longer aching.
 
   There, in the blessed forgiveness that was sometimes fate, her body mended itself. She felt her skin stitch, felt the easing of the pressure in her head, felt her lungs open slowly and softly, and felt her heart settle down into a gentle, even rhythm. It was bliss. She’d read once, in an eBook by one of her favorite authors, that there was no greater pleasure than the cessation of pain. 
 
   It was so true.
 
   Rhiannon chanced an exhale, soft and wonderful, and opened her eyes to once more look up. The footsteps had ceased. She could see nothing beyond the outlines of the building edges, and there was no sound from above.
 
   She waited.
 
   Again, she found herself holding her breath. What if it hadn’t worked? What if they’d seen her anyway?
 
   “What is it?” It was voice number two.
 
   “I don’t know. I can’t sense her anymore.”
 
   “Maybe you didn’t mark her as well as you thought you had.”
 
   There was a sigh of frustration, a pause, and then voice number two said, “This isn’t good. If she spreads the word about us….”
 
   “They’ll think she’s crazy,” said voice number one. “Trust me. No one will believe her. And if she surfaces to talk, then we’ll find her, and she probably knows it, so I doubt she’s going to chance being found.”
 
   There was another pause, Rhiannon continued to hold her breath, and then voice number two said, “You’re probably right. Humans don’t believe in anything that defies logic unless it’s got do to with religion.” Another pause as the footsteps started up again and began to take the pair a little further away. “Shame, though. She was something special.”
 
   There was a beat of heavy, powerful wing against air, and Rhiannon jumped just a little. The beat came again and was joined by another set of wings. She waited, unmoving and listening, as the massive wings carried the gargoyle males further and further away from the building rooftops above her.
 
   Very slowly, as if at any moment something else would go wrong, Rhiannon stood, pushed away from the wall, and stepped out of the shadows. 
 
   She took a moment to compose herself, closing her eyes, breathing deeply, and centering her thoughts before she opened them again and peeled off her other glove before stuffing them both into the pocket of her Burberry leather jacket. Her body fell into habit automatically, following procedure even as her mind ran over the night’s events, scraping through them as if combing a lake for danger spots. She needed to isolate anything that might bring trouble to her door. Or to Mr. Verdigri’s.
 
   Once she’d finger-combed her hair, spritzed on perfume, and unzipped her jacket to reveal another expensive shirt and necklace, Rhiannon looked down at the massive blood stain and tears in her jeans.
 
   There was no helping that one. There was nothing she could do, and it was a dead giveaway to trouble. Anyone looking at her would wonder. They would notice. They would remember. And if the fit hit the shan later on, she would come to mind.
 
   She sighed heavily and pulled her cell phone out of her other jacket pocket. She hated doing this. It was like admitting defeat. But sometimes that’s exactly what happened: You were defeated. That was life.
 
   Rhiannon dialed her employer’s number and waited for him to pick up the phone. He did so on the first ring, and before she could say anything, his voice cut in.
 
   “Rhiannon, are you okay?”
 
   She blinked. It took her a little by surprise. “Yes,” she replied, knowing enough to at least answer the question right away.
 
   “Where are you?” he demanded next.
 
   “Near the corner of third and thirty-third.”
 
   “I’m sending Frank. Stay where you are and stay out of sight.”
 
   Verdigri hung up, and Rhiannon placed the phone back in her pocket. Then she waited. As she did, she thought of the buildings she’d walked past during the course of her life in New York. There was one, not far from where she now hid, that she’d always marveled at because of its gargoyles.
 
   She couldn’t help but wonder now… did Hotel Bedford’s stone faces and wings and claws and fangs have some sort of bearing on reality? Were those carved figures and the creatures she had just gone up against at all related? 
 
   Not that it mattered.
 
   She was in a world of trouble. Things had gone monumentally pear shaped that night, and there was some cleaning up to do.
 
   Rhiannon looked up when a pair of headlights flashed past the alley and she heard tires ride over the bump of the sidewalk. That was her cue. She fled the alley and raced toward the limo at a fast pace. Frank already had the back door open for her. He glanced at her leg, gave her a meaningful look as she climbed in, and then shut the door tight behind her.
 
   First thing was first. She needed to see her boss and determine how much of her botched operation had ended up on film, if any. And then they needed to learn as much as possible about gargoyles – and how to avoid them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   “I shouldn’t have sent you out last night.” 
 
   Mr. Verdigri stared into the distance, his expression contemplative and remorseful. Rhiannon leaned forward from where she sat across from him at their small round table in the atrium. 
 
   “Mr. Verdigri, why would you say that? You had no idea this was going to happen. We didn’t even know gargoyles existed until last night.”
 
   He shook his head and met her gaze. “But I knew something would happen, Rhiannon,” he said, too soft. “I knew because, yesterday was the day….” His voice trailed off and he looked away, suddenly stricken. She could at once tell that he was unable to talk for fear of losing control of his emotions. For fear of breaking down and crying.
 
   Yesterday was the day, he’d said. Rhiannon worked the words over in her head and tried to put two and two together. Yesterday was the day….
 
   Then she had it. Oh my God, she thought, feeling like a complete and utter fool. Yesterday had been the anniversary of the day, no the night, that Verdigri’s daughter had been abducted by the man who would rape and murder her.
 
    Yesterday was a day filled with trauma and regret for her employer. Every day was a day filled with trauma and regret. There wasn’t a moment that went by that he didn’t think of his little girl and the evil that befell her. But on that day, of all days, the memory was so much more potent.
 
   And it hadn’t even crossed her mind until now.
 
   She really had been in her own little world, distracted by her dream, the events of the masquerade gala, and the night that followed. Distracted by the stranger in black with the blue, blue eyes.
 
   “Mr. Verdigri,” she said now, choosing her words carefully as she leaned further forward and placed her hand over his arm to squeeze gently. “Every moment that we wait, sit and do nothing, and allow complacency, another innocent is harmed. Standing up, fighting back, and doing the right thing – this is what your daughter would have wanted. Not just even on that day, but especially on that day.”
 
   She waited a heartbeat. Two. 
 
   Very slowly, her employer turned toward her and once more met her gaze. Little by little, he smiled. Then he nodded, and patted her hand. “You’re a good seed, Miss Dante.” 
 
   He often switched back and forth between calling her by her first name and her last. It was usually an indication of changing mood. Which he now proved by taking a deep breath, straightening in his chair, and turning to a number of files that had been left on the table. He grabbed the first one and opened it.
 
   “Now let’s see what my men have managed to learn about these gargoyles of yours.” He perused the contents of the first file while Rhiannon grabbed the second and did the same.
 
   “Well, so far everything here seems to confirm what I learned tonight,” she said. “They’re secretive to the point of xenophobia. They’re by and large male; I didn’t see any females there, though this could just mean that the females were elsewhere or weren’t expected to do any fighting. They inhabit older buildings, especially buildings with gargoyle markings on them. And they’re pretty much immune to every damn thing under the sun and moon.”
 
   “You say you tried everything?”
 
   “Throwing really large objects at them had some small effect, the way stone can be damaged if it’s slammed into by something big. But other than that, not much made a difference. I even shot one of them.” She shook her head and shrugged, “Nothing.”
 
   “Then that would confirm what it says here. Apparently they are, for all intents and purposes, immortal. They tend to live even longer than vampires.”
 
   “Well….” Rhiannon placed her fingers to her lips and recalled the stone color of the gargoyles’ skin when they took to the skies. “That would make sense if they’re rocks. Not much lasts longer than rocks.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Mr. Verdigri, which always reminded Rhiannon of Spock from the original Star Trek. 
 
   “They look human once they separate from the building. Or, at least they chose to tonight.” She took a deep breath, sat back in her chair, and recalled the night step by step. “I arrived at the warehouse at around one a.m., and there was no one around. But I heard something across the street, and I thought it was someone opening a window.” 
 
   Of course, it was imperative that Rhiannon never be seen during one of her operations, so she’d hidden in the shadows and looked up, expecting to see someone stick their head out of what looked like a very old and renovated apartment complex, possibly from the 20’s era. “But no one opened a window. Instead….” She felt a little chill of realization when she recalled what she’d seen. “Instead, two men landed on the rooftop. I could see their outlines perfectly against the moonlight. They had massive wings.”
 
   “Mmm. One of the legends in these files claims they can change any part of their body they wish, moving it from flesh to stone as they see fit.”
 
   “Ah,” she nodded. “That would explain why it hurt so bad when one of them punched me. It felt like I was getting hit with solid rock.” Because she was.
 
   She shook her head and went on. “Well, I must have made some kind of sound, even though I don’t remember doing so. Because they turned around and their eyes were like red search lights. All of a sudden, I had four red lasers pointed right at me. I knew they’d seen me. And for some reason, I knew I wasn’t supposed to see them.”
 
   “So you ran.”
 
   “No, not at first. I slipped into the warehouse hoping I was wrong about being spotted. But when I started using telekinesis to destroy as much property as I could, I got this strange feeling. Like I was being watched.”
 
   Verdigri made a small sound, part concern and part acknowledgement.
 
   “I stopped and turned fully around to find three men standing against the far wall of the warehouse. Just standing there.” She recalled the odd visual of three men standing perfectly stock still, as still as stone, while she threw things around like a tornado. It had brought her to a halt and made her heart skip.
 
   “Then you ran.”
 
   She nodded. “I headed back out the way I went in.” The gargoyles had left the door open, allowing the noise she was making inside the warehouse to reach out into the street. Rhiannon knew right away that she was probably drawing unwanted attention, but it was a secondary thought. Her main concern was getting away from the strange men.
 
   She ran out through the open door and onto the sidewalk. And that’s when the building across the street morphed before her eyes. She skidded to a stop as shapes separated from its walls. Those shapes grew and took on the forms of living, breathing men. More men. 
 
   She couldn’t run fast enough to escape them all, and there’d been a fight as the men from the warehouse and the men from the building caged her in and tore off her mask to expose her. Rhiannon didn’t like being exposed, and she most certainly didn’t like being cornered. 
 
   Despite the onlookers, she’d gone to town on the creatures, pulling lightning from building clouds, throwing everything from boxes to trash cans to small cars at them, striking out with kicks and punches whenever she could, and at one desperate moment, even pulling her weapon to take a shot at one of the men point-blank. The bullet had made a sound like metal hitting brick and vanished. She tried another, with the same result.
 
   That’s when she realized she wasn’t going to win this fight. The larger, and hence more draining, telekinetic attacks put a dent in the flow of her attackers, but there were too many gargoyles and she only had so much strength. She needed to concentrate on getting away.
 
   Now that she considered it, she had to admit they could have caused her quite a bit more damage. In fact, they seemed to pull their punches, as if they were merely testing her or attempting to wear her down. Nevertheless, the battle that ensued left her bruised, bleeding, and terrified. The noise they made drew even more people out of their homes, and at some point, Rhiannon realized she had to set the warehouse behind her on fire to destroy any further evidence that might help to lead authorities her way. As soon as she saw the opportunity, she called lightning where she knew it would catch fire, and she ran once more, this time into the night. 
 
   The men grew wings and flew after her. She’d been forced to stick to the shadows, limiting her escape to alleyways. But in the end… she’d managed to get away.
 
   “Well, seeing as how it seems you’ll need a bulldozer to defeat these particular creatures, now that we know what to look for, we can do our best to avoid them in the future.”
 
   “You mean by steering clear of old buildings with faces on them?”
 
   “Every one of them, Rhiannon,” her employer said, and his expression became very serious. “Don’t think I missed the bit in here about the fact that gargoyles never give birth to females.”
 
   Rhiannon swallowed hard and averted her gaze. She’d actually hoped he had overlooked that part.
 
   “They reproduce by transforming human females into gargoyles,” he continued. “And they can only do this when a female notices them. The ability to see them supposedly signals something special. Apparently, humans are incapable of noticing them. To humanity, gargoyles are invisible. Nonexistent. Yet you noticed them. And they noticed you noticing them.”
 
   Rhiannon smiled at his play on words, but her stomach was churning. “I know what you’re thinking.”
 
   “You must be more special than you realize, Miss Dante.”
 
   Rhiannon didn’t say anything. Mostly because it was already pretty obvious that she was special. She was a goddamned superhero. But to think of herself as something other than human… was too uncomfortable for some reason.
 
   She also didn’t say anything because she didn’t want to lend credence to what he was hinting at. 
 
   “And they marked you,” he said, nailing her coffin shut.
 
   He picked up his iced tea, took a long drink, and set it back down again. “I think it would behoove you to not take it for granted that they’re giving up their search for you. I doubt this is over yet. By a long shot.”
 
   Once more, Rhiannon didn’t say anything. Also, because she once more agreed. Which was why she had gone to the trouble of renting an apartment in another part of town. If someone came for her, she didn’t want them anywhere near Verdigri. He could hold his own against quite a few bad guys. The security in the apartment complex was top notch, and he had guards tucked away everywhere, unseen, unheard, but deadly.
 
   Yet, someone had managed to bypass every bit of it the other night. The stranger in black. 
 
   And now there were gargoyles with a vendetta on the loose. Things were getting a little too cozy in this neck of the woods. It was time to draw attention away from Verdigri and his home… and his butterflies.
 
   “Did any information leak out last night?” 
 
   “Not that we were able to find. That we’ve counted so far, fourteen people were awakened by the commotion, six others were already awake and out on the street in that location at that time. It’s Manhattan, after all. However, to our fortune, as of yet we’ve found no phone recorded evidence, and nothing has shown up online. Hopefully you’re in the clear.”
 
   “There were cameras in the warehouse,” she said, “but they were the first to go when I got there. It was the bystanders I was most concerned about.”
 
   Verdigri nodded as if that were the end of it, and then took a deep, tired breath. 
 
   “You need to get some sleep,” she said, standing to take her leave of him. “I’ll check in tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   Verdigri met her gaze and deep, emerald green pierced her soul. “Ah yes, you’re heading off to your new apartment now.”
 
   Rhiannon’s brow twitched, but she did her very best not to appear as surprised as she felt. She was aware of her employer’s resourcefulness, after all.
 
   “Not much gets past me, Miss Dante,” he chuckled. “To that end, I know you won’t mind that I have assigned a few of my more trusted employees to keep an eye on you. And of course, Frank is waiting downstairs to take you to your building.”
 
   Now Rhiannon smiled and shook her head. “I bet you even know what my blood pressure and pulse rate are.”
 
   “No,” he said. “You’re too stubborn to have them checked on a regular basis. Otherwise, I would.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Rhiannon almost slipped on a puddle on the bathroom floor trying to get to the phone on time. She slammed the bathroom door open, scrambled across the hall to the living room, and grabbed it out of the bowl she normally tossed it into along with her apartment key and lip balm. Breathless and dripping, she checked to see who was calling.
 
   The readout said only, “Alex.” Rhiannon immediately attempted to answer it by swiping her finger across the green bar, but it didn’t work. The carpet beneath her began to get damp from the drops of water sliding off her body. She tried to answer the phone again before she realized her finger was too wet for it to be picked up properly by the phone’s sensors.
 
   She swore softly and dried her finger on the edge of her towel, but not before the call ended. 
 
   Now she swore a little more loudly, and her grip on the phone tightened to the point of frustrated pain. But then it rang again, and this time, she managed to answer it immediately.
 
   “Miss Dante, are you well?” asked a very serious voice. Alex, or Alexander, as Mr. Verdigri called him, was one of her employer’s most trusted bodyguards, an enormous, superhuman, no-nonsense ex-Navy Seal whom Rhiannon had never once seen cracking a smile. However, the two had a silent rapport, which Rhiannon could only assume existed solely because of her own rather superhuman abilities. Most likely, a Navy Seal could appreciate a woman who could take care of herself.
 
   It didn’t stop him from doing his job, however. She’d been in the apartment three full days, and he’d been watching over her the entire time.
 
   “I’m fine. I’m just… indisposed.”
 
   Alex paused, no doubt digesting that and making the shower connection, before he continued. “You are about to have company. There’s an NYPD officer crossing the street to your building right now. He’s coming from an unmarked car.”
 
   A thrum of fear went through Rhiannon. There was no point in asking how Alex knew it was a cop. Alex was good at his job. “How do you know he’s coming to see me?” she asked instead. There were thirty-one apartments in the complex, after all.
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   Rhiannon squeezed her eyes shut and tried to run a hand through her hair before she remembered it was soaking wet and her fingers caught on a knot. She winced, yanked her hand back out, thanked Alex for the warning, and hung up the phone.
 
   Then she ran to the bedroom. She had managed to pull on a pair of jeans without underwear and a t-shirt without a bra and was in the midst of putting her hair up in her towel when the knock came at the door. It was firm, but polite. If you could tell such a thing from a knock.
 
   Rhiannon experienced a full range of frustration at the sound. She hadn’t been able to put on lotion or any garments, or even completely dry off, and she hated being interrupted in the middle of a shower. She wasn’t even sure she’d gotten all of the conditioner out of her hair, and from the strong smell of the soap coming from her body, she most definitely hadn’t rinsed it all off her skin. Whoever he was, the cop at her door was probably about to get an ear full.
 
   Rhiannon strode to the door on long, angry legs, grabbed the handle, and swung it open wide. 
 
   She was about demand, “What?!” when she froze, her hand on the door and her breath caught in her chest, while the world came to a grinding halt around her.
 
   Blue eyes….
 
   “Miss Dante?” the man asked, his voice deep and melodic and sensual – and all too familiar. “I’m sorry to disturb you.” Those blue eyes shot to the towel on her head, then down to her chest, where her nipples were so hard, they were scraping the inside of her t-shirt. “You were obviously busy.” He pulled his badge out from under a brown leather jacket and held it up for her to see. “If you’d like, I can come back at another time.”
 
   Rhiannon didn’t respond. She couldn’t respond. It was him.
 
   It was him.
 
   It was the man from her dreams. 
 
   And it was the masquerade gala stranger in black. 
 
   Shock ramrodded through her system, at once making her wonder whether she’d slipped and fallen in the shower. Numbly, and from far off, she heard herself reply, “Yes, that’s me. And no, now is fine.”
 
   But it’s not fine! she scolded herself. You’re half dressed! You’re soaking wet! You can barely form whole, coherent thoughts! But she had zero control over her motor skills at that moment. It was like she was right back on that dance floor, allowing a complete stranger to lead her into oblivion. 
 
   “I’m Detective Michael Salvatore with the NYPD,” he introduced himself with that bright, white, killer smile. He slipped the badge back into his jacket and said, “I was wondering if you might have time for a few questions.”
 
   The two halves of Rhiannon’s consciousness had split the moment she’d opened the door. The responsible, mature, and somewhat proud half of her brain was on one side of her skull yelling at her to snap out of it, put on a passive mask, and deal with whatever was going down. But the other half was firmly planted in dreamland, comparing the man before her to the figure she’d seen in her sleep, standing at the edge of that abyss all bruised and bloodied and beautiful, with a massive sword in his hand. That same half of her brain was also currently out on the dance floor, remembering the way his hand had felt at her back, the way he’d moved her so expertly, his hard body pressed against hers, and the way his breath upon her throat had caused her to call lightning from the skies. 
 
   Fortunately, the first half of her brain was still more or less in control. It forced her to think rationally. 
 
   Rationally, there was no way this man before her – a police officer, and therefore the enemy as far as she and her very secretive career were concerned – was the man from the dance floor, the man who had turned pennies into pure gold. He was a cop, for crying out loud.
 
   “Concerning what?” she asked, almost as if she were challenging him. She wasn’t a redhead for nothing. No doubt, he hadn’t failed to notice that she had yet to let him into her apartment, badge or not.
 
   Those blue eyes of his flashed, stark and unyielding, and butterflies, probably swallowtails this time, alighted in her stomach.
 
   There was a warning in those eyes. She was playing with blue fire. The hottest kind of all.
 
   “I’m afraid there was an incident downtown a few nights ago, and an eye witness turned in a video recorded on his phone.” He paused, allowing the words to sink in for her.
 
   Which is exactly what they did. They sunk in so deep and so low, she felt them hit rock bottom – just before she felt herself do the same thing.
 
   This is it, she thought. Oh my God, this is it. They’ve found me out. It’s over. 
 
   “Miss Dante, do you mind if I come inside? I do have quite a few questions to ask you and I doubt you want me to conduct the investigation on your front porch.” He gestured to the yard behind him, where one of the neighbors, who’d been walking his dog, was already slowing down to eaves drop. 
 
   Still, she hesitated, feeling as though if she allowed him passage across her threshold, there would be no going back. 
 
   Detective Salvatore leaned in a little. “Miss Dante, let me make myself very clear. I’m afraid the woman in the video very strongly resembles you.”
 
   Rhiannon felt the blood leave her cheeks. The way he’d said that hinted that there could actually be no mistake. Imaging technology these days was often quite good at matching faces. 
 
   Someone had caught her on film. 
 
   It was her worst nightmare.
 
   As if controlling her body through a swimming pool, she saw herself step to the side and allow the detective entrance to her apartment. She closed the door behind them, and heard it echo in her head like a portent.
 
   “There was a bullet casing found at the site of the fire. Do you by any chance happen to own a Colt 1911, Miss Dante?” Detective Salvatore moved into her living room and began surreptitiously looking around. She could feel him taking everything in – every tiny detail. No doubt, he noticed that everything was perfectly clean and organized, and the carpet was brand new. The apartment screamed “new tenant.” She wondered if he would figure out that she’d only been there a few days. And then she wondered if he would think that was important.
 
   Her body replied for her, her mouth producing the words that her mind couldn’t quite get straight fast enough. “Yes, I do,” she told him, “but a lot of people do. It’s the second most popular weapon in the US.”
 
   Detective Salvatore faced her and smiled, his blue eyes pinning her to the floor where she stood.
 
   Rhiannon’s skin flushed. That smile said a thousand things. It said he was smart; he knew her response was practiced and automatic. He knew she’d probably chosen the weapon for exactly the reason she’d quoted. He also knew that she was worried.
 
   And his smile hinted at all kinds of hot, sweaty, unmentionable things that were just impossible, because he was a cop and he was on to her.
 
   “I’m assuming it’s registered.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He nodded, waiting a beat. Then, “Miss Dante,” he said, touching his chin thoughtfully and moving in close enough that she could smell the leather of his jacket and the aftershave he’d used that morning. It smelled a little like sandalwood, and it made her head spin. “Can you tell me where you were Thursday night at around one a.m.?”
 
   Rhiannon was prepared for this particular question. You didn’t do what she did on a regular basis without setting up alibis. 
 
   “I was with my boyfriend,” she said, raising her chin. “We went to see the latest Avengers movie.”
 
   The detective’s brow rose, and his eyes sparkled. “Really?” he asked softly, and utterly disbelievingly. “I’ll be wanting to speak with him of course. And the theater you attended. For verification.”
 
   “Of course.” Rhiannon moved to the kitchen bar where a pad of paper and a cup holder of pens waited. She wrote down two phone numbers on a sheet, tore it out, and handed it to Salvatore.
 
   The detective took it slowly, and as he did, his fingertips brushed against hers. A zap of something warm moved between them, but Rhiannon forced herself to ignore it. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said smoothly. “Would you mind if I had a look at your weapon while I’m here?”
 
   She was ready for that too. She’d had it professionally cleaned, as usual. “Not at all,” she said. Then she slid past him to head toward the hall. She could feel him following her. She should tell him something. She should tell him to stay where he was, that he had no right to venture further into her home without a warrant.
 
   But that would be as good as admitting she had something to hide.
 
   So she said nothing and continued to the bedroom, all the while with his blue eyes boring holes in the back of her body. 
 
   She left him standing in the hallway; the detective had enough manners not to traipse into the privacy of her bedroom after her, and made her way around her bed to the safe on the other side. She placed her hand into a print reader, waited for it to scan and verify that it was her, and listened for the click. It unlatched, and she pulled the door open to extract her Colt handgun.
 
   When she returned to the hallway, making sure to carry the weapon by its body and not its handle so that she would appear thoroughly unthreatening, it was to find the detective had disappeared.
 
   “Detective Salvatore?” she called quietly.
 
   “In here,” he replied from her laundry room. 
 
   Few apartments in New York came with a washer and dryer, and even fewer came with actual laundry rooms, but it was the one thing she had insisted upon when locating the apartment, and fortunately her employer paid her enough that she could afford the extra expense. She hated walking all over her dirty clothes because there was no actual place to put them before washing them. And the truth was, she was usually just too busy or tired or lazy to get around to washing them that often.
 
   Rhiannon moved down the hall to the laundry room and peeked in. He’d turned on the light and was standing near the lidded laundry basket. 
 
   He raised his hand so she could see what he held. 
 
   It was a pair of jeans. It was the pair she’d been wearing Thursday night. A series of tears and a massive red bloodstain marred the left leg of the denim garment. 
 
   What was left of the blood in Rhiannon’s face quickly drained away.
 
   Detective Salvatore didn’t miss a beat. “You know, it’s interesting,” he said, looking from her to the jeans. “The woman on the video that was turned in also appeared to have been injured.” He looked back up at her. “In the same manner.”
 
   “That was a shaving accident,” she said coolly, even while her heart hammered away at light speed.
 
   The detective smiled a very small smile that lit up his eyes with mirth – and something like admiration. “If I were you, I would consider switching to an electric.”
 
   Salvatore popped the lid of the laundry basket with his boot, dropped the jeans into it, and strode toward her. She froze as he closed in. “You look like you could use a laundry service,” he told her, stopping less than a foot away and towering over her. She felt him take the gun from her hands, but she couldn’t look away from his eyes. They held her as if by chains. She was drowning, happily, in an impossible sea of blue.
 
   “If you don’t mind, I will borrow this for a night or two, have forensics run some tests on it, and bring it back when I’ve finished.”
 
   Rhiannon still couldn’t move. The truth was, she could barely breathe. His presence was wrapping around her, teasing her senses in every possible fashion, from the scent of him to the height of him to the sound of his deep, sensuous voice. Her nipples were so hard against her shirt now, they almost hurt, and she was fairly sure she was trembling underneath the thin layer of clothing she wore.
 
   His smile slowly grew, turning outright killer. “I’ll leave you my card, Miss Dante,” he said so softly, it was nearly a whisper. “And if you can think of anything… anything at all you would like to share with me,” he paused, letting his words sink in, “please give me a call. You can reach me any time.”
 
   He moved, brushing past her to leave the laundry room and enter the hallway. His upper arm and torso slid momentarily against her shoulder, hard and unyielding and… tempting.
 
   There were stars in her vision as she numbly turned to see him place a card on her kitchen bar before crossing the living room and opening her apartment’s front door. A very late afternoon sun kissed golden highlights in his hair, reminding her of her dream. 
 
   He stepped through the doorway, then paused and turned to glance back at her over his shoulder.
 
   Again, just like he had in her dream.
 
   “See you around, Miss Dante,” he said.
 
   Rhiannon, she thought. My name is Rhiannon. Call me Rhiannon….
 
   He smiled again, what could only have been a knowing smile, and stepped outside. “Lock the door behind me, Rhiannon.”
 
   Then Detective Michael Salvatore closed the door, leaving her standing in her hallway, stunned, silent, terrified, and burning with an inexplicable desire for the cop who was probably going to destroy her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Rhiannon sat in the corner of the coffee shop and kept a sharp eye on the customers who came and went through the rest of the store. She’d chosen a Starbucks inside a Target this time in order to be surrounded with a bit more movement and noise, hence giving herself both the cover and the privacy she needed.
 
   The phone she was holding to her ear stopped ringing and her employer picked up. 
 
   “Mr. Verdigri, I believe we may have a problem,” she informed him right off the bat, choosing not to beat around the bush.
 
   “I would agree, my dear, if what Alexander has told me is true.”
 
   Of course. Alexander had already filled him in. She should have known. She would have known except that she wasn’t really herself at the moment. She was discombobulated. There were beautiful men messing with her head.
 
   “The handsome detective seems to have taken an interest in you.”
 
   That was putting it mildly. He’d all but told her that he knew she was guilty. And when he’d seen the marks on her jeans, she’d figured it was over. 
 
   “Come to think of it, Mr. Verdigri, I can’t understand why he hasn’t already arrested me.”
 
   “Oh? Then he has proof?”
 
   “Well….” Not in so many words. She hadn’t admitted anything, she had an alibi that she knew would check out, and her gun had been professionally cleaned – he wouldn’t get anything off it. Plus, even if he was telling the truth about the video footage he claimed to have, videos like that were usually fuzzy messes. All he had to go on was most likely a person dressed in black with red hair. She hoped.
 
   “I guess not,” she finally admitted.
 
   “You need to relax. He’s trying to rattle you. As long as you firmly believe that he can’t do so, he won’t be able to. Come by and see me. I want to talk to you about your next assignment.”
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes widened. It took her a moment to process that last bit. “What?” she asked. He couldn’t be serious. She had already decided it wasn’t safe to return to Verdigri’s building any time soon, and even calling him at that moment felt dangerous. She’d purchased a new phone under a new name in order to do it. But, she was nervous. Something wasn’t right.
 
   “As I said, we continue as we always have, Rhiannon,” he told her gently. “We make no changes whatsoever. I have a new job for you. You aren’t going to keep me waiting, are you?”
 
   Rhiannon removed the phone from her ear and stared down at it as if it was something completely foreign to her. Then she put it back. “I believe that would be a very bad idea at this point,” she told her employer. “There are eyes on me. I am not going to point them in your direction.”
 
   There was a long pause on the other end of the line. This was the first time Rhiannon had ever said “no” to her boss. She wondered how it tasted in his mouth. It was sour as hell in her own.
 
   “I’m afraid it’s too late for you to argue the point, Miss Dante,” he finally said, using her last name and signaling a very definite change in mood. “Alex has already pulled the car up outside the store. And if you don’t come and see Mimi soon, she’s going to drive me insane. Get in the car.”
 
   *****
 
   When Rhiannon exited the building, it was to find a black Lincoln Town Car pulled up near the curb, and Alex standing near the back door, a shit-eating grin on his face. He shook his head in wonder as she approached him. “You really got under his skin this time.”
 
   “What would you have done if I hadn’t come out?” she asked, truly curious.
 
   He shrugged and looked around as if casually perusing the parking lot and store entrance. She knew he was actually taking every single detail in and processing it with utmost precision. “Some questions are better left unanswered, Miss Dante.”
 
   “Our employer is crazy,” she muttered back while he opened the door.
 
   “I cannot disagree,” he replied.
 
   She ducked her head and got inside. Much to her chagrin, Alex got in after her and sat down across from her. With a raised brow, Rhiannon looked from him to the driver, who glanced at her in his rear-view mirror. He smiled.
 
   “Good morning, Frank.”
 
   “Miss Dante,” he greeted her congenially. “How are you enjoying your new place?”
 
   Rhiannon looked from him to Alex, who shrugged as if to say, Don’t blame me for this. Our crazy boss is just worried about you.
 
   “It’s nice,” she replied plainly. “I’ve got a laundry room and everything.”
 
   Frank chuckled and pulled away from the curb. Twenty minutes later, he was parking in the garage beneath the Swallowtail Foundation building. Alex opened the door first, climbing out before she did. Ever the bodyguard.
 
   Rhiannon exited the car and headed to the elevator that would take her to the atrium where she always met up with Verdigri. As if his soul purpose in life were to grate on her nerves, Alex accompanied her the whole way.
 
   “You don’t have to stay with me.”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   Rhiannon tried not to roll her eyes. “It’s not like I’m going to bolt.”
 
   “Don’t I know it,” Alex said, trying to hide the beginnings of what could actually be the first smile she’d ever seen on him. “I almost wish you would.” He shook his head. “You aren’t nearly enough trouble for what I’m getting paid.”
 
   The elevator dinged and Alex gestured, allowing her to go first. He finally left her alone when she entered the atrium and walked down the path that would take her to the gazebo where her employer waited.
 
   She had made it past the cacao trees and was ducking under the bananas of another tree when Mimi jumped out in front of her on the path.
 
   “Mimi!” Rhiannon placed her hand over her heart. She must have been lost in her head and a little on edge; Mimi had never managed to sneak up on her before, and most certainly had never managed to surprise her.
 
   “Nope!” Mimi exclaimed deceptively. “Guess again!” 
 
   Rhiannon took a step back and frowned, blinking confusedly. “Not Mimi?”
 
   “Nope! You get two more guesses,” Mimi said, her hazel eyes sparkling with secrets. She began to dance around Rhiannon, skipping with glee. Her bobbed, shoulder-length strawberry red hair bounced and shimmered as she moved, and the small smattering of freckles along her nose and cheeks began to disappear behind a rosy hue of excitement.
 
   Mimi was wearing a white tee-shirt with bloused sleeves and a pair of denim overall shorts. Rhiannon could just make out the top of a picture of Wolverine over the front of the overalls. On her feet were black lace-up combat boots by Steve Madden. The boots were a constant. She rarely went anywhere without them on her feet. “And I’m timing you!” she exclaimed. “Tick-tock, tick-tock!”
 
   Rhiannon scratched her head, fully slipping into guessing mode. “Give me a hint?”
 
   “I’m a purple fox when I’m not wearing a child’s socks!”
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes got very wide. “Umm….”
 
   “Oh come on!” Mimi scolded playfully. “Do you need me to give you another hint? Time’s almost up, you know.”
 
   “Yes, another hint please.”
 
   “Well, obviously I’m a Pokémon. And I like to cause mischief!” She said this last word with much vigor, drawing it out with a Cheshire cat grin. “Especially in my favorite form!”
 
   “Which is….”
 
   “No more hints,” Mimi said, and she stopped, put her hands on her hips and began tapping her booted foot impatiently.
 
   Rhiannon nodded. A child’s socks. “Your favorite form is that of a child.”
 
   “Yes! So who am I?”
 
   Rhiannon smiled when it hit her. She was surprised it had taken her so long. She was out of practice and needed to hit that massive Pokédex she sometimes studied just so she could kick Mimi’s ass at cards and keep her entertained on Saturdays. “You’re Zorua.”
 
   Mimi’s grin got even bigger. Which was impressive. And even looked a little painful. “Yes!” she exclaimed excitedly. She jumped up and down a few times in celebration, and then calmed down.
 
   Rhiannon felt proud.
 
   “Now, where have you been?” Mimi demanded, all pretense gone. “It’s been days since I last saw you!”
 
   “Sorry,” Rhiannon said, meaning it. “You know how it goes sometimes.” Rhiannon shrugged helplessly. “It got crazy.”
 
   Mimi’s gaze narrowed thoughtfully. As it did, a large, colorful butterfly landed on her shoulder. “That seems to happen to you a lot,” she said, ignoring the butterfly.
 
   Rhiannon nibbled at the inside of her bottom lip. Mimi was a precocious one. “Tell me about it,” she simply agreed, hoping that would be the end of it. 
 
   Mimi unconsciously mimicked her behavior, chewing on her own lip for a moment before she finally said, “Okay,” and shrugged. “Mr. V is waiting for you. But you missed it – on Saturday I caught my Yveltal. I want to show him to you when you’re done.”
 
   With that, the butterfly lifted off, and the nine-year-old was running in the opposite direction down the path, her boots clomping loudly as she disappeared. Rhiannon watched her go for a moment then continued the other way until she reached the gazebo at the center of the massive, jungle-like atrium. 
 
   Verdigri was waiting for her, slowly sipping from a tall glass of iced lemonade. As she approached, he stood, ever the gentleman.
 
   Rhiannon steeled herself and took the seat across from him. They sat together. He looked up and smiled gently. “Mimi found you, I presume?”
 
   She nodded. “Or, rather, Zorua found me.”
 
   Verdigri slid a manila folder toward her across the table. 
 
   She looked down at it. “My next assignment?”
 
   “Yes, however, you’ll be relieved to learn that this one will require just a touch less sneaking around through alleyways and ducking from gargoyle detection.’” 
 
   Rhiannon frowned.
 
   “Open it.”
 
   She opened the file to find several sheets detailing the necessities of television networks in the arena of special effects. “This is Samuel Lambent’s work order,” she surmised.
 
   “Indeed. The Swallowtail Foundation does have a legitimate job to do, after all. And…” he added more softly, “what better time than now, when we could use the cover?”
 
   Rhiannon took a deep breath and let it out with a whoosh. She hadn’t realized she’d been more or less holding her breath until the new intake of oxygen refueled her bloodstream and cleared her head. “Okay, I admit I’m a little relieved.”
 
   Verdigri chuckled. He took another sip of his lemonade, and the waiter came by the table. He deposited a tall glass of heavily iced tea in front of Rhiannon, as this was what she normally ordered, and she smiled her thanks before opening several packets of Splenda to mix them in. Then she grabbed the spoon from the utensil display beside her glass and began stirring. 
 
   “Rhiannon, I would like you to come back to your home here,” Verdigri suddenly said. Rhiannon stopped mid-stir and looked up. He went on. “This police officer, Detective Salvatore….” He shook his head and sat back in his seat, his gaze becoming distant. “He troubles me.”
 
   “But, I thought we had come to an agreement that we needn’t worry too much about him.”
 
   Verdigri met her gaze. “As far as him outing our organization? I’m frankly not worried at all. But I wasn’t completely honest with you before.”
 
   Rhiannon steeled herself for the second time that day.
 
   He took a deep breath and sighed. “Everything I said about him posing a threat to Swallowtail was true. I believe he would not have the physical evidence needed to pin Thursday’s events on you or expose the Foundation for what it really is. However, I’m not fully convinced that this is the only thing we have to be wary of when it comes to Mr. Salvatore.”
 
   “Oh?” Now she was listening.
 
   “He seems to fit the description of the stranger in black remarkably well, does he not?”
 
   Rhiannon blinked. Then she blinked again. “Um….” 
 
   She had most certainly noticed that, and the idea had definitely crossed her mind, but she hadn’t said anything to her employer at all about her observations. For the most part, she hadn’t said anything because as quickly as the idea had entered her mind, she’d dismissed it.
 
   “Miss Dante,” said Verdigri, his voice a touch scolding, “when will you learn that not much gets past me?” 
 
   That was exactly what he had told her the last time she’d been sitting across from him in this atrium.
 
   Rhiannon blew out a breath and shrugged. “Alright, I suppose that he does outwardly and in some ways resemble the stranger from the gala. And the thought had occurred to me, but I didn’t mention it because in all honesty, the idea now seems preposterous. This guy is a detective with the NYPD. He probably gets paid squat. He’s out and about during the day, doing his thing…. Once I thought about it, it just didn’t seem to fit. What sort of supernatural creature who can trans-mutate basic metals into gold would willingly subject himself to the horrors of being a police officer in New York City? He’d have to be some sort of saint or something. And that man on the dance floor was no saint.” Of that, she was deep-down certain.
 
   When she’d finished, Mr. Verdigri watched her in silence for some time. At length, he sat back once more and said, “Christianity believes that their devil, Lucifer, was once their god’s favorite angel.” He smiled a small smile. “Miss Dante, if angels can fall so far out of grace, I’m willing to bet saints can as well.”
 
   “Then he wouldn’t still be a cop. Only a man who truly cares about helping people would dare to take that job in this town.” It wasn’t like driving around in a posh, tax-payer-funded SUV in some West Texas town in the middle of nowhere where nothing dangerous ever went down, and if it did, there were thirty-five overweight, bored, and under-trained officers to deal with one criminal. “This is Manhattan.”
 
   Her employer seemed to consider this for a bit. He touched his thick, white, bushy mustache, and finally sighed again. “Nevertheless, I want you to consider returning to your room here. Whether or not Detective Salvatore is our mystery man, he isn’t the only one with you in his sights.”
 
   Rhiannon said nothing. What went unsaid was the knowledge that Verdigri and his foundation wouldn’t exist in their entirety if it wasn’t for her and her… special abilities. He was worried about her for a good many reasons.
 
   “In the meantime,” he went on, sparing her from having to give him a reply. “We’re meeting with Lambent’s people tomorrow morning at 9 a.m. Try not to burn the midnight oil away tonight. We’ll be needing it to light fires soon enough.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   It was a child’s scream, a higher pitched, distinctive sound capable of reaching down deep into a woman’s chest, wrapping around her heart, and squeezing. It forced the instant release of adrenaline and cortisol into her bloodstream and flushed her limbs with immediate speed and strength. It was a cry for help from an innocent female, and no one worth the soul their body housed could ignore it. Especially not Angel.
 
   She spun in the dream, her hair a bright halo around her, blurring her already blurred vision in the chaotic scape around her. There were lights flashing, the sound of snakes hissing, and men shouting. 
 
   Angel caught a flash of red and at once assumed it was the hair of the last of the four favored archangel’s archesses, Rhiannon. Lightning played down upon the ground below with reckless abandon, objects large and small went careening through the fuzzy dream-space to smash into walls or cars or people, and the heat and blaze of fire sporadically burned at Angel as she stumbled through the atmosphere.
 
   The child’s scream was at last silenced, cutting off Angel’s only directional guide to the girl, and Angel made a frustrated sound as something hit her from the side, knocking her down to further disorient her. She reacted, leaping up and lashing out with whatever power was there at the ready. She didn’t even know what it was or what she’d managed to do before she was awakening to find a sunbeam slicing across her pillow and piercing her directly in the eyes. She sat up at once, brushed her hair away from her face, and looked around, trying to get her bearings. 
 
   It was still early. The garbage truck hadn’t come yet; through the window, she could see the trash overflowing from the green bins three stories down. Her neighbors weren’t up yet either. If they had been, she would be hearing cartoons through the thin walls. 
 
   Angel shoved her covers aside, got out of bed, and made her way quickly into the other room, where her laptop was plugged in on her desk against the wall. She nudged the chair aside with her leg, bent over the desk, popped open the computer, and waited for the screen to light up. 
 
   When it did, she entered her password, opened a familiar chat room, and sent a message to one of her friends.
 
   Rhee! Guess what? I just got word that I’ll be in your neck of the woods later today to check out some property for our corporation. Wanna meet for coffee or dinner?
 
   She sent the message, then stood up and stared at the screen. There was no answer right away, of course. Conversations between herself and the other archesses were rarely immediate any longer. Everyone was busy these days. Getting married. Saving the world. 
 
   Plus, again, it was early. And to this date, no archess on Earth had been a morning person. In the case of Sophie Bryce, who was Azrael’s archess, Angel could understand this most of all.
 
   Angel left the computer, made her way to the kitchen, and popped the button down on the kettle. At once, it began making wonderful, comforting morning noises, and they helped ease a bit of the tension from her dream out of her shoulders and neck.
 
   She had a very strong feeling that something very bad was going to happen. This wasn’t the first time she’d had such a feeling, and certainly not the first time she’d dreamt of an archess. In fact, it was through her dreams that she’d learned what they all looked like and where they all lived. She’d been following most of them their whole lives and they didn’t even know it.
 
   But it hadn’t been an archess that Angel had heard screaming in this latest dream. It had been a child. And the amount of firepower, lightning, and chaos the dream included had her truly worried. Something epic was going to go down.
 
   The Culmination….
 
   No, it couldn’t be that. The Culmination would have nothing to do with children, not in any direct sense. And in the dream, Rhiannon had been alone – no sign of Michael, her destined archangel mate. The two couldn’t have yet met, and the Culmination wouldn’t occur until well after that had happened.
 
   Angel jumped a little when she heard the chime at her computer indicating that there had been a response to her chat question. 
 
   She hurried to the computer and stared at the screen. Rhiannon had given her a quick confirmation and sent her an address.
 
   Angel exhaled in relief before spinning back around and heading to the bedroom to get dressed.
 
   *****
 
   The entire area was milling with people. There were sound check guys and fireworks experts and lighting guys and a ton of crews dealing with things Rhiannon had no real understanding of. But they shared two things in common. They had no idea that what they were setting up would be only half of the show, and they had been bought and paid for by the Swallowtail Foundation for the purpose of creating a display that would satisfy a customer the likes of Samuel Lambent. 
 
   Working in Rhiannon’s favor was the fact that when all was done and said and the filming was over, each individual crew member would simply assume the most spectacular “special effects” had been pulled off by some other crewmember, one they didn’t personally know and hadn’t worked with on the set-up. No one would have any idea that they weren’t special effects at all, but actual magic.
 
   Comeuppance was a television show spinoff of the incredibly popular vampire movie series of a few years back. Apparently, Lambent had made so much money on the venture, he’d decided to take it to his stations – and the viewing public wasn’t complaining. Buzz about the season premiere was humming through every possible grapevine, and the faces of the actors and actresses chosen for the main parts were plastered to the covers of major magazines and newspapers in checkout counters across the nation. 
 
   They weren’t the same people who had starred in the movies, such as the ridiculously famous Christopher Daniels, because the television series planned to expand upon the lives and experiences of brothers, sisters, cousins, and past loves that were only mentioned in passing during the movies. Comeuppance fans had no problem with this, however. In fact, they were overtly ecstatic to have anything on television at all that resembled or had to do with the movie. They were chomping at the bit to learn as much as they possibly could about this fantasy world, because they practically lived in it. For most of them, it was preferable to living in the real world.
 
   Rhiannon could identify with that.
 
   In short, this was a big job. It was an important job, visibility-wise. And this was why Lambent had paid Swallowtail so much up front to have it done right. A lot was riding on Rhiannon. She was the reason behind Swallowtail’s reputation for delivering well above and beyond what was expected in the special effects department. 
 
   Which was why she was finishing off her third double-shot coffee at three o’clock in the afternoon. Mornings had never been her cup of tea; when she had to face an early one, it ruined the whole day for her.
 
   She was tossing the cup into the garbage can when she heard boots approach her from behind. She turned to face whoever it was, expecting an electrician or stage manager, or someone of that nature. But instead, she came face to face with someone she’d only ever met on-screen.
 
   Her eyes widened with uncertainty and surprise. “Angel?” she asked softly.
 
   The beautiful woman with brown hair and brown eyes grinned widely, then laughed, nodding. “Yep, it’s me!” she said nervously. “Hi Rhee.”
 
   Rhiannon broke into a heart-felt grin. She’d forgotten. With everything spinning around her, she could scarcely believe it, but she’d forgotten that she was finally going to meet Angel today. How? How could something like this possibly be forgotten? 
 
   Rhiannon had no idea, but she had a feeling Detective Salvatore might have something to do with it. And Samuel Lambent didn’t help matters. The man was far too charming; her meeting with him this morning had thrown her for a loop. The whole day had pretty much gone haywire since.
 
   Rhiannon shook her head in wonder. In the twisted round-about mega-social yet anti-social way the world had become, Rhiannon had both known this woman for more than half a decade, and never met her in person. There had been nights that they’d chatted for hours, opened up in crying fits, laughed about mutually embarrassing moments that all the world seemed to share but no one dared talk about. They’d used each other for character references, sent care package to one another time and again, and had even pulled a virtual slumber party. Yet, though they lived in the same tiny, enormous town, they had never before stood before one another, head to head, toe to toe. 
 
   Maybe it was a symptom of humanity, this need to reach out and yet hide. Or maybe it was just New York.
 
   Half a heartbeat pulsed between them as each sized up the other in that impulsive old-brain way no one could help doing – and then they were in each other’s arms, bear hugging as if they had been separated at birth. “It’s so good to finally meet you!” Rhiannon exclaimed softly, meaning every word. 
 
   “Same here,” Angel breathed, laughing as she squeezed tight. 
 
   They separated, and took a deep breath. Then they laughed again. “You look exactly like your picture, girl. You haven’t aged in six years!” Rhiannon exclaimed.
 
   “Seven – and yes I have,” Angel said, and something in her eyes spoke of experiences, those kind that age you from the inside out. Rhiannon could relate to that too. She, herself was in her mid-thirties and the hard emotional and physical mileage really had yet to begin to show. In fact, she sometimes wondered whether her natural healing ability were responsible for the fact that she didn’t really have any wrinkles yet, no expanding pores, no hair loss, no drooping skin. She was lucky, whatever the reason, in many ways.
 
   “Well, you look fantastic,” Rhiannon smiled, easing over the discomfort of her inner thoughts with practiced ease. 
 
   “Ditto,” Angel freely supplied. “So how long until you’re off for that dinner you promised me? Giancarlo’s? For their famous Insalata Pizza and Caprese?”
 
   “Mmm,” Rhiannon said, momentarily closing her eyes. The thought of food was setting off waves of obtrusive and noticeable emptiness in her belly. “Yes. An hour or two, at most, hopefully. We just need to do the first big shoot, then the cleanup crew will get at it and we’re free to leave. We’ll meet here then?”
 
   “Sounds good. I’ll let you get to it. I need to make a few last minute contacts right now anyway.” 
 
   They nodded, hugged again, and then parted ways, Rhiannon heading further into the studio warehouse while Angel headed in the opposite direction. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Mimi tucked her red hair behind her ear and peered surreptitiously around the corner of the fake building one of Rhiannon’s crew had put up. She was careful not to lean on it; the thing was seriously made out of cardboard or something, and Mimi was certain that if she so much as tapped on it, it would go flopping over and probably land on someone.
 
   She smiled at the thought, picturing it like a cartoon, with a human being standing stunned in the middle of a human-sized hole his head had punched into a massive cardboard house façade. Then she ducked back behind the board as another crew member shuffled past carrying loads of what looked like fireworks and wires.
 
   Once the worker had disappeared, Mimi crept out of her hiding place and ran on tip-toes to the other side of the studio, where her dog, Strike, had already made it and was waiting silently for her in the shadows behind several stacked boxes.
 
   Mimi crouched down beside him and put her arm over his large body as she scanned the warehouse for any sign of hair as red as her own. 
 
   Beside her, Strike nudged her cheek, and sat back on his haunches. He was an Australian Shepherd-Golden Retriever mix, with thick white and orange spotted fur and blue-gold eyes that had melted Mimi’s heart on sight in the shelter. Besides Rhiannon, Strike was her very best friend in the whole world, and he had refused to let her come to the FX scene, or whatever they called them, on her own.
 
   Today, the Swallowtail Foundation was going to be putting on quite a show, if the buzz in Mr. V’s apartment building had been any indication. Mimi had never seen one of their fireworks productions, and she’d always wanted to. So, since today was one of the last days of school anyway and she’d turned in all of her work ages ago, she skipped the last few hours of it and found her way across town.
 
   No one knew she was here. No one but Strike, anyway. But she was hoping to find Rhiannon so she could get front-row seats to the show before it started. Plus, she knew that Rhee would smooth things over for her with Mr. V and her aunt if anyone else found out she was there.
 
   “Beautiful dog.”
 
   Mimi inhaled sharply and whirled around to find a man standing a few feet away, half in the shadows and half out. He’d come up on her without making a sound. 
 
   Strike let out a very quiet, very low growling sound, but stayed where he was, his eyes glued to the newcomer. Mimi took in the stranger’s appearance as quickly as she could; she’d always been able to devour details in record time. She just had an eye for them.
 
   He was a tall man with wavy shoulder-length hair that was either very dark blond or light brown; it was hard to tell with the shadows. He had a strong chin, a good nose, and his eyes were blue. Those were very easy to see. They were as vividly blue as Rhiannon’s were green. He was the kind of man most women would find very handsome… and Mimi had to admit she would probably be one of them, despite her age.
 
   He was wearing blue jeans over engineering boots, a black t-shirt over stacks of muscles, and a brown leather jacket that looked like it had been borrowed from Indiana Jones. He shifted, just a little, as he looked from her to Strike, and Mimi caught the glimmer of gold on his belt. 
 
   A badge.
 
   At the same time that Mimi relaxed a bit, her heart sank. She was skipping school, after all. “Thank you,” she said in answer to his comment about Strike. There was no point in not being polite, and she sort of hoped that politeness would throw him off the fact that she was skipping. Though, she doubted it. There was something about the man that told Mimi he was as observant as she was, if not more so.
 
   “An Australian and lab mix?” he asked conversationally, his thumbs casually tucked into the pockets of his jeans.
 
   “Australian Shepherd and Golden Retriever,” she specified, giving Strike a loving scruff. “Smartest dog in the world.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” said the stranger. He said it in a voice that told her he believed what he was saying, not just saying it. This caught Mimi’s attention and made her look at him a little more closely. He had the faintest sign of lines at the corners of his almost-glowing eyes, which told her he laughed a lot. Either that or he squinted at the sun a lot, but she was guessing it was the former rather than the latter.
 
   The stranger bent down, kneeling on one knee so that he was at her crouching level. “You aren’t going to tell me his name, are you?” he said, smiling slightly.
 
   “Nope,” she said matter-of-factly. “I was taught never to volunteer information that can be used against me.”
 
   The stranger, the cop, laughed softly. “Rhiannon teach you that?”
 
   Mimi’s eyes widened; she could feel them. She hadn’t meant them to, and she hadn’t meant to let him know she was surprised, but it happened anyway. “You know Rhiannon?”
 
   “I do,” he said as he gave Strike a friendly scruff, and the dog nudged his hand with trust. “My name’s Michael. Rhiannon and I….” He stopped petting Strike and let his hand drop to his leg before he turned his smile back on her. “Well, we go way back.”
 
   “Is that why you’re here?”
 
   “It is,” he told her frankly. Then he stood again and cocked his handsome head to one side. “So I’m guessing you decided to start summer vacation early?”
 
   Mimi’s heart sank, but just a little. Something about the cop’s demeanor toward her reassured her that she had little to worry about, as strange as that seemed. In fact, he changed the subject suddenly, as if to make light of the fact that she was skipping.
 
   “That’s a very interesting shirt.”
 
   Mimi looked down at her tee-shirt. It was unique, it was true. She’d gotten it from Rhiannon for her birthday last year. Rhee had made it on some custom design site where you could Photoshop your own image and have it put on shirts or mugs or refrigerator magnets, things like that. The image was of Professor Xavier from the X-Men sitting between a glaring Storm and a sparking Pikachu, from Pokémon. The professor was obviously trying to separate them, breaking up a fight that had erupted between the two lightning-throwers. It was a mega-cool shirt. One of a kind.
 
   “A present from Rhiannon,” Mimi admitted.  
 
   The cop let that go with a nod and no comment, though his expression said he wasn’t at all surprised. “So what class would you be in right about now?” he asked as he glanced down at his watch, a big, black, rugged and inexpensive model that was exactly the kind of watch Mimi would love to have. “I’m betting you’re in sixth grade, since I know you’re too smart to be with other nine-year-olds. So it’s Franklin Magnate you go to, which would mean that right about now… you’d be missing Earth and Space Science.”
 
   Mimi sighed. How did he know that? “It’s actually my favorite class,” she said dejectedly. It really was. She loved the stars, space, anti-space, dark matter, the Cosmos – and she loved the minerals and layers of time that told stories about Earth’s past. She just wanted to see fireworks more.
 
   As if on cue, someone out in the crew began calling for stations and lights. Strike made a sound beside Mimi, and she stood up in her sheltering shadow. The cop, Michael, turned away from Mimi, his blue eyes scanning the area. He must have seen something that caught his attention, because he turned back to her and said, “Strike, keep her out of trouble.” Then he moved away, striding on long, strong legs, until he rounded a corner and disappeared.
 
   “I never told him your name,” Mimi muttered to herself and to Strike. She looked down at her dog, who met her gaze with intelligent multi-hued eyes. He whined softly.
 
   “I think he knows more than he’s letting on,” she told Strike. 
 
   He whined again.
 
   “You like him, don’t you?” she asked her dog.
 
   “Dogs can sense the kind of soul a person has,” came a new voice, this time female. Mimi jumped again, and turned around to find herself face-to-face with a beautiful, tall, slim woman with brown hair and brown eyes. At once, Strike moved in closer to the woman, and his tail began wagging. The woman leaned over to give him a scratch beneath his chin. “Are you Mimi?” the woman asked her without looking at her.
 
   Mimi felt a little stunned, but she nodded. If Strike liked her, then she was okay. “Yes,” she said. 
 
   “Ah, then this must be Strike. Rhee’s told me a lot about you two.”
 
   Mimi’s eyebrows raised a little, but mention of Rhiannon chased away most of the remaining uncertainty she possessed, especially since she called her by her nickname. “Who are you?” she asked, just to be sure.
 
   “I’m Angel,” the woman told her, straightening. Strike whined a little for more pettings.
 
   “Hi Angel,” Mimi said politely, coming out of the shadows to hold out her hand like an adult. 
 
   Angel’s smile broadened as she firmly took her hand and then shook it, not going easy on her just because she was a kid. 
 
   Mimi relaxed even more. She liked Angel at once; right away, she could tell she was good people.
 
   “I’m here to meet up with Rhiannon,” said Angel, “but the girl’s mega-busy at the moment. What would you say to you, Strike, and me killing the time before the show starts with a smoothie from next door?”
 
   Mimi’s stomach growled at the thought. She loved getting smoothies from the shop next door. It was just a health food store, and not a name brand place like Jamba Juice, but the smoothies were thick and cold and extra smooth and actually tasted like the fruit put into them. Or like the chocolate. Which was good, because though chocolate didn’t technically make a “smoothie,” chocolate was nonetheless what she always chose.
 
   “We’d love to. But no chocolate for Strike.”
 
   “Well, of course not.”
 
   *****
 
   Angel placed her hand gently at Mimi’s back, the way a mother would guide her child as they left the large warehouse being used as a studio. She glanced once over her shoulder to the business they were leaving behind. The moment she’d arrived at the warehouse earlier, she’d recognized it as the location in her dream. And then she’d seen Mimi, and she’d put two and two together, realizing that the flash of red hair she’d seen and the screams she’d heard had actually both belonged to this little girl. 
 
   At once, she’d known that the more vital thing she could do at that moment was get Mimi out of the warehouse and stick to her side like glue. It was like ripping off a Band-Aid for Angel, though. On the one hand, she knew this would protect Mimi – one wound was healed. But on the other hand, it still hurt. Because Rhiannon, the fourth archess, was still inside the building.
 
   Something was going to go down. Angel had no real, solid concept of what it was going to be, only that it was going to be loud, chaotic, and extremely dangerous. 
 
   But then again, Rhiannon was a big girl. She could take care of herself. Angel happened to know first-hand that she’d been put through the ringer plenty of times only to come out in one healthy, very much alive piece.
 
   She hoped this time would be no different.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Michael was certain the woman hadn’t seen him. If she had, she was exceedingly good at hiding it. But he’d seen her. And he’d more than remembered her.
 
   Angel. That was her name. That was what Hesperos had called her when the two of them had appeared on the outskirts of Central Park to assist him in his battle against the dragons and their monstrous companions. Something else he’d remembered was that she had disappeared from the scene just a few seconds before Samael had appeared on it. 
 
   And now she was leaving the warehouse with little Mimi in tow. He wondered what it meant. And he wondered if Hesperos was somewhere nearby. In fact, he considered reading Angel’s mind to find out. Or Mimi’s; children were no doubt easier to read, not yet having had the chance to build those mental walls mortals were so apt at constructing over time.
 
   This mind reading thing was something he’d had to come to grips with right away when he’d learned what Sam had so gleefully turned him into. Azrael had the ability to read the minds of others, and just like that, only a few hours into his change, the same ability had come crashing in on Michael, along with a host of other talents, some of which even Az didn’t possess.
 
   In essence, he’d had to make a choice. He could have easily opened himself up to the myriad of surface thoughts around him, but they were so thick, they were almost like a maddening static. He had the ability, but not the experience Azrael possessed, and reading someone took energy he had no real urge to waste. He wanted to save his strength for his archess. She was a fighter. Just like him. 
 
   He had a feeling she was going to put him through the ringer when things came to a head. He was almost looking forward to it. He smiled at the thought, fleetingly, and then the smile slipped away. A darkness passed over his features, a shadow of suspicion.
 
   His eyes fixed on the back of Angel’s head.
 
   Instinctively, perhaps on the same predatory or protective level that Az had come to grips with, Michael reached out with his mental feelers. But when they brushed up against his brown haired subject, they reached a buffer. It felt like brushing up against rubber for just a moment before bouncing, his own mental reach repelled, for lack of a better word. 
 
   Angel – whoever or whatever she was – continued through the double doors of the studio and out into the alley beyond, her hand entwined with Mimi’s. Just before the doors automatically closed behind her, she glanced back at him. Their eyes met. Some unknown message passed between them, and she was gone. 
 
   Michael had no idea where they were going. 
 
   He ran a hand through his thick blond hair and looked up toward the rafters of the warehouse. His cop senses kicked in, made stronger by the talents he’d only recently acquired. His mind worked.
 
   If Angel had helped him defeat the dragons at Central Park, then as far as he was concerned, she was on his side. If she was on his side, then she was on Mimi’s side. To the cop in Michael, that meant whatever she was doing, she was doing it to protect the little girl. And if she was protecting her by taking her out of the studio, then that meant that trouble was on its way to the studio. And Rhiannon was here. It was why he’d bothered to try to read Angel in the first place.
 
   Michael’s blue eyes heated up in his skull as they scanned the shadows of the bare-bones building above, peering through the myriad of darknesses in search of phantoms, leeches, or wraiths. He, himself, stood off to the side, more or less in the shadows and buffered from the prying eyes of onlookers. If he’d wanted to, he could have melded with them completely, becoming one with that gray darkness through a gift of his Nightmare blood.
 
   As far as Nightmares were concerned, Michael had the very strong notion that if Hesperos were in the warehouse, he would know it. He would feel it in that same blood.
 
   So, no phantoms, no wraiths, no leeches, and no Nightmares. What was left? What was going to happen?
 
   Michael’s gaze continued across the ceiling, down the support beams, and into the four thick walls that formed the outer barriers of the enormous building. They were strong, reinforced brick walls, sturdy enough to withstand the explosions Rhiannon’s pretend cover company regularly set off inside them to impress clients.
 
   His gaze narrowed and refined, and then just like that, something cut through his concentration, slicing through it and dispersing it like a drop of cold water in a boiling pot. It was a voice. It was her voice. 
 
   He turned, following the sound.
 
   Rhiannon Dante emerged from a make-shift walkway between pretend buildings in a pretend mid-west town. She took a few steps as she stared down at a sheet of paper in her hand, then she stopped, ran a hand through her hair to get it out of her face, and touched her lips as she concentrated. Something in the paper she was reading had her concerned.
 
   Michael stood transfixed. He was watching this woman go through the most menial motions, the most basic and everyday expressions and movements, and he was utterly captivated. The way the light hit her hair, turning it into rose gold, the way her long lashes left shadows on her upper cheeks when she lowered them, the way her very slight smattering of freckles disappeared when she was warm or embarrassed or angry, and appeared again when she was cold or tired or hungry, the way she nibbled at her bottom lip while thinking, or tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear in nervous habit – all of it was a study in choreographed perfection. She was a dance. He could have watched her get dental work done. 
 
   He moved away from the shadows and approached her from behind. It was possible for him to move without a sound, but what would be the fun in that? A few steps away, his boots sounded on the concrete flooring.
 
   Rhiannon looked up from her piece of paper and slowly turned around. He saw her hand grip the paper more tightly and the color leave her face, even as the pupils in her eyes expanded. 
 
   “Miss Dante,” he greeted smoothly. “We meet again.”
 
   Rhiannon stared for a moment, seemingly incapable of speech. He didn’t have to read her mind to know what she was thinking. The way her gaze skirted from his eyes to his hair to his shoulders told him everything he needed, or wanted, to know. He’d been a “human” male for two thousand years. He had enough experience reading women to recognize desire when he saw it.
 
   There was fear there too, though. That was to be expected. 
 
   Not that it detracted from the desire.
 
   Rhiannon cleared her throat and plastered a nonchalant expression on her beautiful face. “Detective? To what do I owe this honor?” she asked, her normally sultry voice cracking just a touch under the stress of this surprise meeting.
 
   He shrugged those broad shoulders of his in the most casual manner, and looked around, taking in the details of their surroundings with a discerning eye. “City ordinances, fireworks, laws that dictate a contingency of the police force be present at all such demonstrations – that kind of thing.” He looked back down at her and smiled. 
 
   It was a smile that said he had every right to be there, he was holding all the cards, and he damn well new it.
 
   She knew it too. He watched the play of nervousness skirt across her lovely features. She lowered her gaze, those long lashes brushing her cheeks again, and Michael’s gums began to ache.
 
   He frowned, recognizing the pressure his brand new vampirism was putting on his body, and gritted his teeth when his blood started to heat up in hunger. 
 
   Not now, he told himself firmly. Son of a bitch.
 
   “I see,” Rhiannon said, still looking down. “Then make yourself at home, detective, but I suggest keeping to the designated ‘safe areas,’ as we’re about to begin filming.” She turned away from him. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you where the nearest safe area is.”
 
   “My pleasure,” Michael returned, allowing just enough innuendo to enter his tone.
 
   Rhiannon’s shoulders stiffened a little, but he could imagine her cheeks were flushing too. His smile broadened, and the pain in his gums went from an ache to a throb.
 
   “So, what is it you see in him?” he asked as she hastily walked him toward some other area in the warehouse.
 
   “Excuse me?” she asked over her shoulder.
 
   “Your boyfriend.”
 
   Rhiannon stumbled slightly in front of him, her stride miss-stepping in what could only have been surprise. 
 
   “I followed up with Mr. Remington about your alibi for last Thursday,” he told her in his best cop voice. “Denton Remington,” he mused out loud, making little of the man’s pretend name, “had a difficult time recalling the details of your date.”
 
   Rhiannon was silent for a long moment before she finally asked, “Oh?”
 
   “He says he picked you up at seven-thirty,” Michael went on, “but I believe you said it was closer to eight. You said it was Avengers you’d gone to see. Mr. Remington seemed to be under the impression you’d actually seen X-Men. Perhaps it was just a slip of the tongue on his part. Or yours.”
 
   Rhiannon didn’t say anything, and he knew her mind was spinning. 
 
   “Interesting guy, Mr. Remington. Well dressed. Nice hair. Massive cappuccino machine in his immaculate kitchen. Great reading material on his coffee table, including some very interesting magazines. Element... Instinct… GQ.”
 
   Suddenly, Rhiannon stopped in her tracks and spun around, her ice green eyes crackling with sparks of indignation. “Just what is it you’re insinuating, detective?”
 
   Michael grinned. “What is it you think I am insinuating, Miss Dante?” he asked softly, meeting that gaze head on and moving in to close the distance between them. He could hear her heart hammering. He’d just outed her pretend boyfriend for the sweet and considerate but extremely gay man he’d so obviously proven himself to be when Michael had gone to question him. Of course, it hadn’t been the man’s décor or choice of clothing that had solidly tipped Michael off to his sexual orientation, in fact Michael was making those things up. It had been the fact that Michael had read his mind. 
 
   Like he’d surmised, sometimes mind reading came in handy, such as during police interrogations.
 
   “Dent is a classy, sophisticated man with good taste,” Rhiannon defended. 
 
   “Yes, he is.” Michael interjected, “He proved as much when he hit on me.” That was a lie too. The man had been well trained and was perfectly chaste.
 
   Rhiannon blinked several times in quick succession, her eyes wide, and her brows arched. She swallowed hard and her glare returned. Her mind no doubt found something to say to that, but she was saved from having to say anything at all by the sound of an actual bell that erupted from a sound system running through the studio.
 
   A voice came on immediately afterward to announce the beginning of the first shoot and hurry everyone on to their proper stations.
 
   Rhiannon continued to glare at him for several seconds after the announcement, and Michael made no move to stop her. The longer she glared, the longer she was looking at him, and there wasn’t a single molecule in his body that wasn’t enjoying that. Plus, the warrior in him enjoyed the challenge.
 
   “I have to work,” she finally hissed through clenched teeth. “That,” she said, pointing to an area where several other people with headsets and notepads were standing safely to the side behind a thick yellow strip of tape, “is the nearest safe area. Go there.” 
 
   Michael chuckled softly and turned to do just that – when something along the wall behind the people in the safe area slithered.
 
   Michael stopped in his tracks and blinked. He frowned.
 
   He looked down at Rhiannon beside him. She, too, was looking at the wall behind the safe area. The color had drained from her face.
 
   “What did you see?” he asked – demanded, really.
 
   “I… I don’t know,” she said softly, the fight having left her voice. 
 
   Michael turned back to the wall just in time to see it again. This time, it had moved a bit to his right, and it wasn’t a slither so much as a… pressing. It was as if the brick wall were composed of sheet plastic, and something behind it were attempting to push through.
 
   Michael straightened, his warrior reflexes singing to life. “Gargoyles,” he stated with forced calm. “They’ve come for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Rhiannon felt the wave of her stunned reaction go through her like a physical tide, jarring her where she stood beside Detective Salvatore. It was the repercussion of several realizations hitting her at once. 
 
   Gargoyles. Coming for her.
 
   The detective knowing about it. Knowing they were coming for her….
 
   There was no time to process the onslaught of revelations; the brick wall twenty feet away was coming to life. At the same time, explosions began going off further in the warehouse. The ground shifted beneath Rhiannon’s feet, and she looked down.
 
   She jumped and barely stifled a scream when the very floor – the cement floor – slithered beside her boots just as the wall had. It’s stone, she thought frantically. The floor is stone too.
 
   “The floor is stone too!” she said out loud, her mouth automatically copying her mind. There was no filter in fear. There were people everywhere, it was broad daylight, and monsters were about to attack. By the sound of things, her powers were needed on-screen right now, where she would use telekinesis to make things fly around, and spread fire without gasoline, and bring lightning from a cloudless sky. 
 
   Think, Rhiannon. Think!
 
   “We need to get you out of here,” said the detective beside her. She felt his strong hand on her elbow, guiding her back the way they’d come and toward the doors on the other end of the warehouse.
 
   “No!” Rhiannon stopped and yanked her hand free. “No,” she said hurriedly, turning to take in her immediate surroundings. “I have to deal with this here and now. I can use the special effects to mask whatever happens.” There were boxes everywhere, wires all around, and already, the minor fireworks were igniting further in. All of it could work to her advantage. 
 
   She looked up to find the detective gazing at her through piercing blue eyes that hid unreadable emotion. She had no idea what he was thinking, had no idea how he could know about gargoyles or her involvement in them, and she had a hundred questions she wanted to interrogate him with, but a spot on the wall over his left shoulder revealed a stone-worked face, for just a split second, and her heart jumped into her throat.
 
   “Very well,” Salvatore finally told her, stealing her attention once more. “But we do this together.”
 
   Rhiannon’s brow furrowed. Together? What was a cop going to do against stone monsters, shoot them? She already knew first-hand that bullets didn’t work.
 
   “And we do it my way,” he concluded. Something flashed in the blue of his eyes, lighting them from the inside as if they were blue glass windows. The light grew, and they began to glow.
 
   “You’re not human,” Rhiannon whispered. 
 
   Detective Salvatore smiled in quick affirmation, flashing long white, sharp fangs, before he spun – just in time. The wall behind him erupted like globulous, liquid rock, shooting toward him with horrible speed. It solidified into the shape of a tall, strong man as the detective raised his arms and the two met in hand-to-hand combat.
 
   Impossible. It was impossible, what Rhiannon was seeing. 
 
   But it also wasn’t, not even a little bit, and a very big part of her realized she’d suspected, and perhaps even known, all along.
 
   Detective Michael Salvatore was the man from the dance floor at the masquerade gala, after all. Now she was certain of it. He was the man in the black mask who’d seduced her into a near stupor and left an impossible treasure chest full of gold in her bedroom. 
 
   He wasn’t human. He had fangs. And right now, he was personally fighting the gargoyles who had come for her. 
 
   “Behind you!” he was suddenly warning. Rhiannon jumped, and spun to come face to face with the very same gargoyle male who had carved his way into her quadriceps a few nights ago.
 
   Behind him, the on-lookers who had been wearing head sets and carrying notepads behind the yellow line were now paying them full attention. However, they remained where they were, behind that line, and hope sprung to life within Rhiannon. Maybe they thought this was part of the show. After all, there were plenty of supernatural baddies in Comeuppance. If they just kept watching in ignorant fascination, that would be a blessing to count for sure.
 
   “You’re one little female,” the gargoyle told her, his expression a mixture of leering impatience. “We number in the thousands. You’ve been marked, and this will go on until you give in.”
 
   “Or until one of us is dead?” Rhiannon said, making sure to mouth it loudly enough for her audience to hear. She was going to play it up; right now, it was her safest bet at getting away with magic in plain sight. The female lead in Comeuppance had red hair, so maybe Rhiannon could slide by as her body double.
 
   “If I die, I will be replaced. On the other hand, if you die,” he said, lowering his tone and stepping menacingly toward her, “my kin will only seek out a replacement for you. Our number are dwindling again. New blood will keep us from extinction. Would you wish your fate on another woman?” He took another step, and Rhiannon found herself backing into a wall of boxes behind her. “One less capable? Less special?”
 
   Rhiannon had no idea what to say to that. In fact, she was starting to think that the time for talking had passed. It was time for something else now.
 
   “Everything faces extinction sooner or later,” she finally retorted. Then she faked a trip on some wires at her feet and a stumble to the right. As soon as he reached for her, she lashed out with an upper cut that popped his jaw shut and snapped his teeth loudly together. It sounded like two rocks colliding. “Now’s as good a time as any for yours!”
 
   She followed through with a kick to the abdomen, and a final full-body slug to the left side of his face that sent him spinning away and left her ankle and knuckles throbbing. 
 
   Someone grabbed her by the shoulder and whirled her around. Rhiannon readied with a strike position, but stopped short when she wound up staring up into blue eyes. 
 
   “Use your powers, Rhiannon,” he hissed, his face mere inches from her own. “Distract the crowd!” He motioned with his chin to something behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder to see several more people gathering where before, there had been only a few.
 
   Rhiannon shelved any remaining reservations and reached out with her abilities, imagining the city beyond the warehouse’s walls, and then the sky above that city. She saw clouds building in that sky, thick and dark and swirling. From those clouds, she envisioned water molecules growing and condensing, rising higher and higher into the atmosphere as the clouds became anvil thunderheads and a strong wind began to blow. In a nearby alley, a trashcan lid whipped from its can and crashed against an adjoining wall, and she knew she had the storm she needed.
 
   She pulled the lightning straight through the building’s ceiling. Years of practice had honed that ability, sharpening the bolts like blades so they could move through solid material like hot knives through butter. 
 
   A bolt struck an empty space twenty feet away. The cannonball of light contacted with such force, it exploded the floor into flying chunks of rock and left a crater in its wake. Rhiannon’s practice over the years had allowed her to learn how to literally lower the decibel volume of her lightning by slowing the impact of air upon air as it collided. She did this so that she wouldn’t go deaf from using it time and again. Nevertheless, the bolt was loud enough to bring a ringing silence to the universe. In that stunned silence, people ran for cover and screams were muffled, but attention was no longer on Rhiannon, the detective, and their enemies.
 
   Time slipped, slowing down as Rhiannon’s fighter mode clicked into place. She could almost hear it: Click. A heartbeat later, boxes, speakers, and electrical equipment were sailing telekinetically through the air, and fireballs were forming from the flickering lightning crater. She sent the heavier boxes slamming into a fresh wave of gargoyles who were only now detaching themselves from the brick wall along one side of the warehouse. The fireballs, she sent searing through the air in true Fire Starter fashion right after them, effectively attacking with a one-two combination of deadly proportions.
 
   She didn’t let up. More lightning cascaded from some great beyond in the sky over the warehouse, sizzling its way through the building to provide the sparks she needed for her flames. She gathered those, building them up with the heat of her mind until mini-infernos smoldered throughout the warehouse, hovering and waiting for her to hurl them toward unsuspecting opponents. The fire didn’t do much damage, but it confused them and slowed them down.
 
   Detective Salvatore spun away from her, apparently to face off with another gargoyle, and someone grabbed Rhiannon’s wrist, momentarily diverting her attention. She looked down at the gray, cold fingers encircling her arm, and then looked up at the matching gray face that had not yet fully formed into a human façade. This gargoyle had come from the ground beneath them, growing and solidifying before her in monstrous fashion. If the cameras were still rolling, this footage was going to be worth ten times what Lambent had paid.
 
   Rhiannon prepared to blow the gargoyle to smithereens with another rogue bolt of electricity when a loud crash just to their right drew their attention. 
 
   Rhiannon glanced in time to watch a gargoyle go flying through a set of boxes, through a city high-rise façade, and into the outer wall of the warehouse, where rubble broke free from the bricks before the gargoyle once more melded with the stone.
 
   Salvatore turned away from his temporarily defeated opponent to face Rhiannon. His gaze slid to the offending hand around her wrist – and he moved.
 
   Salvatore’s movement literally blurred as he reached toward them and ripped the gargoyle’s grip free from her arm. Rhiannon was drawing on a lot of experience in comparing him to lightning. That was how fast he’d moved. 
 
   The sudden release left her slightly bruised, but free. Not that it mattered; the detective had his hand around the gargoyle’s throat and was squeezing. Rhiannon felt her eyes go wide when the creature’s neck made a cracking, shifting sound, the way she imagined an earthquake would sound to a Titan. The gargoyle rippled, its skin sliding from flesh into rock and back again in weakening, slowing waves until at last, it was simply stone.
 
   The detective gave the throat one final squeeze, and the gargoyle’s neck shattered, sending splinters of limestone or brick, or whatever it had been made of, flying in all directions.
 
   Rhiannon shielded her eyes, blinked rapidly in both shock and defense, and then focused her attention once more on the task at hand. Whatever the detective was, whatever powers ran through his veins that would give him such strength, she would figure it out later. Right now, there were at least a dozen other gargoyles yet to deal with, there were hovering fireballs to dissipate or utilize as weapons, and the storm that raged overhead wasn’t going away until she told it to.
 
   Rhiannon rolled back her shoulders, located the nearest gargoyle, and pinned him with a gaze that told him in no uncertain terms she was ready and willing to very much put up a fight. The gargoyle scowled and rushed her. Rhiannon smiled and met him half way.
 
   Some indeterminate amount of time later, the air was filled with ashen debris, the storm rumbled steadily overhead, and precariously perched boxes that had been slammed here and there slid into their final resting places. Rhiannon’s breaths came hard and fast, her cheeks and chest were flushed, and her red hair was wild with the remnant static electricity in the air.
 
   Rock and brick rubble lay in piles throughout the warehouse, the gargoyle corpse remains of vanquished enemies. The air was warmer than normal, heated by wayward fireballs and lightning blasts. The film crew, doubles, and electricians of the Swallowtail Foundation were huddled in the corners of the warehouse, silent in shock and unmoving but for their quick breaths. They were unharmed.
 
   Beside Rhiannon stood Detective Michael Salvatore, his boots planted firmly apart, his blue gaze glowing, his dark blond hair mussed and smudged with ash. There were gashes in his jacket, no doubt carved there by the talons of gargoyles. Another gash marred his left cheek, deep and red, but somehow only managed to add to his warrior-like appeal.
 
   Rhiannon found herself completely taken by him in that moment, her eyes glued to his figure, her heart hammering in the aftermath of the fight. But what she noticed most of all was that despite the chaos, despite the pain of battle, Michael Salvatore was smiling. His fangs were gone, she noticed. Either that, or he’d never had any, and she’d imagined it in the first place. But fangs or not, he was smiling as if he had honestly and thoroughly enjoyed the fight he’d just won. He was grinning as if he’d just had an absolute blast.
 
   And the bitch of it was, so was she. Her grin was as big as his. 
 
   Salvatore finished scanning the warehouse, taking in the wreckage, and assessing the damage, and then he turned to her. His grin didn’t slip a bit when he said, “That was fun.”
 
   And neither did hers when she said, “Yes, it was.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   “He could be hurt.” Max curled his finger against his lips thoughtfully and paced once more across the Mansion’s living room. As usual, the Guardian was dressed in his brown suit and tie, and wire rimmed glasses graced his nose. “Or dead.” He stopped and looked at the others.
 
   “He is no’ hurt. He wants to be alone.” Gabriel shook his head from where he sat on the couch beside his wife, Juliette, who had been the second archess to be found by the Four Favored archangels. 
 
   “If he were hurt, he’d call. And if he were dead, you would know it,” said Uriel, addressing Max. As their Guardian, Max was connected to them in ways inexplicable and intricate. If Michael were seriously in dire straits, Max would probably feel it in his blood. Hell, they probably all would.
 
   He sighed. “You’re probably right.” He stopped at the massive hearth that more or less served as the heart of the Mansion. The Mansion was not just any house, constructed by man and erected on mortal soil. The Mansion had been a gift to the Four Favored by the Old Man. It followed them, was always there for them, changed to suit their needs, grew and shrunk for them, and its heart always beat. In other words, the hearth was always warm, the fridge was always full, and the cooler was always well stocked with beer. 
 
   Another purpose the Mansion served for the archangels was as a vortex of sorts, a transporter tunnel, more or less. All that any of the Four Favored needed to do in order to travel from one area on the globe to another in the blink of an eye was find a doorway. Any door would do, from car door to church door to bathroom door. Even stone archways over older, fallen doors would work, so long as they had at one point opened and closed. The archangel would open the door, think of where they wanted to go, and step through. The Mansion did the rest.
 
   The archangel would pass through some area of the Mansion as it picked them up and carried them through space and time to their destinations. A second later, they would step through a door on the other side. From Firenze, Italy to New Orleans, Louisiana from Reykjavik, Iceland to Brisbane, Australia, from Hong Kong to New York City – just like that.
 
   The Mansion was their constant companion, their sanctuary in a weary world, and Max, their Guardian, had come right along with it.
 
   There had never been any other title for what he was, and it was, after all, a fitting description of the role he filled amidst the archangels. He was their immortal guide, their father figure, and their best friend. 
 
   He also acted as agent for both Azrael and Uriel, as they were both public figures of some renown. Uriel was the famous actor who played the vampire lead in the book-to-movie series adaptation of Comeuppance, and Azrael was The Masked One – the lead singer of a rock band called Valley of Shadow.
 
   Of course, Max hadn’t always been an agent. Throughout time, his “mortal” roles had shifted and changed as the cultures and expectancies of the decades had demanded. But throughout it all, he was still their Guardian.
 
   And he was still worried about Michael. He couldn’t help it; it was just who he was.
 
   “Max, you look constipated,” Gabriel grumbled, his brogue lacing his words to take the edge off them. “I’m tellin’ you, ‘e just wants to be alone. Told me so ‘imself.” Gabriel, the Messenger Archangel, took a swig of the beer he had in his hand, and gave his wife’s thigh a gentle squeeze before he winked at her.
 
   Juliette rolled her eyes and smiled at Max. “What Gabe is so gallantly trying to say is that Michael is the most….”
 
   “Uptight?” Uriel provided.
 
   “I was going to say careful,” corrected Juliette with a narrowed glare at Uriel, “one out of all of us. If something is really wrong, you know he’s going to let us in on it. He does things by the book, and he’s not fond of taking unnecessary risks.”
 
   “Juliette is right,” chimed in Eleanore, who was Uriel’s archess. “I don’t think we should worry until we get a call from him that suggests otherwise.”
 
   *****
 
   It took the better part of an hour to get things straightened out explanation-wise at the warehouse. It would take quite a bit longer to get things physically straightened out.
 
   No one had been harmed, which was an enormously fortunate factor that aided in Rhiannon’s cover story. After she and the detective had finished dispatching the last of the gargoyles, she’d approached the members of Samael’s team who had witnessed the commotion, and she made sure to plaster a very pleased smile on her face.
 
   Twenty minutes later, they’d all been convinced that the show was carefully planned, that it had been done so under the table so that actor reaction would be very real, and that this was just a small taste of what Swallowtail Foundation had to offer in the realm of special effects. 
 
   The cameras throughout the building had, against all reason, continued to roll through the ordeal. This was due in part to the fact that Rhiannon had long ago made it clear to Mr. V that special cameras were going to have to be set up that wouldn’t fry out every time she filled a room with lightning. He’d had his men take care of it.
 
   It was also due, in part, by sheer dumb luck.
 
   And the footage was stunning. “Mr. Lambent is going to be very, very pleased,” the liaison for Lambent’s enterprises gushed. He was a nervous man in khaki pants and a white button-up, with a nametag that read: “Niles Prichard.” He was fidgety and a little sweaty due to the extravagance of Rhiannon’s “show,” but he was sweet, and he was pleased. “When he sees this footage, he is going to want to sign you on for good!” 
 
   A short amount of time later, Alexander appeared on the scene in his suit and a pair of dark glasses. He placed a hand gently on Rhiannon’s back, gave her a reassuring nod, and began taking over in the cleanup. 
 
   She’d been officially dismissed from the scene. It was pretty obvious that Alexander could tell this hadn’t been a normal scene filming. He’d been to enough of them to be able to tell the difference. And the piles of rubble here and there were a sure give-away that gargoyles had been involved. Alexander and his cleanup crew no doubt wanted to get to work right away.
 
   Mr. V was the first person he communicated with any time there were developments of a suspicious nature, especially decidedly supernatural ones. Rhiannon wondered what he was going to tell her employer about this one.
 
   She moved out of the warehouse and through the double metal doors that led to the adjoining alley. They closed loudly behind her, leaving her alone in the quickly darkening path – with Detective Michael Salvatore.
 
   He was leaning against a brick wall at the end of the alley, one leg bent, his boot braced against the rock behind him. His thick muscled arms were crossed casually over his broad chest, and his gaze was easy, but his eyes were as bright blue as ever.
 
   He watched her walk toward him, and she could feel that gaze scouring every single inch of her body as if she were completely naked. But she made sure not to show any discomfort or embarrassment. She especially made sure not to let herself blush.
 
   “Okay,” she said frankly when she approached him and stopped a foot away. “So, what are you?”
 
   His brow rose. He pushed off the wall and turned to fully face her.
 
   “I saw fangs,” she said, being brave. “I know I did.” She shook her head. “But you can’t be a vampire because you’re out during the day.”
 
   He didn’t say anything, and that silence filled the space between them with more questions.
 
   She pursed her lips and went on. “Your eyes were glowing, and you crushed a gargoyle’s stone throat like it was glass. No mortal can do that. So, come clean. What are you, detective?”
 
   “Please,” he said softly, tilting his head to regard her thoughtfully. “It’s Michael. And as to the rest of what you said, I’m not sure you would believe me if I told you.” His voice was wonderfully deep and resonating. 
 
   “Believe you,” she repeated, shaking her head as if to clear it from the magic in his tone. “Like I should believe you when you come to my apartment and give me the third degree for blowing up a warehouse that I know you know was owned by really bad men, and that I also know you are fully aware was being protected by gargoyles? Believe you when you say you were here today in an official capacity? Like I should believe you claim that Denton actually flirted with you? I’ll have you know that man has been faithfully married for fourteen years! Yes, it might be to another man, but he’s still faithful!”
 
   Oh… shit.
 
   She blinked a few times and took a step back. She’d just given herself completely away.
 
    But to her great surprise and even greater relief, the good detective did not immediately begin reading her rights to her. He didn’t radio in for backup. And he didn’t break out his cuffs and try slipping them on her.
 
   Okay, so maybe she was slightly less relieved about that last one. 
 
   The detective sighed and uncrossed his arms. “We have a lot to talk about. And I’m hungry.” His gaze flitted to her neck, and Rhiannon’s blush finally broke free. So did a bit more of her suspicion about his fangs. “Let me take you to dinner and we can talk it all out over a bottle of wine.”
 
   Rhiannon thought for several long moments. She turned her back on him, which was not the smartest move in the book, but she needed to break free from the inextricable pull of those blue, blue eyes. She needed to clear her head, and he was poisoning her with nothing more than his gaze and voice.
 
   “Detective, please understand that I truly appreciate your help back there in the warehouse,” she said, referring to the battle against the gargoyles. “But you’re confusing the hell out of me. One minute, you’re interrogating me for crimes downtown.” She turned to face him, her gaze narrowed. “And the next, you’re bowling with gargoyle pins and inviting me to dinner.” She paused, and assessed him again in silence. Her voice was lower when she asked, “Which of you is the real Detective Salvatore?”
 
   He smiled – no fangs this time. “It’s Michael,” he reminded her softly. He put his hands in his pockets and allowed his gaze to travel up the alley walls as if, even now, he were scoping them out for trouble. “And truth be told, they both are.” 
 
   He looked back down, his eyes slicing to the point. “Let me take you to dinner, Rhiannon.” He moved toward her, taking the few steps that brought them toe to toe. To her credit, this time she didn’t step back. “And I promise I’ll explain everything.”
 
   Rhiannon swallowed hard as a wave of leather and after shave-scented masculinity washed over her, making her dizzy. He smells like night. It was an inappropriate and misplaced thought, riding on some sort of post-fight high. The man was intoxicating, whether he was a swaggering, know-it-all cop with fangs and glowing eyes or not. If she wasn’t careful, the next thing she knew, she would be doing him against the alley wall.
 
   She could not go with him. Whatever she did, she needed to distance herself. He was getting under her skin, making her blurt things out that she would never have admitted to anyone otherwise. He was a complete stranger, changing her and making her weak. Don’t go to dinner with him, Rhiannon, she told herself firmly. He’s dangerous.
 
   “Okay,” she said, against every ounce of intelligent reasoning she possessed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   He was worried about Mimi. Angel had taken her out of the warehouse with incredibly apt timing, but that was the last he’d seen of her. Had she witnessed any of the fighting? Had Angel taken her somewhere far enough away to keep her out of harm’s reach? 
 
   Michael had an inkling what the gargoyles would do if they knew how much Mimi meant to Rhiannon. He’d read the minds of a few of the gargoyles who’d attacked them. Reading thoughts embedded in rock was much more difficult than pulling them from flesh, but gargoyles were both. They transitioned from one to another with no more than sheer will, and Michael focused his ability so that it struck when the gargoyles were flesh.
 
   Even then, the scouring was sluggish. It was like pushing through wet sand. He succeeded, however, and in doing so, he learned that the gargoyles wanted Rhiannon Dante as they had never wanted a woman before.
 
   Somehow, they’d learned of her abilities – all of them. They not only knew that she could throw things with her mind and manipulate fire and lightning, they knew she could heal. And they wanted that ability, especially, for themselves.
 
   Just like the bloody Adarians. 
 
   The gargoyles planned to breed her into their society in the hopes that their children would possess any and all of what Rhiannon did, combined with the flesh-to-stone abilities of gargoyles. 
 
   How they had come upon this knowledge was something he hadn’t been able to pull from them. It was hidden further down in their minds, as if whoever had put it there had guarded it well, specifically against him. But he planned to find out. Once he had Rhiannon safely back home, he was going to pay the gargoyle community a little visit.
 
   It was an hour past sundown and he was executing a turn on wet city streets when Rhiannon received a call in the passenger seat beside him. He glanced at her as she pulled the cell phone from her inner coat pocket and answered.
 
   With his hearing, he could make out every word said, of course. Hell, even a human could hear the caller on someone else’s phone most of the time; iPhones weren’t exactly eaves-drop proof. It was Mr. Verdigri. He was calling to let Rhiannon know that Mimi had been dropped off by Rhiannon’s friend, Angel.
 
   Michael watched as Rhiannon’s expressions changed in rapid succession, going from relief to surprise and then to guilt and confusion. 
 
   “Crap,” she whispered as she hung up and re-pocketed her phone. “I forgot about Angel. I was supposed to meet back up with her for dinner.”
 
   Michael’s ears pricked. “Who’s Angel?”
 
   Rhiannon looked sidelong at him, her expression making it evident she didn’t feel like explaining it or going into it, but not because she was tired so much as because she felt ashamed. “A friend. A very good friend actually, though believe it or not, we never met face to face until today.”
 
   Michael said nothing, allowing her to gather herself a bit and simply go on telling her story.
 
   “We met online in a chat room about six or seven years ago. We were put in the same group because we both live in Manhattan. We have the same taste in books and movies and even music. Pretty soon we were talking every day, sharing stories and stuff. She confided in me that she’d been given up by her parents, and I finally felt like I could tell someone I was an orphan too. The more time passed, the more we realized we could have been separated at birth. Except that she’s two years older than me,” she chuckled softly, shaking her head. “Not that you’d ever know it.”
 
   Michael watched the road, but every now and then, he glanced her way to take in the play of emotion on her face.
 
   “Anyway, we’re both really busy women… you know how it is in New York. We’ve never met in person; there was always some reason. Until today. She came to the studio before the shoot. We were supposed to go to dinner after it was over, but….”
 
   “But gargoyles happened.”
 
   Rhiannon glanced at him. “Yeah. Luckily, it looks like Angel felt the need to play truant officer with Mimi long before the fighting started, so neither of them saw anything.” She smiled. It was the kind of smile that said she didn’t really trust him, not yet, but she was starting to and she was tired enough to be unwilling to put up much of a fight with her inner alarm system. It also said she had so much to ask him, she had no idea where to start. Which was probably why she’d just opened up to him instead about something as personal as being an orphan and meeting a friend for the first time in seven years.
 
   He understood her weariness well. It was a weakness for the archesses that they became drained as they used their powers. Rhiannon had put on quite a display during their battle against the contingent of gargoyles at the studio. And she hadn’t limited herself to a supernatural effort, either. Michael had never witnessed anything quite so beautiful as she had been while in action. Each move she made against her enemies could have been choreographed. The power, the speed, the agility…. She’d bewildered him enough that he’d slipped up once or twice, losing himself while watching her when he should have been fighting. She was a warrior, in the truest sense of the word. She was stunning.
 
   And she was probably knackered. 
 
   If he concentrated, he could hear her heart beating. It wasn’t beating the slow, even rhythm of pre-sleep yet, but it wanted to be. She was just too nervous to let it get that comfortable just yet.
 
   “I can’t quite understand it, though. I didn’t even know Mimi was at the studio today. I mean, I guess Mimi was skipping. But how did she and Angel meet? And how would Angel know where Mimi lived?”
 
   “As to how she knew where she lived, Mimi probably told her,” Michael offered logically. “And Angel probably just saw her there at the studio and introduced herself. She sounds like that kind of person. Maybe she thought a fireworks stunt for a movie was no place for an unsupervised kid and took it upon herself to escort Mimi home?”
 
   “I should call her,” Rhiannon said, turning back to look at the road ahead. “I have her number. We never talk because neither of us like to get sucked into voice conversations. We’re both better with written words. We text all the time. Still, in this case, I guess should probably just call.”
 
   “I’m sure a text would be fine,” he offered softly. 
 
   She smiled a relieved smile at him, and he found himself momentarily ensnared. His head felt balloon-like, as if it were floating off his shoulders. She was so beautiful to him in that moment, it was bewildering. Her smile was so natural, so heart-felt. It just really threw him.
 
   He blinked and turned back to the road.
 
   “I hope you’re right.” She pulled her phone back out and began pressing in letters. “I hate these itty bitty keys….”
 
   Michael let her type for a moment in silence. Then he asked, as nonchalantly as he possibly could, “So what made you choose this career, Rhiannon Dante?”
 
   Rhiannon stopped typing and looked over at him. It took her a moment, but she caught his innuendo. He wasn’t referring to special effects. 
 
   She swallowed hard enough that he could hear it, and he assumed she was just realizing that if there had been any pretense about her remaining, it was gone now. “You mean beating up bad guys, don’t you?”
 
   Michael smiled.
 
   Rhiannon sighed. “I didn’t choose it. It chose me.”
 
   Street lights made blurred smears on the windows as the clouds overhead opened up and rain began to fall. He wondered if it had something to do with Rhiannon. Her expression was changing, her gaze growing distant through the windshield. 
 
   “Like I said, I was an orphan,” she began, absentmindedly looping her finger under her gold chain and bringing his attention to the gold rectangle pendant hanging from it. It was simple and matte and possessed a single word written across its surface: Fearlessness. Every now and then, he caught a flash of the back, which read, “Joyful Heart, Me & Ro.” He recognized the name of the foundation. It was a charity aimed at helping the victims of rape.
 
   “I ran away from the orphanage at the age of nine. Started running with what you would probably call a bad crowd.” She closed her eyes for a moment, and he knew she was lost in the past. “But that would be both an understatement and a shallow, two-dimensional representation of the people in that crowd. Some were bad. But I wasn’t afraid of them. I can take care of myself.” Her smile was winsome, and he could imagine her using her powers even as a child to put people in their places. “But some of them were good. One, in particular, was like a big sister to me. She took me under her wing, taught me how to read – and how to steal. She also taught me how to dress in baggy clothes so the boys in the group wouldn’t notice I was growing up. It was something she struggled with herself because of her age. Her name was Willow.”
 
   She lapsed into a long silence, and for the first time since meeting her at the warehouse, Michael was truly tempted to read her mind. But he didn’t. He watched the road and the traffic and waited.
 
   “We lived in a bunch of adjoining rooms in a condemned apartment building. Willow and I shared the basement. One night, I came home to the basement to find her laying in a blood stain on her mattress. She was still alive,” she shook her head, “but barely. The boys in the group had done a number on her.”
 
   Michael’s blood ran cold and his grip on the steering wheel tightened. 
 
   “I found someone on the street outside and they called an ambulance. Willow struggled for a week and a half in ICU. They let me see her because I told them I was family. They never asked for any kind of proof. I think they were just happy she had someone who wanted to talk to her.
 
   “For a while, she was just asleep. I guess doped up to kill the pain, I don’t know. I was so little, I only knew her eyes were closed, but she was breathing and the machine next to her kept making beeping sounds, so she was still with me.
 
   “On day ten, she opened her eyes. I had been reading to her. Don Quixote was her favorite. She opened her eyes and told me, ‘Rhee, read that part again. I like that part.’”
 
   Rhiannon smiled now, this memory clearly less painful for her, and Michael’s grip on the steering wheel let up.
 
   “I could tell the doctors were surprised when she pulled through. But she did. They told her there would be scarring and pain for the rest of her life. They didn’t think she would walk again at first either, but she proved them wrong there too.”
 
   Rhiannon took a deep breath and released her necklace. “She’s a cop now, believe it or not,” she said, shooting a look his way. “In Detroit. She told me she was going to make damned sure she did her best to save other girls from going through what she went through.”
 
   “And you decided to do the same.”
 
   Rhiannon nodded. “Between the two of us, I had the ability to make more of a difference. I had no excuse for not doing all I could to make the world a better place.” She paused, and asked, “You know?”
 
   Michael chuckled softly and felt a warmth in his chest. “Oh, I do.”
 
   They drove in silence for a moment before Rhiannon broke it and asked, “And what about you? What made you decide to become a cop?” 
 
   Michael had no idea where to start. He hadn’t just been a cop. He’d had hundreds of different jobs over the years. But, if he thought about it, he guessed they were all similar. In each, he’d attempted to do exactly what Rhiannon was trying to do: Make the world a better place. 
 
   “It’s a long story,” he said, suddenly wanting to tell her every single bit of it.
 
   “Well, I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night,” she said, smiling.
 
   Michael gazed at that smile, and for the second time since they’d gotten into his car together, he felt light-headed. 
 
   Amazing, he thought. 
 
   The road demanded his attention, and he flipped on his turning signal and navigated another high-traffic, wet-street turn. But he wasn’t really driving. Nearly every ounce of his consciousness was on the woman beside him.
 
   He’d been prepared to throw everything at her. He’d been ready to use every single one of his new-found abilities to force Rhiannon to his side. He could have sent her careening into an orgasm with no more than a wave of incubus will if he’d wanted. He could have scoured her mind for her likes and dislikes and pretended to share them. He could have simply subjugated her with a mesmerizing gaze or a piercing bite in the manner Azrael had no doubt perfected over the years.
 
   But instead… they were talking.
 
   It took him aback for a moment when he realized how naturally it had come. His entire existence had been a fight. He realized, then, that he’d been expecting nothing short of yet another battle in this. Michael began to feel hope. Maybe things were going to be just a little easier than he’d thought. For once.
 
   Rhiannon turned back to her un-finished text to Angel, completed it at last, and again re-pocketed her phone just as Michael pulled into the parking lot of one of his favorite restaurants. “You like Italian?” he asked. He’d been coming here since it opened years ago. He loved the Insalata Pizza, and hoped Rhiannon would too. She needed some food. With his newfound powers, he was beginning to actually sense her growing weakness from the gargoyle battle.
 
   Rhiannon looked through the windshield, and her jaw dropped open. She turned to him, her body pressed up against the door to put distance between them, her expression at once wary and accusatory. “What, were you listening to us? Have you been spying on me, detective?”
 
   Michael’s eyes widened. “What?”
 
   “This is Giancarlo’s! This is where Angel and I were going to come and eat! There’s no way that out of the thousands of restaurants in Manhattan, this just happened to be the one you coincidentally chose tonight!”
 
   Michael sighed. 
 
   Things could go easier than he’d thought they would. Then again, maybe not.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   “I wasn’t eavesdropping,” he told her plainly as he put the car in park and extracted the keys from the ignition. “I happen to love this restaurant,” he gestured to the building through the windshield, “and I was hoping you would too. I had no idea you were already planning on coming here.”
 
   The explanation was so simple, so under-detailed, and so straight-forward, he hoped she would realize that it could only have come from a position of honesty. He wasn’t trying to snow her. If he’d wanted to play her, he’d have done so from the get-go using powers she couldn’t even begin to imagine, and she wouldn’t have stood a chance. 
 
   But it did make him smile a little that just seconds ago, he’d been musing about learning all of her likes and dislikes so he could pretend to share them. As it turned out, pretending wouldn’t have been necessary. At least not where Italian food was concerned.
 
   She stared at him long and hard, and he could almost hear the gears turning in her head. Did she trust him? Did she dare believe him? What were the odds?
 
   What were the odds, indeed? She fought like him, she liked the same food as he did, and she wanted to make the world a better place.
 
   You’d think they’d been matched up in some angel realm or something.
 
   “On the up side, if you had reservations, then I don’t have to bribe the maître d’ for a decent table at the last minute,” he quipped.
 
   It was still a long while before she spoke, but when she did, it was with a sigh of acceptance. “I did.” She popped open her door and got out. He followed suit.
 
   “By the by, you parked in a handicapped zone.”
 
   “There are three other open spaces. If they fill up, I’ll move.” He clicked the lock on his keypad, locking the doors. “Cop’s prerogative.” Then he clicked the second lock, which would activate the alarm. Unmarked police vehicles had a lot of tempting equipment inside them for anyone angry enough, drunk enough, or the just plain young enough to try something cool like ripping off a cop car. It wasn’t that he couldn’t catch anyone who attempted to steal from him, but alarm came with a bright, red blinking set of lights that usually deterred people from even attempting the theft in the first place, saving him some trouble.
 
   It was a human thing for him to worry about, he knew. But he was like that in a lot of ways. He’d been a cop for a long time, and his job was so entrenched in the ups and downs of basic human nature, they’d seeped through his pores and into his bones. 
 
   “If I hadn’t had reservations for Giancarlo’s, I highly doubt you’d have had to bribe anyone, detective,” she said, eyeing him over the top of the car. “I bet you never really have any trouble at all getting what you want at the last minute. I bet that Jedi Mind Trick of yours serves you well, Obi-Wan.”
 
   “What Jedi Mind Trick?”
 
   “The one you used on me at the masquerade gala.”
 
   “I never used anything like a Jedi Mind Trick on you at the masquerade gala.”
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes widened at first, and then they narrowed. And then she smiled. Got you, the smile said.
 
   Shit, Michael thought, bewildered. What the hell just happened? He’d just admitted to being the man in the mask at the dance. Just freely admitted it. Holy hell. She should be the cop, not him.
 
   Rhiannon was still smiling that smug, caught-you-red-handed smile when she said, “That’s a real nifty little power you have there, being able to turn things to gold.”
 
   Michael bit the inside of his cheek and eyed her hard. This conversation was both frustrating the heck out of him, and turning him on beyond belief. His gaze slipped to her mouth, and his gut clenched. He wanted to kiss her so badly….
 
   She licked her lips. 
 
   His heartbeat sped up.
 
   Her smile broadened.
 
   Michael blinked. She was playing with him! 
 
   Michael pushed away from the car and took a deep breath, schooling his senses. Never in his entire existence had he been the one not in control of any given conversational exchange with a woman. Until now.
 
   “Ladies first,” he said, gesturing to the side door of the restaurant.
 
   Rhiannon moved away from the car and approached the door with him. He pulled it open and waited for her to go in, but there, she stopped and turned to face him. They were very close, and Michael could not only smell the shampoo scent of her hair, but her own, unique scent underneath. His heart thrummed harder in response. “When I was little,” she said softly between them, “a priest told me to ‘turn my back on the devil,’ and I told him that if I ever came across the devil, the last thing I would do is turn my back on him because I would want him right in front of me where I can keep my eye on him.”
 
   “I’m not the devil,” Michael replied, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to keep the secretive, seductive, and admittedly somewhat cruel smile from spreading across his lips. 
 
   “No, of course not,” she said, still smiling. “You’re probably an angel.”
 
   She turned away from him then, offering him her back as she said she would never do, and it took him a moment to pull his big, strong self together enough to follow her into the restaurant.
 
   She was right about one thing. If she hadn’t had reservations, he could easily have procured for them any table they’d wanted, and it would have come with the best service. The owner of the restaurant was a friend of Michael’s, and Michael was an influential force with the police department. And if that hadn’t been enough, then yes. He could have pulled what she’d so eloquently termed the Jedi Mind Trick. 
 
   But as luck would have it, she did have reservations, and the experienced cop in Michael knew that the more they stuck to doing things the good, old-fashioned human way, the less tempted he would be to abuse his powers with her. 
 
   For some reason, that had become important to him. It was a new development, it was somewhat surprising, and it had come all of a sudden. But it was what it was.
 
   They managed the privacy of the more or less secluded, admittedly romantic shadows of a corner table. Michael helped her remove her jacket, a very expensive Burberry Brit number that he knew she used for camouflage, and then he removed his as well and laid them both over the backs of their chairs.
 
   A floating candle in the shape of an orchid dressed the table in soft, yellow-white light, a basket of various, fresh-baked breads and dipping sauces was set before them by the maître d’, and the waiter was at their side in an instant with the wine list. They ordered a well-aged red, another taste they seemed to have in common. When the waiter left to fulfill their order, Rhiannon laced her fingers over the table and leaned in. “So how do you do it, anyway?”
 
   “Do what?” he asked innocently, even though he knew good and well that she was referring to the chest filled with gold coins he’d left in her apartment living room.
 
   “How do you face your job every day when you have the means to do and be anything you want? I may not have figured out exactly what kind of supernatural you are just yet, but I know damned well you don’t have to fight crime for a living. You don’t have to face the pain of what you face all the time. So, how, and why, do you do it, detective?”
 
   Michael blinked, once more completely and utterly taken aback by the woman sitting across from him. He hadn’t been expecting that. He hadn’t figured her out after all.
 
   The waiter came with the wine while Rhiannon was waiting for his response, and he could tell that she could read the surprise in his expression. He waited for their glasses to be filled and for their server to once more leave before he focused on the wine, lifted the glass, and said, “To changing the world.”
 
   Rhiannon didn’t miss a beat. She smiled as she lifted her glass as well. “For the better,” she added softly. He nodded in silent agreement, they toasted gently, and each of them took a sip.
 
   “I see,” she said as they set their drinks back down. “So I’m to believe you do it for altruistic reasons.”
 
   “You’re one to talk, Miss Dante.” 
 
   Rhiannon’s smile slipped a little, and she averted her gaze. 
 
   “I’d imagine you could very easily find a way to make an extremely comfortable and danger-free living using your powers,” he told her. “Let’s see....” He looked up and pretended to attempt to remember scenes of the gargoyle battle. “If I’m not mistaken, you utilized surprisingly strong telekinesis, manipulated loads of fire in all sorts of interesting manners, and even called lightning from the very skies.” He cocked his head to one side, re-captured her gaze, and added, “Very nice job toning down the noise, by the way. That was especially impressive.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I’d wager the scope of your abilities very nearly rivals my own.”
 
   “I can also heal.”
 
   Michael froze. 
 
   A darkness moved through him, so heavy it pulled his heart downward and filled his lungs with shadow. “Well then,” he said softly – so softly. “You’re one up on me.”
 
   “I know,” she said, her tone also very soft. However, hers was tentative, not surprised or angry. Her gaze skirted to his left bicep. “I figured that if you could heal, you probably would have mended that back at the studio.”
 
   Michael looked down at his arm. A gash peeked out from beneath his black tee-shirt. He hadn’t seen it earlier because it had been hidden by his jacket. At some point during their fight, something had slammed into him hard enough to break his skin even while it left the leather of his coat intact.
 
   The wound was not overly bad, but it had bled, leaving dried red in the grooves of his inner elbow. It was several inches long and at least an inch deep, and looked like it was going to bruise like a mother.
 
   He wondered why his vampirism hadn’t healed it. Had he not fed enough? Or was it something else? Something about it not being a vampire-related wound like a sunburn? Or something having to do with Samael taking his healing ability away? He still had a little to learn about his current condition.
 
   “I can heal it,” she offered gently, nervously. “I mean, if you’d like.” Her voice was no more than a whisper now, and when he looked back up to meet her gaze, he realized that she was actually afraid to offer such a thing. Not because she thought she couldn’t do it, but because she thought he wouldn’t want her to. Because maybe he was jealous he couldn’t do it himself.
 
   Oh, Rhiannon…. 
 
   Emotion swirled within him, crazy and strong. So many thoughts chased each other through his head one after another, he was lost in them. He had been able to heal once, and had even been nicknamed The Healer by his brothers, but the Fallen One had taken that from him. And there was anger there, but not at Rhiannon for having an ability he didn’t have, but for the fact that he didn’t have it any longer in the first place. And he couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed the wound until now; Rhiannon was that much of a distraction. Finally, the fact that she was so very weak and yet generous enough to want to heal him – him, the man she really didn’t trust as far as she could throw him – was the icing on the amazing cake. 
 
   He was completely thrown by her.
 
   The waiter chose that very moment to approach the table. Michael looked up to find that it wasn’t the waiter after all, but the restaurant owner. “Oh dear. Detective, are you quite all right?” He was looking very worriedly at Michael’s wound.
 
   Michael forced himself into control mode. It took more effort than he would have liked. “It’s fine, Giancarlo, I promise. Just a scratch.” 
 
   He pushed out his chair and stood. As immature as it might have been, rising to his full height gave him a little more air and a much-needed boost of confidence. “I’ll just visit the men’s room and clean it up. If you’ll excuse me.” He nodded to Rhiannon, who smiled shyly back, and then he left the table.
 
   His archess was unwittingly making him an out-of-control wreck. He was a vampire, a Nightmare, and a goddamned archangel, for crying out loud, and Rhiannon had turned him into a bumbling moron.
 
   Maybe while he was in the restroom, he could not only clean his wound, but locate his balls too. That would be good.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   “I’ll return in a moment for your orders,” said the waiter, who, if his name was any indication, was actually the owner of the restaurant.
 
    He left, and Rhiannon sat unmoving, still feeling stunned from head to toe by everything that had transpired that day. She watched the detective leave, her eyes roving over his broad, strong back and long legs and his tight little bubble-like –
 
   She swallowed, closed her eyes, and put her elbows on the table. Then she placed her head in her hands. Her forehead was hot to her fingertips. Maybe she was running a fever. It would explain her behavior.
 
   Of all of the abilities she’d been mysteriously granted in this life, healing was the one that drained her the worst. She was so tired right now, she should not have offered to heal anyone who didn’t desperately need it. It would have taken what small bit of strength she had left and turned her into a crabby, sluggish, basically miserable piece of flesh.
 
   And yet, the words had come out of her mouth. She barely knew the man, and really didn’t have reason to trust him, especially since she now knew he was the masked man from the gala and therefore was keeping secrets from her. But she’d seen him bleeding, and she’d imagined how much it must have hurt, and the healer in her had simply stepped forward. As shameful as it may have been, she was desperately relieved that he hadn’t taken her up on her offer. She had an almost OCD-like desire to spare the last bit of her strength after a fight. She always did this just in case someone had a heart attack near her or she came across a little boy with leukemia or there was a car accident, something like that. She would have hated herself if she’d closed up a scratch and ruined her chances of helping someone who really needed it.
 
   Rhiannon sighed. She was so confused. 
 
   She lifted her glass, put it to her lips, and was just about to swallow a much needed second sip of her wine when someone suddenly slipped into the chair across the table from her. When she saw who it was, she choked a little, barely got the liquid down, and felt it burn the back of her nose as she narrowly avoided allowing to squirt through her nostrils.
 
   As soon as she could talk, she leaned forward and whispered, “Mimi! Oh my God, what are you doing here? How the hell did you know where I was?” Her inner mommy-ness was scolding her for her language, but she was too shocked to care much.
 
   Mimi grinned from where she sat straight as a bolt in the detective’s chair. “I put my phone in the upper zip pocket of your jacket when you weren’t wearing it at the studio,” Mimi explained to her and pointed to the leather jacket over the back of Rhiannon’s chair. “Then all I had to do was use the lost phone app.” Her grin broadened and she blinked innocently.
 
   Rhiannon looked from her to the jacket and then back again. Then she set down her wine glass and felt the space behind the zipper of her jacket pocket. Sure enough, there was a very flat rectangular bulge behind it. She never used that pocket, and it was always zipped up. Mimi must have known that.
 
   She unzipped the pocket and extracted the phone, which had been set to silent. Mimi continued. “Of course, I asked Angel where you were going next, but she wasn’t sharing.” Mimi’s face contorted into a look of frustrated concentration. “That girl is pretty slick. She skirted all my questions with real skill.” 
 
   “Mimi, you can’t be here right now. What about your aunt? She’ll be worried sick! I have to call her.”
 
   “She’s asleep already,” Mimi said, rolling her eyes. “She got up way too early this morning and now she can’t stay awake at night, even when we’re playing cards together. Emanuel and I actually beat her and Alex at Bridge the other day just because they were partners and Aunt B was falling asleep on Alex. Mr. V told her to take a vacation, but she thinks she has to take care of him or something.” 
 
   Rhiannon was struggling to find the right thing to say. Mimi was not supposed to be there right now! She was supposed to be at home! Angel had taken her there personally! Mimi must have immediately gone upstairs to her room, then turned around and crawled out through the laundry chute again. She certainly hadn’t wasted any time.
 
   But she must have had a reason for escaping and finding Rhiannon. Mimi wasn’t a hot head. She was a very logical, mature child. Usually.
 
   And it was also clear that Mimi was upset about how tired her aunt was. Mimi’s mother, Adrienne, had died when she was just a baby. Mimi’s father, Daniel Tanniym, had died of cancer when Mimi was five. Mimi’s aunt, Bess Tanniym, was the only family she had left. 
 
   She also knew why Bess worked as hard as she did. Bess respected Mr. Verdigri, thought of him as a grandfather to her niece, and she was also worried about him. Mr. V was rather elderly, though he neither showed nor acted it. Bess wasn’t just the cook of the household, she was more or less its mother hen.
 
   There was so much to discuss with Mimi, and the situation was so unexpected, Rhiannon found herself shaking her head. “Mimi, I have to at least tell Mr. V where you are, just in case your aunt wakes up.”
 
   Mimi bit her lip. “You get to stay out late tonight and you didn’t tell anyone you were going to.”
 
   “I’m a big girl, Mimi. I’m allowed to stay up late once in a while.”
 
   Mimi blushed at this, and averted her gaze. It was very, very difficult for nine-year-olds to come to grips with the fact that they weren’t yet adult. Normally, they just chose to ignore that little verity, figuring that it would go away in time – and usually, it did. But every now and then, a reminder inexorably popped up. And those always sucked.
 
   Rhiannon told her phone to “Call Mr. V,” and like the ever-dependable Gal Friday that she was, Siri obeyed. Rhiannon made the call short and sweet. “Mr. Verdigri, Mimi is with me, and she’s fine. She’ll be staying with me for dinner and I’ll bring her home as soon as we’ve finished.”
 
   Though he was understandably surprised to hear that Mimi had vanished for the second time in one day, Mr. V said very little as well, obviously trusting Rhiannon to do what was best.
 
   When Rhiannon hung up and re-pocketed her phone, she fixed Mimi with a hard gaze. “Mimi, I don’t even know where to start – ” 
 
   “Rhee, please,” Mimi interrupted. “I don’t have much time to talk to you. I had to wait until Detective Muscles left the table, and I’ve been hiding in the coat check closet for the last fifteen minutes.”
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes widened.
 
   “I saw something, Rhiannon,” Mimi said, leaning forward conspiratorially. “Back at the warehouse. I know I did. But when I mentioned it to Angel, she changed the subject like she hadn’t heard me. And so did Mr. V when I told him about it. And there’s no way I’m going to tell my aunt about it. If I do, she’ll know I skipped school.”
 
   Rhiannon closed her mouth and sat back. She studied Mimi’s face carefully, and she saw something there in the depths of the girl’s eyes that made the base of her skull feel cold. “What did you see?”
 
   “It was a face. I know it was. It was in the bricks of the studio wall, and it was watching me when Angel and I were getting into a cab. We were leaving the smoothie place and I just looked back, and….” Her voice drifted off, and Rhiannon could tell that she was stuck in her memory, and that it was an uncomfortable place to be. “Rhee, please be honest with me. You’re the only one I know I can really trust no matter what.” She waited a minute and then leaned forward. “Did I imagine it? Or was there a person in the rocks?”
 
   Children were wonderful, alien-like creatures. They were human, sort of, but only in all of the good ways. They hadn’t yet learned how to be truly deceptive, other than what little bit of deception would keep them up later at night or help them skip gym class or get them an extra cookie. They hadn’t closed themselves off to the lessons of history and science. They could walk and talk and laugh, and the feel of a small, freely offered hand within your own in times of pain was a great comfort. They could read and write and reason, and in fact they were better at the last one than most adults were. Their minds were open to fact and physics and the wonders of the Cosmos. 
 
   But this came with a downside. It was a small down side, and in general, it was certainly worth the expanding universes of their young minds. It was just that in this specific case, the downside was that because children had open minds and they could reason, they sometimes noticed things that adults refused to. And when they did, you were faced with a choice: Either validate what they had noticed, or lie to a child.
 
   Rhiannon had done a lot of things in her life, and some of them would be deemed immoral by many. But she would die a slow death before she out and out lied to a child. Angel obviously hadn’t seen the gargoyle for herself, and had probably not wanted to bring any attention to Mimi’s “wild imagination.” But Rhiannon knew better, and she wasn’t going to do Mimi the Snuffleupagus-like injustice of not believing her.
 
   “You didn’t imagine it,” she said softly. 
 
    Mimi didn’t move. She barely seemed to breathe as she stared at Rhiannon, most likely searching for any hint of artifice. 
 
   Rhiannon took a deep breath and leaned in once more. She placed her hands on the table, laced her fingers, and said, “What you saw was –”
 
   “Mind if I join you two?”
 
   Rhiannon stopped and looked up as Detective Salvatore placed a third chair at their table, turned it around so that the back was facing forward, and sat down, draping his arms over the back of it. “Nice to see you again, Mimi. Have you ordered yet, or should I get the waiter over here?”
 
   Mimi had the decency to look chagrined, despite her youth. Her face warmed in a way that hid the freckles across the bridge of her nose and the apples of her cheeks, and she averted her gaze. 
 
   Rhiannon tried to school her thoughts as Salvatore waved the waiter over like he said he was going to, and the waiter, who was not Giancarlo but was very good at his job nonetheless, rolled with the punches, accepting the unexpected newcomer without so much as a wayward glance.
 
   “Veggie pizza for the young lady, please, and a Diet Coke,” Salvatore ordered. The waiter nodded, writing it down, and Mimi’s eyes got wide.
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “Pizza is what every nine-year-old under the sun would order,” he said, smiling. “I took a chance with the veggie. And at this time of night, no kid needs the forty grams of sugar in a real soda.”
 
   Mimi smiled back at him, clearly pleased as punch with his decision. Mimi was a vegetarian, after all, and he was right about nine-year-olds and pizza. Rhiannon felt herself smile, and a bit of the cold that had been spreading through her warmed back up again. 
 
   She ordered next, choosing a classic pasta dish dripping in sauce and cheese, and Salvatore ordered the same. He shrugged, claiming it was his favorite dish. Whether that was the truth or he’d ordered it to impress Rhiannon, she seriously couldn’t tell. But she was leaning toward the latter.
 
   The waiter left, and Michael asked Mimi why Earth and Space Science was her favorite class. The girl’s eyes lit up like supernovas, but then she narrowed her gaze. “Who says it’s my favorite?”
 
   “I’m a cop,” Michael laughed.
 
   Michael, Rhiannon realized. I’m thinking of him as Michael now.
 
   “I could tell by the look of regret on your face when I mentioned you were missing it back at the studio.”
 
   Mimi thought about that and finally nodded. Then she dove into an incredibly detailed explanation of why she loved the class, and a table-wide discussion about the wonder of the Cosmos picked up the time and tossed it out the window. They were fully immersed in the mysteries of neutrinos and dark matter when the waiter returned with more bread and salad. Rhiannon had enjoyed several rolls and dipping sauce and was on her second glass of wine. She was beginning to feel much, much better…. She was enjoying herself, in fact. Truly enjoying herself. For the first time in a very long time.
 
   Not long thereafter, their food came in magnificent Italian flair, and several waiters filled their table with deliciously loaded plates. Mimi didn’t even wait for them to leave again before digging into her pizza.
 
   “Giancarlo makes the best pizzas,” Michael told her. “He’s Puerto Rican, and his father was a Spaniard, but his mother was Italian.” His smile turned mischievous. “Deep Italian. He has an Uncle Vinnie, an Uncle Joey, and an Uncle Frankie.”
 
    Mimi was giggling around a mouth full of bread, sauce, and cheese when the waiters left again. The aroma of everything in front of Rhiannon was so mouth-watering, she couldn’t wait either, and before she realized it, she was shoveling food into her mouth right along with Mimi.
 
   “You know, your last name is pretty deep Italian too,” said Mimi as she peeled off a mushroom and popped it into her mouth. “You on the take with the mafia, Uncle Sal?” she asked, grinning like an imp.
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes got very big, but she couldn’t say anything around a mouthful of spaghetti. Mimi was the most precocious child she had ever met.
 
   But the detective took it in expert stride. He laughed and shook his head. “Now, now, Mimi. You know there’s no such thing as a crooked cop in New York City. Now finish your pizza. I’m late for a meeting with an accountant and a cement mixer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   It was the laughter that woke him. It was a sound both unexpected and foreign for Gregori. It had been forever since he’d heard someone laugh, really laugh. It was a child’s laughter, too, which made it worse.
 
   An unsettled feeling hovered over him like a shroud as he rose from the massive chair he’d fallen asleep in and made his way to one of the magical windows of his ice palace. It was clear and provided a view to the white world beyond, but allowed no cold to pass through its invisible barrier. The interior of the palace, in fact was a very comfortable 69 degrees Fahrenheit. He liked it a hair on the cool side to make up for the suits he dressed in; and the cool air cleared his head.
 
   It helped now as he braced his hands on either side of the window and leaned against the ice wall, ignoring the equally magical un-melting chill that seeped in through his palms and up his arms. He gazed out into the stark beyond and concentrated.
 
   As he did, an image began to form above the ice. It was like watching a massive movie screen hung impossibly over a wasted, barren landscape. In that moving picture, Gregori saw the final archangel of the Favored Four seated at a restaurant table with his fated archess and a little girl. They were laughing.
 
   Gregori heard a crack, and his gaze drifted to the ice beneath his right hand. A stress fracture had opened up under his palm and was inching skyward, testament to the emotions spinning through him.
 
   Gregori pushed away from the wall and took a step back. As he did, the image over the ice vanished. In the crack in the ice, green sprouts began to emerge. Before his eyes, those sprouts grew into small, young weeds. And then those weeds sprouted blooms.
 
   Black dandelion blooms.
 
   Gregori straightened his shoulders. He felt a presence at his side and glanced over to find Mr. Smith had approached him. “It appears, Mr. Smith, that we will have to take matters into our own hands after all.”
 
   *****
 
   Michael glanced into his rear-view mirror to find Mimi sinking lower and lower into the back seat of the unmarked squad car, a basic silver gray Crown Victoria, paid for partially by the city and partially by him. Up ahead and on the right, a group of boys loitered on a street corner, attempting skateboarding tricks amongst themselves.
 
   “Friends of yours?” Michael asked Mimi.
 
   Rhiannon glanced at him and then looked back through the bars and wire mesh that separated the back seat from the front area of the vehicle. 
 
   Mimi shrugged as if she couldn’t really care, which meant she cared a whole lot. “Not really.”
 
   “Would you like to be friends?” Michael asked.
 
   Mimi looked up at the mirror and met his gaze. “Why?”
 
   Michael grinned. He flipped a few switches and the car’s lights and siren came on. “Grab hold of the bars and make a show of trying to get out,” he told Mimi.
 
   Mimi’s eyes grew really wide, as did Rhiannon’s, but it didn’t take her long to catch on. In a heartbeat, she was grabbing the bars with both hands and thrashing around, her mouth wide-open in a silent scream.
 
   Michael did his part to play it up too, mouthing fake warnings and pretending to radio something in. For her part, Rhiannon simply looked forward in a semi-serious manner, no doubt attempting to look like another plain clothes cop.
 
   It did the trick. The boys on the corner froze when they heard the sirens, and when they saw who was in the back seat of his car, a few of them nudged each other. They exchanged surprised glances and words he couldn’t hear, and he knew they would have a hard time waiting to meet up with Mimi for their last day of school so they could ask her what had happened.
 
   Michael drove the car past the boys, made it a few blocks, turned down another street, and Michael switched everything back off again. Mimi was laughing riotously in the back seat. “That was awesome!” she exclaimed. “I can’t wait to hear the rumors that get spread over that!”
 
   Michael looked over at Rhiannon, who had been biting her lip to keep from laughing, but now failed. She chuckled, shaking her head. “You’re really something.”
 
   Michael felt his chest swell. Whatever it was filling up with was warm and felt like an orgasm in his heart. He found himself laughing as well when they finally pulled up in front of Rhiannon’s apartment complex. He was more familiar with it than he’d admitted thus far, having been inside to deposit the chest filled with gold in Rhiannon’s room. Of course, her room was the only portion he’d seen. He’d used his archangel ability to travel from a door in one location to a door in another location in order to evade the cameras and detection.
 
   “Last stop,” he announced as he opened his door and got out. Mimi’s door had to be opened from the outside, and on the passenger side. He walked around the car and popped it open just as Rhiannon was getting out beside him. 
 
   Things slid into slow motion in his very male mind, and he was watching her emerge with her long, lean legs and her mass of red hair and her gorgeous, well, everything, when he suddenly stumbled back as Mimi catapulted from the back seat and he was caught in a bear hug by an overly ecstatic nine-year-old. 
 
   “Thank you so much, Uncle Sal!” Mimi exclaimed before she hoisted her bag over her shoulder and rushed to the entrance of the building. The doorman’s brow raised when he saw her out so late. But he asked no questions, instead opening the door for her so she could run straight on through.
 
   Rhiannon turned to Michael as he steadied himself and watched the kid disappear into an elevator beyond the glass doors. “What she said, Uncle Sal,” she told him, laughing softly. “Despite the gargoyles, it was actually a pretty cool night.”
 
   Michael turned to fully face her, and the rest of the world  took a few steps back. 
 
   “You still haven’t told me who you really are,” she continued as she moved in closer, and his heart rate kicked up several notches. “And I have no idea what you’re after.”
 
   Another step, and Michael saw his entire future moving steadily toward him.
 
   “But whoever you are and whatever you want, Michael Salvatore, I have to think it can’t be all that bad.” She shook her head and stopped just a few inches away, leaving them toe to toe and a breath apart. “Not with you.”
 
   There was no pretense, no drawn-out gazing or awkward waiting. Michael had waited long enough.
 
   His arm slid around her waist, his body bent, and his mouth trapped her own in a crushing, bone-deep kiss that made the world stop turning – just for a second.
 
   When it started turning again, it spun wildly, and Michael’s inner archangel soared on newly grown wings as Rhiannon melted into him, opened herself up, and let him in. Her body was as hot as the fire in her hair when he pulled her against him, holding her to him in a steel grip. He caught the scent, once again, of her soap and shampoo and a hint of cherry bark and almond that must have been in a lotion she used. 
 
   She tasted like the wine they had shared – wine laced with laughter. It had a flavor, laughter. Like Pop Rocks and champagne and something else, a note that rode a little deeper. Something like root beer. There was a hint of hope in it, a possible promise of redemption. And now, through the taste and feel of her, no longer tentative but strong against him like the fighter that she was, that promise was in him as well. 
 
   But along with it rode a rumbling, waking storm, a hunger that moved upon the tides of his burgeoning happiness like a serpent in the seas. There was a dragon waking from the bottom and rising to the surface like a massive, dripping shadow.
 
   He felt a prickling in his gums, and his vision went red behind his eyelids. The tips of his fingers stung as his claws began to extend. A twinkling black, like sparkling, dark smoke, slunk away from him and curled hungrily around his archess.
 
   His magic was taking over.
 
   She moaned against him, warm, inviting, weakening. Her long, silken locks brushed like butterfly wings against the back of his hands, tingling through his body and fueling the fire that was already spreading. He felt her move in, giving in against the pressing of his strength, and he knew he could have had her then and there, right there on the hood of his car. No one would have noticed them; his power surrounded them, hiding their magic from the world. To the watching, ignorant human universe, he was a man kissing a woman, nothing more.
 
   When in truth, he was a Nightmare vampire on the brink of devouring the only salvation he could ever know.
 
   Stop.
 
   He had to release her. He had to let her go or he would destroy them both.
 
   This was the curse Samael had given him. Now, here in this moment, it became abundantly clear. If he couldn’t control the monsters the Fallen One had turned him into, he would lose everything. 
 
   Rhiannon would never love him. How could a fighter like Rhiannon ever come to accept being a virtual prisoner? Warrior that she was, his mate could never know love as a blood-drained slave to the dark, seductive whims of a vampiric incubus.
 
   Michael warred with the beasts, holding Rhiannon even tighter and kissing her harder, stealing her breath as he drank her in – before he had to steel himself and pull away.
 
   He broke the kiss, gently, slowly, painstakingly, and straightened. His hand steadied her as she stood before him, swaying slightly with her eyes still closed. It took him a moment to regain his voice. It was stuck somewhere just beneath the need that had all but taken him over. 
 
   His gums stung again, his body burned, but his heart went from racing to simply pounding, timing out the ache inside him like a drum sending waves of regret through his system.
 
   He couldn’t stay. There was something he needed to tend to once and for all, and the sooner the better. But he also needed to escape this moment, before he did something that he could never undo.
 
   Rhiannon opened her eyes and nodded, as if she knew. 
 
   Michael leaned over her and whispered in her ear. “Good night, Rhiannon.”
 
   Then he let her go completely and stepped back. 
 
   Confusion clouded her beautiful irises. Her gaze was unfocused, her lips parted, her cheeks flushed feverishly. He knew his magic was still wrapped partially around her, suckling at her. He had denied it the feast of a lifetime. It sulked now. And waited.
 
   He turned, walked around the car, got in, and started it up. When he was half-way down the block, he chanced a look in his rear-view mirror. Rhiannon was still standing where he had left her, tall, strong, beautiful beyond compare, and ultimately vulnerable.
 
   His fangs at once erupted fully in his mouth. His vision altered, shoving everything into stark contrasts of white, red, and black.
 
   It was definitely feeding time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Despite his role as an NYPD detective, and the department’s very real need to figure out, for insurance purposes, who and what had caused the building fire on the corner of third and thirty-third, Michael hadn’t himself been back to the location of the destruction since that night last week. Not until now.
 
   The night was long, and the moon was lowering itself in the sky behind the haze of pollution over Manhattan when Michael found himself alone in an alley, surrounded by shadow. He faced one of those shadows, a long and deep one that ran the length of the building that had been partially destroyed by Rhiannon. Using the powers of both vampire and incubus, Michael touched the shadowed brick. The brick warped beneath his touch, and his palm sank partly into the stone. He smiled. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
 
   The shadow deepened further, until it was clear that it was no longer solid rock, but space beneath his touch. Michael readied himself. As soon as he felt the brush of movement under his fingertips, he gripped tightly and held on, yanking the figure toward him with brutal, unnatural strength.
 
   A strangled sound accompanied the rather miasmic, not entirely formed figure that Michael pulled from the darkness. It wriggled in his grasp, and its incorporeal darkness wisped into hardened spaces here and there, clawing at Michael’s arm like shreds of sandpaper. But he held on, and his gaze narrowed.
 
   “We need to talk,” he stated calmly, his eyes glowing hot and red. “Cooperate and I will allow you to form before you suffocate.”
 
   The writhing figure stopped struggling, drooping into what looked and felt like a shadow-sand version of an unconscious octopus.
 
   Michael loosened his grip just a little, and the figure began to solidify. Within seconds, it had taken on the form of a stone woman, curves, breasts and all. That female then went from stone to flesh, clothing itself in the process, until Michael’s hand was wrapped around the throat of what appeared to be a slender, middle-aged woman with dark blond hair and amber eyes.
 
   Michael at once released her completely, moving his hand back to his side. The woman rubbed her neck gingerly and eyed him with astute wariness. 
 
   “Who are you?” she asked, her voice gravelly from Michael’s grip.
 
   “It isn’t important. I need to speak with you about Rhiannon Dante.”
 
   The woman blinked, her brow furrowing. “The Fire Healer.” 
 
   Fire Healer. That makes sense, thought Michael. Rhiannon’s hair resembled fire, and she could control fire. She could also heal.
 
   The woman nodded, but her look was despondent. “I know very little. The men in our horde are the ones with the knowledge. They keep it to themselves, knowing that it gives them power.”
 
   Her voice seemed to lower a bit, and she glanced around nervously.
 
   “There are no others here at the moment,” Michael assured her, realizing she was afraid to talk to him for fear she would be overheard.
 
   She looked back up at him, and her eyes filled with questions. “What are you that you can control the shadows enough to open the passageways of the gargoyles and sense their nearness?”
 
   “As I said, it isn’t important,” he repeated, attempting to remain patient with her. “Tell me everything you know about the Fire Healer. I especially need to know who informed the men of your horde that she could heal.”
 
   Again, the female gargoyle shook her head. She closed her eyes, sighing. “Like I said, my sisters and I know little. Our horde is a rogue horde, broken off from the Dynasty ages ago to escape the king’s rules. He determined females and males were equal. Our males, however, felt differently. My sisters and I were taken from our rock beds to help fuel their bloodlines and satiate their desires.” She seemed to shrink into herself, just a little, and her arms wrapped around her middle. “It’s been centuries.”
 
   Michael listened with that detached horror that cops so often felt when yet another layer of evil was draped over all the others like sedimentary strata. They added up, a timetable of the misdeed, misfortune and meanness that made up humanoid life.
 
   “All I know is that a man came. He wasn’t a gargoyle, but whatever he was, he wasn’t human either. He was dressed like human money, though. Very expensive suit. And he smelled nice, by human standards, which I happen to love. When you’re made of rock, you come to appreciate the scent of things other than rock. Like plants and things.” She seemed to be drifting off on a tangent, one created by personal misery. “Our men never smell nice unless it rains.” She looked up at him now, and her expression was one of quiet, resigned pleading. “That’s all I know, I promise.”
 
   Michael believed her. And he was beginning to get a very good inkling of who’d had a hand in Rhiannon’s betrayal.
 
   He schooled his building anger and focused on the female before him. He was worried about her, and about the other females in her horde.
 
   “Why hasn’t the Gargoyle King brought an end to the disobedience of your horde’s men?”
 
   The woman’s eyes got wide, and she took a deep breath as if she was now able to talk about something she truly wanted to. “Believe me, he’s trying. I listen, and I hear things. Rumor is that his search for us takes up much of his time, even though the other kings are facing problems they could use his help with. Rather than divide and weaken himself in order to aid them, he’s made us his priority.” She shook her head. “None of what the women of my horde are suffering can be deemed his fault.” 
 
   When she referred to the “other kings,” Michael knew she was speaking of the rulers of other supernatural factions. There were more than a dozen, that he knew of. It was a strange and terrible and beautiful world, Earth. She spoke with such fervor on the subject, Michael also had to wonder whether she knew the Gargoyle King personally. 
 
   “He sends out hunting parties led by the Montem Warriors. But thus far, they’ve failed to take any of our men alive for questioning so the rest of us can be rescued. The men kill themselves by melting into dust before they can be interrogated. As soon as word reaches us that someone’s been taken, the rest of us are moved.”
 
   “How long has this been going on?” 
 
   “I can’t remember. Time moves differently when there are no suns or moons to mark the passage of day and night. We began with a horde of nineteen hundred. There are now less than seven hundred of us remaining.”
 
   Michael knew the question was overly simplistic. Things were never as easy as a knee-jerk reaction made them out to be. But he had to ask anyway. “You’re alone right now. Why don’t you escape?”
 
   “They have my daughters,” she said. Her voice had instantly become hollow. 
 
   It was the sound of hopelessness.
 
   “You don’t know what they do to females who are caught attempting escape. And what they do to their families as punishment.” She turned slightly away from him and the fabric over her shoulder morphed, becoming the stone she was constructed of. That stone, however, had massive grooves carved into it. There were four of them. Claw marks.
 
   “It would be worse for my eldest daughter, Hazel. She is a lovely thing.” A glimmering tear escaped from the woman’s eye and cascaded partway down her cheek before it crystallized into quartz and stayed there. “Whoever this Fire Healer is, I admit… I hoped she would destroy the men, even if it meant she destroyed us all.”
 
   A glimmer of something different passed over her features. The quartz tear cracked away, and fell to the ground to shatter. A small smile played across her lips. “She did get quite a few of them though, didn’t she?” She laughed then, and it sounded like diamonds tinkling against each other in a gem bag. “Only twelve of the thirty men that went out after her last time returned, and two of them had lost limbs.”
 
   Michael took a deep breath and stepped back. His mind was spinning. He was going to have to track down the Gargoyle King at some point in the very near future. “I thank you for your time and help, Miss….”
 
   “Allerea,” she said softly. “My name is Allerea.”
 
   “Thank you for your help, Allirea. Please keep this conversation to yourself.”
 
   “Trust me,” she said solidly, every ounce of her radiating tired and wise determination. “I will.”
 
   Michael was about to bid her farewell and step into his own shadows to transport away, when he sensed another presence in the darkness behind Allerea. The gargoyle woman seemed to spot the change in him, because she went still, and her eyes grew wide. The amber within them began to crystallize and shift. 
 
   “What is –”
 
   He shook his head briskly and placed his finger to his lips, signaling for her to remain quiet. She understood, going still as a statue, in a literal sense.
 
   Michael waited another two seconds – and then his arm shot once more into the shadows, right over Allerea’s shoulder. She stifled a screech, making a grating squeaking sound instead, and Michael hauled the intruder out of the blackness.
 
   It was a male this time, and at once, he began to fight Michael. He solidified much more quickly, going stone before the archangel could manage a firm grip around his throat. But Michael was an archangel, and now he was sporting the talents of both vampire and incubus as well. He shifted into vampire immediately, his fangs lengthening, his eyes glowing red.
 
   In the next instant, the gargoyle male was hurled telekinetically down the alleyway to crash into its brick end, stone on stone. A loud cracking sound preceded a grunt of pain, but Michael gave the gargoyle no quarter. At once, he drew him out again, pulling him through the air and toward him down the alley like a ragdoll, only to brutally change directions half-way and hurl him a second time against the back wall. 
 
   This time the crack was followed by a splintering and crumbling sound. 
 
   Michael finished the job, however, concentrating on the molecules that made up the sluggish stone-blood that moved through the gargoyle’s veins. It was like cold magma until Michael’s power flowed over it, transforming it to liquid gold.
 
   The gargoyle rippled and changed, and a heartbeat later, a 24 karat man-shaped monument dropped from the wall to hit the ground with a resounding clank. The soft metal statue dented and rolled to come to a stop a foot from where it had fallen.
 
   Michael watched the unmoving, glimmering yellow sculpture, knowing that what he’d just done to it was the equivalent of turning flesh to stone. The gargoyle was dead. He’d never before turned living or moving tissue to gold. He’d never murdered anything or anyone in such a decidedly cold fashion.
 
   His vision slowly evened out, shifting back from the stark colors of his vampire sight into the full-color spectrum of humanity. He felt his fangs recede, though they left behind a further burgeoning hunger. His eyes were hot in his head. He closed them for a moment, and took a very deep breath, hoping the air would reach down inside him through his lungs and clean away the cloying black that was ever threatening to take him over.
 
   At last, he turned back to face Allerea. She was staring at him as if she he could go volatile at any moment. She didn’t want to make any wrong moves. She had no idea who or what he was, but had just learned first-hand that it was something inextricably linked to death.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he told her frankly. But this time, he knew he was lying. He wasn’t sorry he’d killed the male gargoyle. The man had been an asshole; his ignorant, bigoted evil had radiated all around him like a stench. He’d caught loads of the same stench when he was fighting them in the studio.
 
   The male had been sent to retrieve the female, and the way he’d been skulking lumberingly up behind her in the shadows told Michael he’d planned on having a little fun with her before bringing her back. The world was better off without him.
 
   If Michael was sorry for anything at all, it was for scaring the woman.
 
   And… for the fact that his own darkness was clearly growing stronger.
 
   Allerea looked at him in silence for a long, long while. He wondered what mental processes were going on behind those yellow crystal eyes. He wasn’t even going to try reading her mind. It would be next to impossible without using a vast amount of his power, and right now, he didn’t trust himself to use any of it at all.
 
   Finally, she blinked. And then she nodded. “I know you are.” 
 
   She looked at the fallen gargoyle, a smooth gold remnant that would probably weigh more than several of the taxis out on the street put together. “But I know you’re not sorry about him,” she said, gesturing with her chin. “And you shouldn’t be.” She met his gaze. “And neither am I.”
 
   She stepped back, shifted into stone, and melted into the wall behind her. Before she disappeared completely, he heard the rock whisper, “Your secret’s safe with me. Good luck with the Fire Healer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Getting rid of the gold had been easy. He’d simply changed it into a different stone. When magic was involved, alchemy worked both ways.
 
   As soon as he did, the stone crumbled to sand, leaving a dune in the alley. 
 
   Now Michael stood at the base of the Willis Tower and casually looked up. Chicago was a long way from New York, the way American Airlines flew. But not so far for someone who could travel through the shadows.
 
   In all honesty, he’d expected someone to meet him the moment he’d come out of the shadows across the street. This was the edifice that housed the Fallen One’s secret abode, a sprawling, magical mansion in its own right, not unlike the one the Four Favored shared. He was in there somewhere, Samael. So, why hadn’t he tried to stop Michael by now? There wasn’t a person on Earth Samael hated more. 
 
   Michael was just deciding that he was going to have to actually go inside, like a fly wandering into a massive web, when he heard the sound of leather-soled shoes coming calmly toward him.
 
   He turned to see Samael walking casually in his direction, his hands in the pockets of his expensive charcoal gray suit. The suit matched his eyes, which were filled with untold tempests.
 
   “Michael,” Samael greeted as he stopped a few feet away.
 
   “Sam,” Michael returned.
 
   Sam regarded him a moment, and the cop in Michael did the same. As usual, Samael’s white-blond hair was perfect, every single strand in place and unaffected by the wind. His stature was tall and broad-shouldered, as ever very obviously strong. However, where there was normally a hard keen awareness in the depths of his gaze and the corners of his unreadable expression, tonight there were shadows across Sam’s features, and even dark circles under his eyes.
 
    But that had to be Michael’s imagination. Such a thing couldn’t even be possible, not with Sam. The Fallen One, for all the fairness it represented in the universe, was one of the few archangels capable of healing himself if he was sick. And right now, because of the way he’d cursed Michael, he was the only archangel who could do it aside from the archesses.
 
   Still, there they were. Those dark circles. Haunted shadows. I’m not imagining anything, Michael thought. This, right here, was the closest Samael would probably ever come to looking like shit.
 
   “Are you sleeping okay?” he asked.
 
   Sam sighed. “To be honest, not really.” He allowed his gaze to drift from Michael to the road beyond. It was late at night, and traffic was a light dusting of economy cars, buses on final rounds, and the yellow blur of taxis.
 
   The answer threw Michael harder than it would have thrown him if Samael had actually picked him up and hurled him across the street. Since when, since when, did the Fallen One ever admit to something like that? Since when was he forthcoming about a weakness of any kind whatsoever?
 
   “To what do I owe this pleasure, Michael?” Sam asked without looking at him. 
 
   Michael frowned for a moment, then straightened. Whatever was going on with Sam, it was probably none of his business, and if it was going to weaken Sam, then it could only work in Michael’s favor. “You informed the gargoyles about Rhiannon’s ability to heal.”
 
   Sam blinked and finally met his gaze. “I’m sorry?”
 
   Michael narrowed his gaze. “Your insomnia seems to have damaged your memory. You don’t recall very recently speaking directly with the male members of a rogue horde of gargoyles in order to feed the final archess to them?”
 
   Sam’s brow arched.
 
   “By filling them in on Rhiannon’s little gift?” Michael continued.
 
   Sam cocked his head to one side and looked at him for some time. His expression was unscrupulous, but the clouds in his eyes began to move and gather, growing darker and deeper. “I believe New York may finally have gotten to you, Favored One. Or maybe it’s the scum you’ve decided to make your vampiric meals; wife beaters, bullies, and drug pushers. You are what you eat, after all. Because for the first time in eternity, I actually have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”
 
   He took a deep breath, pulled his hands out of his pockets, and pushed his sleeve up to check his very expensive gold watch. Then he slid his hands back into his pockets and said, “I’m a little surprised it took this long, in truth. Two thousand years, you’ve come to the rescue of humans, and what do they do? They procreate like cockroaches until there are seven billion more possible problems on the planet, and after all you’ve done for them, not a single one even knows who you really are.”
 
   Michael remained silent. He knew what Sam was doing. He’d been on these rodeo grounds plenty of times before. But he had to admit, the Fallen One’s words held a weight all their own. They always did. There was always an ounce of truth to everything Samael said; that was what made it all the more compelling.
 
   Sam stopped and pinned him with a gaze as gray as doom. “Since you’re so obviously tipping the bird’s nest, Michael, I’ll let you off with a warning this time. Be wary of where you drop your accusations. Some of us possess neither the time nor the patience to diffuse your archangel tantrums.”
 
   “So, what is it that you’re dreaming about, Sam?” Michael asked, changing the subject. The question surprised even himself. Normally, he would have allowed Sam’s saber rattling to roll right over him. He’d developed a thick skin over the years. 
 
   However, something had clearly changed within him, because for some reason, at that very moment, all he wanted to do was push buttons. 
 
   “It would have to be a woman,” Michael reasoned. “To make you look this bad.”
 
   It was odd to think that as Samael became more honest and patient, Michael was simultaneously becoming less so. It was as if they’d switched places when Sam had cursed him. Now the Fallen One was behaving like someone with an ounce of goodness in him – and Michael wasn’t.
 
   “Like I said,” Sam repeated while he turned away to leave. “I don’t have time for this.”
 
   “Is she an angel too?” Michael asked softly.
 
   Sam had taken two steps down the sidewalk, but now he stopped, and the world seemed to freeze with him. 
 
   “What does she look like?”
 
   Sam slowly turned.
 
   “Or better yet, what powers does she have?” Michael moved toward him, all wariness gone, all sense of decorum having flown away right along with it. “Most importantly,” he asked, coming to stand toe to toe with his enemy. “Can she heal, Sam? Believe me, I’m not the only one who would be interested in knowing that.”
 
   The attack came with mutual acceptance. Neither of them felt like sparring any longer. It was like they’d unconsciously whispered, “Fuck it,” and they went for each other’s throats.
 
   Chicago moved on around them, oblivious to their struggle. Magic swathed the two lost angels, both dark and light, and shielded them from prying eyes as they shifted out of this world and into one unknown by human sight.
 
   Michael gripped Sam’s throat and arm, and Sam did the same as they spun through the air, swirling right through an alley shadow and into the intricate passageways of the shadow world beyond. It was a dark labyrinth here, filled with the varying stygian shades that made up night. No one who could not control these passages would ever find their way out of the shadows.
 
    “You really are a waste of time and space, Michael,” Sam hissed as they exited a shadow portal and Sam slammed Michael’s back up against a brick wall with indelible force. Rubble trickled to the ground behind him. The wind was knocked from his lungs, and a ringing began in his ears, but he could still hear Sam loud and clear. 
 
   “I gave you everything you could possibly need to acquire your archess. I gave you the strength, the magic, the charm of both vampire and Nightmare!” Sam’s grip tightened around his windpipe with the fury of his words. “And still you fail. All is wasted on you, Favored One!”
 
   Reluctantly and through a haze of building pain, Michael realized Sam was right. He had given him everything he needed to obtain Rhiannon – if he had decided not to play fair with his archess. As he raised a knee for a kick, and somehow managed to tip the scales enough to get him off the wall and send them both spinning once more into the corridors of shadow, he wondered why Sam would do such a thing. 
 
   Michael had thought himself transformed into a monster, and he’d assumed it was Sam’s intent to scare Rhiannon away from him. But, could he have been wrong? Could Sam have instead intended for Michael to win his archess right away and be done with this hunt once and for all?
 
   If the latter was the case, then why?
 
   “Where is she now, Michael?” Sam continued. Magic swirled madly around them, like fireflies with rocket jet packs that created fireballs and transformed into acid spells or shimmering charms or transfiguration effects. The rampant magic left their flesh singed or partly turned to gold or half-frozen, and it was slowly whittling away at Michael’s strength. He could tell it was having the same effect on Sam. But Sam could heal himself.
 
   Michael could not.
 
   And they both knew it. 
 
   “I’ll tell you where she is,” Sam continued. “She’s at home, in bed, alone.” He smiled a terrible, wicked, and beautiful smile, and lightning sliced through the dark of his eyes. “At least you hope she is.” 
 
   Michael regained the upper hand, empowered by the anger of the monsters that Sam had so selflessly turned him into, and by their sheer joy at inflicting pain upon their enemy. But it was short-lived. The scales tipped, and the archangels exited an alley like cannonballs to soar across a Chicago street and land atop a parked car, crunching it beneath impact. Car alarms went off, real lightning struck nearby as a storm built overhead, and two very powerful men continued to battle. 
 
   Michael felt himself grow weaker with each passing minute of bloodshed, magical attacks, and emotional derailment. 
 
   And the fight was just getting started.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   The night turned around Rhiannon like a carousel, its lights and sounds distant and muffled. Every ounce of her body tingled, so much so that she could almost hear it, like pixie dust chimes. Her feet felt as if they rested, not on the ground, but several inches above it. She hovered there, lost in the embrace that had already been broken, but that she could still feel around her. It felt like Michael had left a ghost there to hold her in his stead. 
 
   Somewhere in the distance, someone was calling her name, but it was as muffled as the rest of the spinning, blurred world, and she was happy here. Too happy to come out just yet.
 
   It hadn’t made sense, that kiss. 
 
   She had no idea who Michael Salvatore was. Not really. He had powers that sent her head into cartwheels, and she had a feeling those fangs of his were only the tip of the iceberg. She had no clue what kind of being she was dealing with. And she didn’t know what his intentions were. Did she?
 
   Someone said her name again, off in the far away. 
 
   Absently, Rhiannon brushed her fingertips across her lips. They seemed to buzz beneath her touch, slightly swollen. A rush of heat moved through her when she realized… she wanted more. 
 
   He’d been strong and unyielding, demanding but gentle. His body radiated heat, his lips were cool, and he smelled like the night itself, like sandalwood and aftershave and leather and darkness. She’d never been kissed like that. Not in her entire life. Not even in her dreams.
 
   “Rhee!” Someone pulled at her arm, and she stumbled a little, finally turning around. The carousel stopped spinning, and everything came into focus.
 
   She blinked. “Mimi, what is it?” she asked numbly.
 
   Mimi looked stricken. Her face was pale, and her eyes were very large. “I saw him kissing you! Did he suck your soul out through your mouth or something?”
 
   Rhiannon’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’ve only been trying to get your attention forever.”
 
   Rhiannon shook her head. “I’m fine. But what’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s Strike. I can’t find him! He isn’t coming when I call him. I left him in your room before I went out to follow you, and now he’s not there!”
 
   Rhiannon processed this. “You left him in my room?”
 
   “Yeah, so that if anyone went looking for me, they could knock on your door and he could answer, you know, with a whine or a little bark or something. And then the person knocking would just think I was having a sleepover with you and they would go away.” Her voice was steadily rising in pitch as she became increasingly agitated. “But he’s gone, Rhee!”
 
   “Mimi, listen to me, sweetie,” Rhiannon bent and took gentle but firm hold of her arms. She looked into Mimi’s eyes. “He’s probably in Alex’s room. You know how he likes to spend the night there because Alex gives him that premium dog food from that snooty little store across the street.”
 
   Mimi seemed to consider this, and Rhiannon could feel a bit of the stiffness leave her little body. “That one that charges twelve dollars a can?”
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “But how did he get out of your room?”
 
   “No doubt, someone went looking for him after I called Mr. V, or maybe they heard him barking and let him out.”
 
   Mimi considered that as well, and finally she sighed. “Okay.”
 
   “Now, let’s go inside and get you in bed before your aunt wakes up, okay?”
 
   Mimi nodded, if somewhat reluctantly. The thought of meeting up with her aunt obviously didn’t sit well with her, because she paled a little and a few of her freckles got darker. Encountering her aunt would be admitting that she’d snuck out again, and that would be twice in the same day. No doubt, there would be grounding in the child’s future, perhaps the kind that meant a hiatus from Pokémon games on her Nintendo 3DS.
 
   Rhiannon knew that would just about kill the girl.
 
   She gently placed a comforting hand at Mimi’s back, and the two walked into the building together. Rather than attempt to go to any of the rooms, Rhiannon headed directly for the atrium. If anyone was worried about Mimi, or Rhiannon for that matter, they would gather there. It was not only the meeting room for Mr. Verdigri, it was Crisis Central, a place of companionship, comforting tea, lemonade, butterflies, and things that otherwise calmed frayed nerves.
 
   Just as they both feared, Mimi’s aunt was amongst the people waiting at the tables in the gazebo when the two arrived on the walking path. Her face was white and drawn, and no doubt she’d awoken to find her suite empty and had flipped her proverbial lid.
 
   Now, Mr. V had reassured and calmed her, but there was a veritable steam cloud around Bess that told Rhiannon she’d been fuming.
 
   “Oh no,” Mimi whispered.
 
   Rhiannon felt for her.
 
   “Take it like a girl,” Rhiannon told her. It was a joke of sorts between them. Rhiannon had once shown Mimi a video of two expert boxers who had gone up against each other in a strength competition, one woman, one man. The girl had hit harder. Now any time either of them faced something that took a certain amount of constitution, they reminded each other to face it like a girl. 
 
   Mimi took a deep breath, rolled back her shoulders, and nodded.
 
   When Mimi’s aunt saw her approaching, she leapt out of her chair and stormed the child on quick little feet. The woman was tiny; at the age of nine, Mimi had less than an inch to go before she’d be as tall as Bess. 
 
   Rhiannon moved away, giving them space. She tried not to listen to the exchange between guardian and child, knowing anything she did would only make the situation more difficult.
 
   She turned her attention to the gazebo and its other occupants. Mr. Verdigri was there, along with Alex and a few individuals that Rhiannon had seen here and there; employees of Mr. V’s. They were all dressed in suits, they all wore unreadable but serious expressions, and they were all watching Rhiannon.
 
   She approached them, and Mr. V rose slightly from his seat to gesture to the chair across from him. Rhiannon sat down as Mimi and her aunt made their way back down the path and away from the gazebo. Rhiannon could have been wrong, but she was pretty sure she caught the word “Pokémon” as they were leaving, briefly followed by a groan from Mimi, and a reprimand from Bess.
 
   “What’s going on?” Rhiannon asked, directing her attention to her employer.
 
   “I’m assuming young Mimi surprised you again tonight?” Mr. V asked first, a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. He would never admit it to Mimi’s aunt, but there was a part of him that admired the girl’s shenanigans, perhaps because they were always further evidence of the child’s precocious intelligence.
 
   “Yes. But I think you need to know the reason for her escape the second time. She came to see me because she saw a gargoyle. She said she mentioned it to you and you brushed it off.”
 
   Mr. V sighed heavily. “I did. I was hoping she’d imagined it. But even as I was hoping so, I knew I was wrong. She is a special child, Rhiannon. She notices things.” He was quiet for a moment, introspective. “I’m going to have to keep a closer eye on her, I think.”
 
   Rhiannon let that go in silence. He was probably right. And with what Rhiannon faced on a day-to-day basis, it couldn’t hurt to give the kid extra protection, too.
 
   After a moment, Mr. V looked back up, and raised his hand to signal to one of the men behind him. “I’m afraid we aren’t gathered here solely due to Mimi.”
 
   “I figured,” Rhiannon answered softly.
 
   The man behind him placed a manila folder on the table before Rhiannon. “This is the information you’ll need for a priority one assignment. I’m afraid you’ll have to head out tonight,” the man told her. 
 
   Rhiannon stared at the folder, and then up at her employer. “Mr. Verdigri, I’m afraid I can’t go out tonight. I need to….” She drifted off as she glanced at the other employees. Mr. V understood at once. He signaled for the others to leave.
 
   When the two of them were alone, Mr. V leaned forward over the table. “What Mimi said about the gargoyles was only part of the story, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes,” Rhiannon confirmed. Then she told him about the fight in the studio that afternoon. She left a little detail out. Mainly the stuff about Michael Salvatore and the kiss. But she shared enough that Mr. V understood the reason she didn’t want to go out on a job this important right away was because she needed enough sleep to regain the bulk of her abilities.
 
   “I understand,” Mr. V said when she’d finished. Then he sat back in his seat once more and absently scruffed his beard. “This brings new information to the table, most certainly.” He thought things over for a while in silence, and finally sighed. “The targets in this assignment are set to catch a flight at 10 a.m. tomorrow morning. They are a family consisting of a single mother and four little girls who are scheduled for female genital mutilation against their wishes and the wishes of their mother. If we’re to help them, we must prevent them from arriving at the airport, to say nothing of getting on the plane.” He paused, allowing her to digest the information. “Will this give you enough time to recuperate?”
 
   She had been doing the math, and now she nodded. “I think so.” She stood, not wanting to waste any time. She’d eaten, so she was good there. She just needed a few hours of sleep. Anyone else, knowing what they would face upon waking, would never have been able to fall asleep in the first place. But this was old work for Rhiannon. She’d been doing it for years. She’d adjusted.
 
   Mr. Verdigri raised his glass of iced lemonade in a kind of toast. “Sweet dreams, Rhiannon. Perhaps they will feature our Detective Salvatore.”
 
   Rhiannon blushed, but turned away, hoping to hide most of it. She didn’t want her boss to see her reaction to the detective’s mention. It wouldn’t do. There would be questions, and that kiss would come up, for sure. Which would only lead to more questions.
 
   “Perhaps,” she said casually, as if to make light of his comment.
 
   She began to walk off when she heard him chuckle softly behind her. “After a kiss like that, Miss Dante, I would imagine so.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   She’d had enough sleep, she was pretty sure. Maybe. 
 
   She rubbed her eyes and shook her head, trying to clear up vision that was going slightly blurry. 
 
   “Are you okay?” asked a small female voice in broken English. She glanced over her shoulder at the woman and four little girls who clung to their mother like Velcro. The woman was a Hungarian by the name of Dorottya who’d married an African man. Their children were four gorgeous, mocha-skinned girls with thick black hair and large, dark eyes. 
 
   “I’m fine,” Rhiannon answered quickly, then placed her fingers to her lips to signal that the woman should be as quiet as possible. The kids didn’t need to be told again. For some reason, they seemed to know instinctively that silence was required. 
 
   They were nearly home free. Rhiannon had managed to get the family out of the apartment building where they were being held without encountering unreasonable difficulty. She’d only had to knock out two men so far. There wasn’t much in the way of guarding going on, as the woman and her daughters were expected to not even attempt to run away, and no one at all expected someone to actually come and rescue them in the middle of the night.
 
   Rhiannon made certain the coast was clear, and then led the rest of the way to the docks, where a boat was waiting to take Dorottya and her children to a safe house. From there, they would have their identities erased and they would be assigned new ones. The Swallowtail Foundation would supply them with funding so that Dorottya wouldn’t have to work, and the children would be able to attend school somewhere in Maine.
 
   The night breeze caused a clanking of rigging in the masts of sailboats, and the vessels rocked gently back and forth in the harbor. Rhiannon hastily led her charges to the Fiery Skipper, which was actually named after a type of butterfly.
 
   An anonymous captain waited in the shadows of the boat. He greeted Rhiannon with a simple nod and the code word. Then he saw Dorottya and her children to the lower decks, where they would remain until he’d finished piloting them a safe distance. 
 
   Rhiannon accompanied them to their quarters. Once there, she saw them to their individual beds, and pulled some things from the pockets of her jacket. She took Dorottya’s hands and placed in them a credit card, a fake ID, a wad of money.
 
   She was pulling away when the woman gripped her hands more firmly and peered deeply into her eyes. “Uhrangialome,” she said softly.
 
   Rhiannon blinked. She’d heard that before. She remembered. One of the women she’d liberated from the slave traffickers had whispered the term to her. Carefully, she attempted to repeat it. “Uhrangialome?” 
 
   “Close,” Dorottya smiled graciously. “I said, őrangyalom. In my language, it means, ‘You are my guardian angel.’”
 
   Rhiannon felt a kind of heat go through her. It was almost like the physical manifestation of an epiphany. But it was wrong. It had to be.
 
   “I’m no angel, believe me,” Rhiannon whispered, shaking her head. An angel wouldn’t be an orphan, wouldn’t swear like a sailor or have a history of theft and violence. Angels didn’t wear black leather jackets and take pain killers after brawling all night. They didn’t do what she did for a living. Angels had wings. They blew trumpets and blessed babies, and shit like that.
 
    
 
   She squeezed Dorottya’s hands back and gave her a tight hug. “Good luck, Dorottya. To you and your girls.”
 
   Dorottya continued to gaze at her, and it was clear from her expression that she didn’t believe Rhiannon, and that she truly did think of her as an angel, which was admittedly embarrassing to Rhiannon. But the Hungarian nodded acceptingly anyway, and smiled a very gracious smile.
 
   “Thank you,” she said.
 
   “You’re welcome.” 
 
   She left the cabins after waving to the children and exchanged a few last-minute instructions with the captain of the boat. Then she hurried down the docks and out into the city again. 
 
   It was very early morning, and the sun was just beginning to edge a twilight to Manhattan’s skyline. Her boots beat out a steady rhythm through the alleyways and down the sidewalks as Rhiannon made her way toward the lot where she’d parked one of the foundation’s cars on the 5th level of the parking garage.
 
   She was a block and a half away when men stepped out of the shadows in front of her. 
 
   She froze and assessed the situation as quickly as she’d trained herself to do over the years. Five men. All gargoyles. She could tell because all five were still in the process of transforming from stone to flesh, and three of them still had their wings.
 
   “You should have come quietly,” one of them told her. She gathered he was the leader, as he stood in the middle, and he was the closest to her. “But you had to cause trouble. That was bad enough, a female not knowing her place.”
 
   The others clearly agreed, nodding in silent disgust. 
 
   “But then you killed Krase. His death was unwarranted. He was alone. There was no hunt taking place, and it was not a time of battle. ” The man shook his head admonishingly, and his eyes glinted like a cross between Tiger’s Eye and steel. “You crossed the line, Fire Healer.”
 
   It went without saying that Rhiannon had absolutely no idea what they were talking about. But it only went without saying to her. To them, it was all very clear, and she was very clearly guilty.
 
   “Listen guys, you’ve made some kind of mistake,” she said, making the small talk that they would no doubt expect her to make. It would buy her time to take in details, size up her enemies, and figure out their surroundings.
 
   “We have, you’re right,” said the leader, who took a step toward her. 
 
   She stepped back. She needed just a few more seconds… had to time it just right.
 
   “Our mistake was letting you live. But you’ll be happy to know that because of you, we’re changing our laws.” He smiled, revealing chalk-white teeth. 
 
   “Oh?” she asked. She was only partly watching him now. Her eyes skirted across the alleyway, gauging distances and times. She had a lighter in her pocket for fire. There were trash cans she could throw, but there was a parked car thirty feet away, most likely with a full gas tank. That would be a better choice. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, but that didn’t matter one iota. She could pull lightning out of nowhere; clouds just made it easier.
 
   Rhiannon wasn’t at her best, but she also wasn’t at her worst. Despite her lack of adequate sleep and the job she’d already carried out in the final hours of night, these five didn’t stand a chance. Not against her. Didn’t they know that?
 
   Rhiannon heard something crumble behind her. Pebbles skirted away from a brick wall to hit the ground and go skittering. She knew that sound. With a sinking feeling, she very slowly turned around, stepping to the side so she could keep everyone in sight at once. Five on her left now.
 
   And two dozen behind her. 
 
   They filled the space of the alleyway, a crowd of macho-male maleficence, big and strong and full of itself in a most dangerous way.
 
   “You boys really pulled all the stops for me, didn’t you?” she asked. “I have to say, I’m flattered.”
 
   “From now on,” the leader continued, “a female will be given a choice. She can join us,” he said, cocking his head to one side. “Or she can die.” He shrugged helplessly, as if there was just no other way of doing things. This made perfect sense to him. It simply had to be.
 
   “Right,” Rhiannon said, re-gauging and re-figuring. “Good plan. Simple’s always best.”
 
   Rhiannon was a realist. She always had been. Maybe it was a product of her childhood, or maybe it was in her genetics. Or maybe it was just the only way to be if you had half a brain these days. And just then, reality was telling her something she really didn’t want to hear. Five men, all in front of her, she could have taken. 
 
   But a small army? 
 
   Thunder rumbled in the distance. Maybe her mounting fear was bringing the clouds in, but it didn’t matter. There wasn’t enough electricity in those skies to get her out of this one. It was practically useless against gargoyles. What she needed was more small cars.
 
   “My dear, it appears as if you might be able to use some assistance.”
 
   The voice cut through the tension in the alley like a shark’s fin through water. Everyone grew still, breaths were held, and the lot of them turned to find a stranger among them. 
 
   How he’d appeared there without anyone noticing before now, Rhiannon hadn’t a clue, but she was betting his magic had something to do with it. Supernatural power radiated from him so extremely thick, it warped the air like heat in the desert. It felt both stifling and promising. Tempting and forbidden. She’d never felt anything like it.
 
   This man was made of magic, itself.
 
   He stood at the center of the crowd of gargoyles like Noah. All around him, the sea of men parted, allowing him an enormous bubble of room. His hands were in his pockets, the very image of nonchalance. He glanced at them all, his eyes skirting casually over the onlookers as if he were simply perusing them – their faces, their eyes, their souls. As each man met his gaze, they stepped back or looked away, and Rhiannon felt a foreboding growing in the air like static.
 
   Thunder rolled closer.
 
   The stranger was a very tall white man with thick, shoulder-length jet black hair and equally dark eyes. His chin was strong, his nose Roman, his build broad. He wore a white suit, expertly tailored to fit him like a glove. He moved with absolute confidence and grace. He was beautiful.
 
   The entire effect of him was eerily mesmerizing. He was a study in contrasts, not only in his black on white coloring, but in the way his physical appearance was outwardly genteel and refined, yet was so obviously a disguise for something savage. 
 
   She wasn’t sure what to say to him. He’d asked a rhetorical question. And though she had little doubt he could get her out of this situation, she couldn’t help but wonder what he wanted in exchange. 
 
   The stranger surpassed the crowd and came to stand a few feet from her. His magic flailed at her now like silent, invisible floggers. His black diamond eyes sparkled. Rhiannon thought she saw something odd in them. The shape of his pupils… it was different.
 
   “Fire Healer,” he said softly, speaking the name as if it amused him. “Would you like a ride home?”
 
   Rhiannon blinked. She was beginning to feel dizzy. “Wh- what?” she whispered.
 
   He smiled, and the smile was brilliant. “Gentlemen, I believe we’re done here,” he said calmly. Then, before she could react, the stranger had her hand in his. He intertwined his fingers with hers, locking her intimately in his grip. His touch buzzed uncomfortably, as if she were making contact with the prongs on a plug that was half-way in a socket. But she didn’t pull away. For some reason, she didn’t even try.
 
   She just stopped breathing.
 
   “Come with me, Rhiannon.” He turned, taking her with him, and the world shifted.
 
   Rhiannon couldn’t have told anyone how it happened. It was just that one moment, she was standing in an alley surrounded by people bent on her destruction, and the next, she was seated in the plush leather bucket seat of a luxury vehicle, and the car was headed at a steady, easy pace down a New York city street that was strangely devoid of most of its traffic.
 
   “Comfortable?”
 
   Rhiannon turned in her seat. The stranger in white was driving, his attention on the road ahead of them. She looked from him to the dashboard lights, to the street beyond, and then down at herself. He’d even buckled her seatbelt.
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “Surprisingly so.” She’d had a lot of experience dealing with magical beings. Over the years, she’d learned how to erect walls to protect herself from their influence. Sometimes they worked, and sometimes they didn’t, but almost always, they afforded her at least some kind of buffer against them. Enough to be able to think clearly. She did this now, schooling her own abilities to prepare for whatever was coming.
 
   “Good.” He turned a corner and gestured to the glove box between them. “There’s a chilled diet root beer in there if you’re thirsty.”
 
   She was. She’d been craving a root beer, actually, since she’d left the docks. 
 
   Rhiannon popped open the compartment to find a single bottle of Diet A&W inside, so chilled that flakes of ice dripped down the condensing sides of its glass. A&W was almost impossible to find in bottles anymore, to say nothing of the diet version. Without thinking, she took it out, twisted off the top, and gulped down three refreshing swallows. It was wonderful.
 
   Then she lowered it again and stared out the front windshield. “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “My name is Gregori,” he told her. Then he changed the subject. “I want to speak with you about your friend, Detective Salvatore.”
 
   “What are you?” Rhiannon asked next. She didn’t ask rudely; she just wanted to know before she was baited into another subject, even though she also had to wonder how this man knew Michael.
 
   Gregori cut her a look, but then returned his attention to the road. “The universe is filled with mysteries, Rhiannon. You can’t possibly solve them all. The day you do, you will no longer desire to continue living. What humanity doesn’t realize is that existence is worthless without the pursuit of knowledge.” He smiled. “There’s simply no longer any point.”
 
   Rhiannon processed that. It was a beautiful piece of prose, and he was probably right. But it was also a nearly political way of telling her that he wasn’t going to give her the information she wanted.
 
   She took another sip of her root beer and waited in silence for him to tell her whatever it was he was going to tell her. About Michael.
 
   “A woman like you could have her pick of men on this planet,” he began. “I’m surprised you have decided to become interested in one like Michael.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I’m sure you are as aware as I am that he is more than he appears to be.”
 
   “So are a lot of people.”
 
   Again, he glanced at her. This time, he grinned, and that grin sent a shiver of devastating anxiety through Rhiannon. It made her blood run cold. 
 
   “Indeed,” he said. “In this case, however, what you don’t know may kill you. Michael Salvatore is no less than a fallen angel, Miss Dante. He is a man who was once favored by his maker. He was Michael, the Warrior Archangel, healer and leader of the Old Man’s armies. But he is also a man who, due to betrayal and selfishness, has since become no more than a monster.”
 
   Rhiannon listened to these words as if they were alien to her. She divided each syllable up in her head, swirled it around until she recognized it, and then processed it with terrible slowness. 
 
   “Part vampire and part incubus, he now walks the earth feeding from mortals and charming his way through female companions. Including you, Rhiannon.”
 
   She tried to ask him how he knew all of this, but her voice didn’t work. Neither did her mouth. She tried again. She still failed.
 
   But he seemed to understand what she wanted to ask anyway, because he said, “You’ll have to trust me, Miss Dante. I know of what I speak. I do not share this to spare you. To be honest, I couldn’t care much less what becomes of you. I hope you don’t take offense to that. I’m telling you this because Michael Salvatore is the last of the Four Favored, the four archangels who have come to earth to find their lost mates. Their archesses. You, Rhiannon, are his lost mate. You are the last of the archesses to be tossed to earth so long ago. You are the last of the lost angels.”
 
   Rhiannon continued to stare unseeing out the window in front of her. Little by little, Gregori’s words hammered their way through her skull and into her brain. But she was dizzy now. And the universe was turning around her.
 
   “The story is a complicated one, and at the moment, I don’t have the time to fill you in on the details. Suffice it to say, if you accept Michael as your mate, all four of the favored archangels will have found their archesses. The hunt for the lost angels will be over. And this will bring the Culmination.”
 
   The Culmination….
 
   “The Culmination is the harbinger of untold destruction, Rhiannon Dante. And though they are unaware of it, its epicenter will be the archangels themselves. Of all who will perish at the Culmination’s hands, the Four Favored will go first.”
 
   Why are you telling me this? her spinning brain wanted to ask. 
 
   “I believe that despite his failings, you are just fallible enough in your generous spirit to care what befalls Michael, to say nothing of the remainder of the planet. So be wary. You are the only living being with the power to prevent the Culmination from transpiring. Keep your distance from Detective Salvatore. For his own good.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   For the second time in twenty-four hours, Rhiannon found herself standing on the sidewalk in front of her apartment building, feeling considerably stunned. 
 
   Gregori had just pulled up to her apartment to drop her off. She hadn’t even told him where she lived. 
 
   The doorman had opened her door and helped her out, and she noticed with a numb sort of awe that the car she’d exited was a Rolls Royce Phantom. She’d always admired that car. Who didn’t? She’d always really wanted to ride in one, had often considered purchasing one because, frankly, she could afford it. But they were conspicuous vehicles, and in her line of work, it was smarter to keep a lower profile.
 
   Well, now she’d ridden in one. 
 
   Almost as if Gregori had known.
 
   Oh, he knows, she thought as her fingers and toes tingled painfully like they’d fallen asleep and were just now getting their feeling back. She watched the majestic, shining car pull expertly from the curb into traffic. He knew everything about me.
 
   Maybe he also knew things she didn’t know. Was it possible he could very well be telling her the truth about who and what she was? Why she had these powers?
 
   And about Michael?
 
   Out of the corner of her unfocused vision, Rhiannon could see the doorman, Mr. Fredericks, move to the doors to hold them open for her. But she couldn’t follow. Her body still didn’t want to obey her. She tingled too painfully, inside and out.
 
   Fredericks noticed she wasn’t with him, and at once left the entrance to return to her, no doubt concerned. “Miss Dante, are you –”
 
   But she held up her hand, thrilled that it obeyed her wishes, and she swallowed hard, making her throat work properly too. “I’m –” She broke off because she croaked a bit. Then she cleared her throat, took a deep breath, and tried again. “I’m fine, Mr. Fredericks.” She nodded. “I promise I’m fine, really. Just give me a second.”
 
   He knew enough to do as she asked. He left her side and returned to his post at the entrance to the apartment building. 
 
   In a few seconds, she managed to join him there, and he held the door open wide. But there, she stopped and turned to face him. “I’m sorry, Mr. Fredericks. I’m afraid I will be going back out tonight.”
 
   Fredericks released the door carefully. “Shall I have Alex bring a car around for you, Miss Dante?”
 
   Rhiannon shook her head. “No thank you. I think I’ll be going out alone tonight.”
 
   He nodded, extracting a phone from his front pocket. In a few minutes, another Swallowtail Foundation employee pulled up to the curb with the car she normally used when she went out alone. 
 
   It was a 2-door BMW 435. BMW’s were common in New York City. Anyone who could afford the parking for a vehicle could afford a luxury car to park it in, so despite the relatively high-end value of the car, she blended in. It was warm on freezing or wet days, and it was front-wheel drive with a lot of pick-up, so it was easy to control. It worked. Especially in black.
 
   Rhiannon thanked both men, making sure to tip them, and got into her car. A few minutes later, she had the address she wanted located on the virtual map upon her dashboard. Minutes after that, she was parking in the lot beneath Michael Salvatore’s apartment.
 
   She sat there in the driver’s seat for some indeterminate amount of time before she finally popped open her door and decided to go through with it. The number on the curb in front of her parking space said #228. She wondered who it belonged to and whether they would have her towed. She could only hope not. She truly wasn’t planning to stay long.
 
   Michael Salvatore lived on the third floor. To her, that seemed strange. It felt like a cop would want to live on the ground floor, where all the action might be, and where he could leave in a hurry if he needed to. 
 
   A vampire could just fly out the window, she thought as she climbed the apartment complex’s outer steps. His apartment was #314. 
 
   Rhiannon stopped in front of it and stared up at the number for a long, long time. Out on the street, horns honked a symphony, and somewhere several blocks down, a drunk person was yelling at someone else, probably also drunk. 
 
   At long length, she raised her right hand and took a deep breath. But when she brought it down for her first knock, the door nudged slightly forward. Rhiannon frowned. She placed her fingers against the wood and gave another little push. The door creaked inward, swinging slowly to reveal darkness beyond.
 
   “Michael?”
 
   There was no answer. But a shifting sound somewhere in that darkness made Rhiannon’s skin prickle. Her powers readied themselves for use. She moved slightly to the side to protect her body with the wall and shoved the door the rest of the way open.
 
   That’s when she saw the detective lying on the floor, his back against the foot of the couch. His broad-shouldered form was mostly hidden. She only knew it was him because his eyes reflected back at her from the shadows, blue and familiar. They were eyes filled with pain. She’d come to recognize the look after so many years in her line of work.
 
   Rhiannon reached inside and felt along the wall to flick on the light switch. Lamps he’d hooked up around the living room switched on all at once, one on an end cap beside the couch, one standing lamp in the corner beside a healthy-looking Ficus plant, and one sconce lamp on the wall in the hall that led from the living room to the rest of the apartment.
 
   The light was soft and warm, but what it revealed was cold and harsh. Michael Salvatore had been thoroughly thrashed.
 
   “Jesus,” Rhiannon whispered and slowly moved into the room. 
 
   Here and there, his clothing had been torn, and most of it was either dirty or stained with blood. His lip was broken in several places, and his left eye was swollen. Bruises were forming along his throat and the parts of his arms that were exposed by his short-sleeved tee-shirt. His dark blond hair was noticeably darker with grime and more blood. Whether the blood belonged to him or someone else, she wasn’t sure. But his right arm was wrapped around his middle, and his right palm was pressed tightly and protectively to his left side. Blood seeped through his fingers to drip to the carpet beneath him. A widening puddle of red was forming. Rhiannon wondered if it might be leaking through the floorboards and into the ceiling of the apartment beneath his. 
 
   Her stomach turned a little, as it always did when she was faced with the thick, red evidence of suffering, no matter how many times she encountered it. But she inhaled slowly, and steadied her nerves with practiced skill. 
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” she asked. Her voice trembled a little.
 
   Michael laughed, and it was a harsh sound, like the laugh of a dying man. “You should see the other guy,” he rasped.
 
   “I don’t doubt it.”
 
   Michael closed his eyes, a sign of trust or surrender.
 
   She moved further into the room and knelt down beside him. “You don’t look like a monster,” she whispered, gently brushing a lock of hair from his forehead. It was damp with his sweat or maybe blood, and her fingers shook when it revealed another gash across his handsome face, this one above his right eye. “You look like a monster’s regurgitated lunch.”
 
   Michael’s eyes remained closed, but he smiled, despite the fact that it re-opened the split in his bottom lip. “That’s the nicest thing a woman’s ever said to me.” He sounded exhausted. 
 
   Absently, Rhiannon noticed his perfect white teeth, and a part of her was thankful that at least those had been spared in whatever battle had seen him to this condition. 
 
   She leaned over to place her lips beside his ear, and the nearness of him as her body lowered to his was stifling in its electric heat. She could sense the hardness of him, of every angle, every muscle, even without touching them. It was like approaching a heated brick wall. “I can heal you,” she whispered, her gut clenching because she hoped against hope he would let her this time. If the inside of his body looked anywhere near as bad as the outside, he could be bleeding internally. She might be his only hope.
 
   Not for the first time in her life, Rhiannon was unduly grateful that she hadn’t squandered her healing power on anything else that night. She wouldn’t have had it when she’d needed it most.
 
   He didn’t shake his head and he didn’t say no. He simply grimaced against some kind of pain that must have been working its way through his system.
 
   And she took that as permission enough.
 
   “Roll over onto your back. Can you do that?”
 
   He grunted, but moved for her, coming to land on his back with labored breathing. He rested his hands lightly across his midsection, and she appraised him carefully, taking in every detail from head to toe. Her mind felt boggled that he could be simultaneously so beautiful, and yet so utterly destroyed. 
 
   “What did you do, Michael Salvatore?” she asked aloud, but really only to herself. “Take on a tractor?”
 
   He laughed. It was a horrible, wonderful sound, filled with both pain and humor; it grated deeply through his raw throat.
 
   Rhiannon closed her eyes. She tried to see him as he’d been before his injuries. It wasn’t hard. She had but to shut her eyelids for mere moments before his picture swam before her, whole and perfect and beautiful. It was always there of late, haunting the darkness that would have otherwise brought her peace. But right now, she was glad of it. 
 
   She closed her eyes, sat back on her haunches, and placed her hands to the blood-soaked shirt against his chest. The blood had grown cold under the air conditioning, and it felt creepy beneath her palms. But she steadied herself with a deep breath, and pulled her attention inward to focus on that internal image of him, whole and unharmed.
 
   She imagined the tendons reconnecting, the bones melding together, the muscles mending. She imagined blood flowing confidently through veins once more whole, like tunnels of life-giving liquid. She thought of his skin, healed and un-marred. Then she imagined his heart beating steadily and strong, rhythmic and precious.
 
   All sense of time vanished, and Rhiannon had no idea how long she’d been sitting there with her life-giving hands pressed to Michael’s chest. She wasn’t aware of the physical world, not fully, until she felt his palm gently cup her cheek.
 
   Her eyes came open as warmth infused her face to sink and spread through her chest. He was sitting up now, one leg bent, one arm draped casually over his knee. His clothing still bore the evidence of his battle, but Rhiannon could both sense and see that the wounds he’d sustained underneath were completely healed.
 
   Michael held her gaze, his blue eyes like neon oceans. “I know what Gregori told you,” he said, his voice as whole now as the rest of him. With incredible tenderness, he brushed his thumb across her cheek bone, and for some reason, Rhiannon felt like crying. No one had ever, ever, touched her with such care.
 
   Michael smiled. It was a smile as tender as his fingers against her skin. “You saved my life. I owe you everything. I always have.”
 
   Rhiannon couldn’t say anything. She didn’t really have the breath to speak. Her chest ached. Her body felt flushed.
 
   “The least I can do is tell you the truth.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Michael slowly removed his hand. Rhiannon felt the world attempt to rush into the space he’d left empty. It was a cold and bereft world, and all she wanted to do was snatch his hand back.
 
   The truth, she thought with whimsical despondence. How would I even know the truth at this point?
 
   Michael gave her a slightly admonishing look, as if he could read her mind and didn’t approve of her mistrust.
 
   Maybe he can, she thought. Gregori said he was a vampire.
 
   “I’m not reading your mind, Rhiannon. I’m a cop. I can read nearly every thought you possess written clearly across your face.”
 
   “Then how did you know Gregori had spoken with me?”
 
   “I want to explain that to you, if you’ll let me.”
 
   Rhiannon took a deep breath. It shook a little. She moved to sit cross-legged, feeling at once weary and weak. It had taken a lot of her strength to heal him. His injuries had been vast. “If you want to be honest with me, start by telling me why I came here today to find you in ribbons.”
 
   “I’ll get to that,” he promised, sliding across the floor to sit directly in front of her, knee to knee. He took a breath as deep as hers had been, and she had the impression he was getting ready to drive down a very rocky road. “Your most recent memories were passed into me when you healed me. I don’t know why, but I’m guessing it has something to do with my vampirism and the fact that you’re my archess. You see, everything Gregori told you was true.” He blinked, and a slight frown marred his forehead. “Well, almost everything. He embellished a bit.” He studied her for a moment, and straightened, appearing to come to a final decision. “I could spend hours telling you all about it, Rhiannon. Or I can just show you. It would be a lot easier than explaining everything. If you trust me.”
 
   Rhiannon frowned. “Show me?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “What, you mean like with a Vulcan Mind Meld or something?”
 
   He chuckled, his blue eyes crinkling with honest merriment. “You’re not far off, actually. What Gregori told you about me being a vampire was true. But what he didn’t tell you is that I’m more than that. When I was turned, I took on a lot of power, for lack of a better word. All at once.” He glanced away as he obviously tried to come up with the right words to explain the situation. “In effect, several of the abilities I absorbed melded and mixed, creating new ones.”
 
   Now he had the decency to look slightly chagrined, and his cheeks took on color. “If I wanted to read your mind, I could. You were right to suspect me. But I’m not Rhiannon. What I will do, for you, if you agree, is allow you to read my mind. I’ll let you in,” he said, leaning forward and placing his fingertips to his temple. “In here.” He straightened again, lowering his hand. “And you’ll know everything.”
 
    Rhiannon fidgeted. She made a soft, desperate sort of sound when the uneasy fluttering sensation she’d been feeling in her gut finally became strong enough to make her twitch. There were butterflies in there, thousands of them. The entire Swallowtail Foundation atrium could have existed inside her stomach, and it wouldn’t have felt any different. 
 
   Vampire, incubus, fallen angel, mind meld. Words and images swam through her head, flashing in and out of existence like fish suddenly appearing before a diver in the deep blue of a bottomless abyss. It was a lot to take in.
 
   It wasn’t that she couldn’t believe the supernatural aspects. She’d had plenty of experience with the “hidden” sides of existence. It wasn’t that, at all.
 
   What she couldn’t quite wrap her dizzy head around was her part in all of it, the possibility that she could be someone so important. That she could be an angel. And not only an angel, but the last of four very special angels that had been lost to four other very special angels long, long ago.
 
   Őrangyalom.
 
   You are my guardian angel.
 
   Michael’s fingers were touching her again, this time to lift her chin, and raise her eyes to his. Once more, his warmth infused her. Admittedly, it gave her strength too, clearing her head a little.
 
   “What do you say?” he asked.
 
   “Will it hurt?”
 
   “Physically, no,” he told her. “But as to whether it hurts emotionally…. I suppose that depends upon how well you come to accept and handle the truth, Rhiannon.” Again, he brushed her flesh with his thumb, this time across her lips. A shiver she could barely suppress ran its course through her body from head to toe. “But I have a feeling that a fighter like you will be able to handle it just fine.”
 
   Rhiannon’s breathing hitched, her heart skipped a beat, and every ounce of hesitation fled from her all at once. Fuck it.
 
   “Fine,” she said aloud. “Do it.”
 
   There was no hesitation. No seconds of build-up, no making her wait. Michael seemed to know exactly what she needed. She had never been a very patient person, and she hated unpleasant surprises. Jack-in-the-box moments had always terrified her. 
 
   He spared her of that now, taking her face between both hands and tossing her consciousness head-long into another world, all at once.
 
   She saw it all play out in front of her like a movie. Each scene told a story, and each story told ten more. She saw his realm, Michael’s. She witnessed the place where he and the others like him had once resided, in some far off dimension so vastly different than her own. She saw within it creation and destruction, saw mistakes made, battles lost, and wars won. She witnessed the years passing, time sliding inexorably by, slow when it needed to go faster, fast when it needed to slow down. 
 
   Then she saw Earth, the blue marble in the vastness of an endless Cosmos, a tiny period at the end of a single sentence in a single book in a library the size of an ocean in a multiverse with a billion ocean libraries. Upon that tiny planet, she saw what he had seen, knew what he’d come to know.
 
   And then she was opening her eyes, and Michael was leaning over her. 
 
   There are moments in a person’s life, if they’re extremely lucky, when everything in the world finally makes sense. In those moments, it feels like the centrifuge of life stops spinning, and everything comes speeding back toward the center to coalesce into a clear, perfect picture. The carnival music ends. The blur of confusion goes away. And you’re whole again.
 
   The moment moved over and through Rhiannon, bringing the man above her into sharp focus. Perfect, she thought.
 
   Mine, she thought next. And in her heart of hearts, she knew it wasn’t a selfish statement. It was something true. It was meant to be.
 
   “Feeling okay?” he asked. “You were out for a few minutes there.”
 
   Rhiannon nodded. At least, she thought she did. Then she licked her lips because they’d gone dry. “I knew The Masked One was a vampire.”
 
   Michael blinked. Then he threw back his head and laughed, clearly not having expected her to say that. He shook his head, and his eyes shined. “He was the first.”
 
   Yes. She knew that now.
 
   Her entire body tingled with his nearness. She saw Michael at the cliff’s edge as a warrior. She saw him in battle after battle, tall and resplendent. Now she knew what kind of person he was – not the monster Gregori had insisted, but a man good and true and strong and right. He was everything she had ever wanted in a mate.
 
   Michael’s eyes darted to her mouth again, and his pupils expanded. 
 
   Of all who will perish at the Culmination’s hands, the Four Favored will go first.
 
   Before she fully realized what she was doing, Rhiannon had her hands against Michael’s broad chest. With some effort, she shoved hard, pushing him away. She sat up, breathing hard. He was heavy.
 
   “I could use a drink. You?” She hurriedly got to her feet and left the living room before she could look back to see Michael’s no doubt baffled expression. In the kitchen, she opened his refrigerator door and stared blankly inside. Her heart was racing, and her body was uncomfortably flushed. 
 
   Focus, damn it. 
 
   But a moment later, she felt the now familiar heat at her back and knew he was directly behind her. She hadn’t even heard him approach.
 
   Vampire. Cop. And who knew what the incubus in him was capable of?
 
   She watched as he braced an arm against the side of the refrigerator, and the muscles in his forearm flexed. Her mouth went a little dry. She tried not to move. 
 
   “Sorry, I don’t shop much.” His lips were just behind her left ear. “I’m accustomed to using the mansion for food; it’s always stocked. All I’ve got left here is beer.”
 
   Rhiannon exhaled quickly. “That’ll do!” she nearly squeaked. 
 
   She grabbed the two cans still left in the plastic six-pack holder, tore one of them away, and spun around to face him. She shoved the can into his chest to hand it to him. It was like punching a brick wall.
 
   As soon as he straightened and his hand came over hers to take the can, she ripped her fingers away and slid past him the way a cat would scoot around an alley corner. That was how she was feeling now, like a cornered cat.
 
   She moved hastily back into the living room and paced a little beside the couch, somewhat afraid to sit down. Where would he sit if she did? Next to her?
 
   She glanced at him when he came to the archway to the kitchen again. He was smiling now, and it was a knowing smile. 
 
   He looked sinful in that smile. And in those jeans, despite the drying blood on them. And in that torn, tight tee-shirt that lifted slightly around his narrow waist to reveal taut ridges of a six-pack….
 
   He’s an archangel.
 
   Everything she’d learned from him only moments ago came spinning back into her. With a plop, she sat down on one end of his leather couch. The apartment itself was relatively inexpensive; Formica countertops, linoleum and cheap carpet flooring, few decorations. He hadn’t gone to any trouble to make the apartment luxurious, probably because he had the mansion to go back to when he wanted to. Which she would love to see, herself.
 
   But the couches were honestly nice. She’d been wanting some thick, leather ones like this for a while.
 
   With shaking fingers, she popped open her can of beer and internally congratulated herself on distracting her mind with the furniture.
 
   She looked down at the brand of beer in her hand. It wasn’t a brand she knew personally, but in general, she hated beer in cans. It got warm too quickly, and there was always a tinny taste to it from the metal. 
 
   “I hate beer in cans too,” Michael said easily. He’d leaned one shoulder up against the side of the archway and tucked a thumb into the waistband of his jeans. “But this is all the store across the street carries.” He took a long swig and swallowed it down. “It’ll do in a pinch.”
 
   Rhiannon didn’t bother wondering how he knew what she’d been thinking. He’d already assured her he wasn’t reading her mind, and from what she’d learned of him during their Vulcan Mind Meld, she had to admit she believed him. He wasn’t that kind of person. Michael was a man of his word. Plus, what he’d said about being a cop and being able to read people’s expressions was also true. She wasn’t exactly hiding things from him.
 
   “So tell me something,” he suddenly said, cutting through the mounting tension with casual ease. “When was it you first found out about your powers as an archess?”
 
   Rhiannon blinked. “An archess….”
 
   He chuckled. “Sorry. I know it’s a new term for you. But that’s what you’ve been known as to my brothers and me for thousands of years.”
 
   Rhiannon took an absent-minded drink of her beer. When she lowered it again, she said, “I can’t believe there are three others out there like me.”
 
   “Eleanore, Juliette, and Sophie,” Michael supplied. “They’re good people. Like you. I know you’re going to love them as much as they’re going to love you.”
 
   That heat Rhiannon had felt earlier due to his nearness wasn’t going away. This talk of her being like the other archesses was only making her think about the mating that drew them together. And that mating made her think of Michael.
 
   She cleared her throat. “I… I was almost seven when I first realized I had abilities others didn’t have.”
 
   Michael raised his chin, and his expression became serious, tuning into her with the attention of a seasoned cop. He moved to the loveseat across the coffee table from her and sat back to listen. It was odd to have the complete attention of someone like him. It had been thrilling enough before, but now that she knew how important a figure he was, it bordered on baffling.
 
   “One of the boys at the orphanage absolutely loathed me,” she went on. “His name was Simon. I’m not sure why he hated me so much. Sometimes it just happens. Anyway, one day he and I wound up being left alone. We were being punished for something – I don’t even remember what. The others were taking the day out for a field trip, and we had to stay home.”
 
   It was like it had happened yesterday. Rhiannon was surprised how fresh the memory was even though she hadn’t given the event much thought in almost thirty years.
 
   “Simon told me he was going to feed the pigeons, and he lured me up onto the roof of the four-story building the orphanage shared with the battered women’s safe house. Once I was up there, he slammed the stairwell door shut and locked it from the other side.”
 
   She took another long drink of her beer, this time because the memory made her thirsty. “It was the height of summer, not a cloud in the sky, and that year Manhattan temps were triple-digit.” She shook her head. “There was no water up there and no shade and it was only ten a.m. The night watchman wasn’t going to make his rounds until midnight.”
 
   Across from her, Michael shifted, leaning forward to place his beer on the table, rest his elbows on his knees, and lace his fingers together. His eyes watched her with keen interest, and his expression was grim, as if he could tell where the story was headed. And maybe he could. He was a smart man.
 
   “I was young, but after an hour or so, I was already thirsty. I started to get scared when no one came to look for me, and then I remembered that everyone was out at the library for the day, and they would be eating at McDonalds and then viewing Disney’s seven-year re-release of Snow White at the Eastern Theater after that. They wouldn’t be home until late. I was going to be stuck up there alone until well after dark.” 
 
   She paused and licked her lips. “The sun started burning my skin.” She rubbed her arm as she recalled the way the sun had seared into her; she’d always been fair. “It was four stories down to the ground, and it was solid concrete. But I was so thirsty, and so hot.” She closed her eyes as memories pressed in. “Do you know what it’s like to look your imminent demise square in the face and know that you’ve come to that point, that ending? I had only two options available to me, and both would probably kill me.”
 
   Michael didn’t answer. Rhiannon took his silence as encouragement for her to go on. “I wouldn’t know it until later, but it was six o’clock in the afternoon when I finally decided to jump.”
 
   A stillness settled into the living room, and Rhiannon glanced at Michael. Blue eyes pierced her soul with more intensity than the sun had sliced into her all those years ago.
 
   “I broke both legs. I know that now. I was lucky I didn’t paralyze myself. At the time, all I knew was pain. So much pain.” She took another drink of her beer, and realized it was empty. The can trembled in her grip.
 
   Michael stood and stepped around the coffee table, taking the drink from her hand and replacing it with his own, which was mostly still full. She nodded thankfully and took a long swig. Michael sat back down, but this time he sat beside her.
 
   His warm scent wafted over her, masculine and laced with remnants of aftershave and soap. It was comforting in a most uncomfortable way.
 
   “It was the first time I ever healed anyone,” she went on. “I didn’t even know I was doing it. I just looked down at myself and I was crying and holding my legs. I was just wishing the pain would go away and I would be normal again.” She swallowed hard. “And then I was.” She shook her head as guilt and remorse sliced through her. “If I’d recognized then that the power was coming from me, I could have helped Willow when she was attacked later on. But even though that was the first time I ever used any of my abilities, I just couldn’t fathom how it had happened. It took me years to realize that particular magic, the healing magic, was my own, and even longer to figure out how to use it again.”
 
   Michael took a deep breath. “What happened with Simon?”
 
   “Nothing,” she said. “I never told anyone what he did, and when I healed myself, all signs of the event disappeared – the broken legs, the sunburn, everything. We got in trouble for not finishing our chores before they returned, but Simon…. Well, he’d seen me jump. And then he saw me get up. And from that moment on, he was either in awe of me or terrified. Or both. I just know he left me alone. That was good enough for me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   It was a few moments before either of them spoke again. Finally, Michael leaned back in the cushions of the couch and draped his arms over the back of it. “What happened with your other abilities? When did they surface?”
 
   “Well,” Rhiannon sighed, “as you know, two years later, I ran away from the orphanage.” She felt a bit of shame go through her in having to admit the next bit. “What I didn’t tell you was the reason I ran away. I got really pissed off one morning and accidentally overturned every bed in the sleeping room telekinetically.”
 
   Michael’s brows both shot up, and his smile became a grin. “Impressive.”
 
   Rhiannon shrugged and tried not to smile too. “Luckily, I was alone when I did it. I was being punished again.” That was the part she hadn’t wanted to admit. She’d been a monster child. She smiled a self-deprecating smile and looked side-long at Michael. “I… got into trouble a lot as a kid. Anger issues.”
 
   Now Michael laughed.
 
   Rhiannon straightened and looked over at him. It was the most wonderful sound, deep and throaty. It was fucking sexy. 
 
   “You sound like me and my brother, Uriel. We fought constantly back in our realm. Never mean-natured, really, just easy to light up, the both of us. Finally, the Old Man decided to make him the Angel of Vengeance, and he put me in charge of the armies.” He laughed again, and Rhiannon’s lips parted. She felt herself focus on him like a starving woman focusing on cake. “That pretty much did it. I never had the time to fight with him anymore.” He sighed, still laughing. “Now he just fights with Gabe.”
 
   Listening to him in that moment, watching the light dance in his eyes, and witnessing the way his muscles flexed under his shirt when he ran his hand over his smiling face, she could absolutely believe he was an angel. 
 
   His shirt….
 
   “Oh my gosh!” she exclaimed suddenly, getting to her feet. “You’re getting blood all over your couch!” He hadn’t changed clothes since she’d healed him, and his shirt and jeans were relatively destroyed, covered in dirt and blood, and ripped in places.
 
   Michael blinked, his brow furrowing. “And?”
 
   Rhiannon grabbed his wrist and tried pulling him up. “It’s a nice couch! You’ll ruin it!” The feel of his skin under her fingers was doing weird things to her. She began to feel panicked.
 
   He patted the empty space beside him with his other hand. “It’ll clean, Rhiannon. Sit back down.” 
 
   Rhiannon swallowed hard. Her name sounded very nice when he said it. I wonder what it would sound like during.... If we…. The panic was rising. 
 
   “Um, but it’ll set in, and… and….” She realized, as she fumbled for excuses, that she was doomed. He was too close. And she’d wanted him from the moment he’d knocked on her apartment door on police business.
 
   Michael watched her for a moment from where he was seated, and Rhiannon knew that he could see every physical change that was taking her over. He smiled a not-so-friendly smile, and twisted his arm in her grip. As she was forced to let go, he expertly grasped her wrist with the same hand. 
 
   Rhiannon’s heart slammed against her ribcage.
 
   A pulse passed between them before Michael used that grip on her wrist to pull her toward him. Rhiannon tipped off-balance and then fell none-too-gently in Michael’s lap.
 
   “What the –”
 
   “I told you to sit back down,” he said, sliding his arm around her waist to hold her in place.
 
   Rhiannon teetered on some sort of ledge, too far gone to be able to think clearly any longer. “Now you’re ruining my clothes,” she squeaked. The air in her lungs had decided to stay there.
 
   “That wouldn’t be a problem if you weren’t wearing them.”
 
   His lips were inches from her own. The space between them held utterly still, charged into immobility by some sort of magic. 
 
   “What kind of angel are you supposed to be?” she asked. It was a rhetorical question. But when he smiled next, he was sporting fully-grown, very sharp fangs. And his eyes were beginning to glow.
 
   The world exploded into double-time as Rhiannon cupped his perfect face in her hands and pressed her lips to his in a desperate, hungry, I surrender kiss. Michael turned with her into the couch, pressing her body against the back cushions as he took over and took charge, deepening the kiss with a fevered need that bruised her at once. She felt his fangs prick her lips, tasted blood, and heat tidal-waved over her, turning her universe into a kaleidoscope of feeling and color. 
 
   He forced apart those blood-stained lips and drank her in, and she moaned longingly beneath him. 
 
   *****
 
   It was like fuel on a wicked fire; he could see her desire in the flush of her face and the glassiness of her entrancing green eyes. He could hear it in the way her heart raced every time he got near her, never mind every time they touched. He could even smell it. 
 
   She’d been torturing herself, denying her feelings, fleeing from him in little ways that brought out the hunter in him. You always chase what runs from you.
 
   He knew why she did it. She was having a hard time believing. It wasn’t every day you learned you were an angel, much less an angel made for someone else. And she was scared, too. Of so many things.
 
   The Culmination was probably high on her list.
 
   Hell, it was high on his.
 
   But when she jumped up from that couch and spun around, her red hair flying like silken flames, her impossible jade eyes flashing like lit-up cabochons, a part of his soul shoved itself over the point of no return and held there. Then she grabbed his wrist and he felt her pulse through her touch and heard it racing in his eardrums – and the rest of him hurtled willingly right over the edge.
 
   To hell with the Culmination. They deserved this.
 
   Now, in this unbelievable moment of bliss, with her body trapped beneath his, and her kiss opening up to him, Michael tasted what had been denied to him for countless eons, and he knew he would have sacrificed the universe to ten Culminations to be here now, just like this.
 
   Or in his bedroom.
 
   With that thought, Michael shifted, shoved his arms around her slim body, and lifted her from the couch. She gasped against him, but he swallowed the sound, deepening the kiss even as his fangs yearned to pierce something other than her lips. He spun and strode through the living room, kicking the coffee table out of his way so hard that it overturned and whatever was on it went flying. 
 
   Rhiannon’s right hand slid behind his neck to held on tight while the fingers of her other hand curled into his shirt against his chest. His boot slammed open the door to his bedroom. In another two strides he was at his bed, lowering her to the sheets beneath him.
 
   She clung for a moment, unsure of what was beneath her, but he was in no mood for hesitation. As soon as her back touched the mattress, he rose up above her, breaking the kiss. Rhiannon made a small disappointed sound, and Michael’s entire body reacted. It was his final undoing. 
 
   Lust surged through him, hard and relentless. He wanted more. So much more.
 
   He could have done away with their clothing with no more than a thought. The vampire in him gave him that much dark power. He could have left her defenseless and reeling from climax after climax without even touching her. He could have demolished her mind and made her his slave.
 
   But where was the sport in any of that? Michael had never been the kind of archangel to take the easy route. A prize was so much more rewarding when you had earned it.
 
   Rhiannon gazed up at him through half-closed lids; her lips were parted, and her breaths came short and fast. He could smell the lust in her blood, hormones that stormed her body like unchecked warriors. They did the same to him, like a siren call to a lost sailor. 
 
   He could also smell her fear. 
 
   Her gaze was focused on his mouth, watching his fangs. There was need in her eyes; her entire body swelled with it, ripe and wanton. She was afraid of him, but the fighter in her yearned for the same darkness that scared her. They were kindred spirits.
 
   Michael moved with blurring speed, re-claiming her lips because he needed her, couldn’t stand to be without her a millisecond more. But as he did, he curled his fingers beneath the hem of her shirt and ripped it apart, shredding it from her body. 
 
   Rhiannon cried out into his mouth, but only from surprise. He gave her no recourse, going for the waistband of her jeans next. She made a small sound of protest against him, and he felt her palms press hard against his chest. 
 
   Michael smiled against her lips. His gums ached with a mounting, different kind of hunger. If she hoped to shove him away again, as she had earlier, she was in for a surprise. He’d let her get away that time. Now, he wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   In some kind of desperation, Rhiannon turned her head, breaking the kiss. As she did, his fangs scraped against her bottom lip, nearly pricking their full plumpness again. 
 
   He growled, the monsters in him bucking and rising, clawing at the ground to gain control.
 
   “Michael!” she rasped, and her eyes echoed her desperation. It wasn’t a real desperation, per se; more of a very great admonishment laced with unruly amounts of desire. “Don’t you dare!” she chided between breaths. “These jeans are Roberto Cavalli!”
 
   He chuckled, and it was a very dark sound. He pinned his arms on either side of her head and moved over her like a massive predator over weakening prey. She was purposefully taunting him, he knew. She was fighting with him in a new kind of way, because that was all she knew how to do – fight. 
 
   She was playing with the worst kind of fire.
 
   “Then take them off, Rhiannon,” he warned her, his deep, rumbling voice nearly unrecognizable in its lust. “Or I will do it for you.”
 
   Her eyes widened. Her heavy breathing forced her breasts to rise and fall in eager, milky tantalization above the lace of her demi-bra. 
 
    “Now,” he added in all seriousness. She had very little time to save what garments yet remained on her precious, tempting body.
 
   Rhiannon stared up at him for a few beats more, and something inordinately stubborn passed over her beautiful features. So slowly that it was a direct challenge to him all its own, she placed her hands upon her stomach and slid her fingers over her abdomen toward the buttons of her jeans.
 
   The growling sound grew, like thunder low and ominous, and Michael was barely able to concentrate on it enough to realize it was coming from him. 
 
   Rhiannon ignored his impatience. Like a peasant taunting a king on a throne, she smiled. It was a smile as sultry and ultimately teasing as the movement of her fingers over her taut stomach, and Michael could scarcely believe that she would tempt the beast in such a fashion.
 
   He watched, temporarily stunned by her brazenness, as she popped open the top button on her jeans and slid the zipper down one grueling rung at a time. It made a stark sound in the silence, like a countdown for a ticking bomb.
 
   Michael felt his downfall like a rollercoaster dropping out from under him. He may have been the Warrior Archangel, but she was the Warrior Archess. After all this time, after all the battles he’d heralded, despite all the damnable supernatural monsters inside him in that moment, and regardless of the incredible strength surging through every pore in his body, he was going to lose this battle.
 
   “You win,” he said aloud.
 
   Then he ripped the jeans from her hands and tore them from her body, eliciting a mock cry of outrage from Rhiannon. He silenced it with a bruising kiss swathed in punishing Nightmare power that stole the breath from her lungs and plunged her head-long into an orgasm that rocked her body beneath his and took the fight right out of her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   She’d had her warning, and she’d ignored it. She’d chosen to fight instead, the way she always fought, but she’d forgotten who it was she was going up against. And now her body betrayed her, succumbing to the wicked magic that ran through the man above her thicker than the lifeblood in his veins. Her thoughts reeled, spinning inexorably into oblivion as her womanhood pulsed hard, and pleasure ricocheted off every nerve ending she possessed. She cried out, but the sound was distant, heard only through the fog of the bliss that clouded her mind. 
 
   Eyes shut tight against the orgasm, she felt him shred what was left of her clothing, ripping it away like so much tissue paper. She knew he could have simply willed it all away, but chose to tear it from her instead, bearing her before him by sheer force, the way a warrior would.
 
   Righteous anger laced her desire, familiar adrenaline joining the pleasure and giving it a ragged edge. She gritted her teeth as moisture flooded her core, and heat engulfed her, stealing so much of her strength. She wanted to battle, she needed to remain strong, but there was no hope. She rode out the orgasm with a low moan of surrender and clutched at him blindly as he again lowered himself above her, all fire and ice and sizzling electricity.
 
   Somewhere outside, the sky was answering her spirit once again, and thunder rode through the heavens like the portent of her final downfall.
 
   His lips were at her ear, his breath upon the flesh of her neck as he laughed with infinite cruelty, letting the sound of his victory wrap around her, punishing her as surely as the chains of his incubus magic.
 
   “You are absolutely stunning, Rhiannon,” he told her before he placed a tender but threatening kiss upon the taut skin beneath her ear lobe. “Naked and writhing in ecstasy in my bed. You should see yourself.” More laughter, a low chuckle that licked like flames inside her, edging her closer to a second, forbidden climax.
 
   She fought for breath, forced it between her lips. “Go to hell,” she gasped, losing any further speech as one of his lips again brushed her neck, this time over the throbbing pulse of her vein.
 
   Rhiannon forced her eyes open to meet his now red-burning gaze. 
 
   He rose on one elbow above her and pinned her with a look of searing, carnal craving. “Oh, I most likely will.”
 
   She’d never seen anything so beautiful, and she’d never looked upon anything so terrifying. He might have been carved from alabaster, all ridges and grace, all untapped strength and skin that housed a vessel of sheer magic. But his eyes glowed like the blazes of hell, fangs threatened in a devil’s smile, and waves of pulsing pleasure radiated out from him to lick at her flesh like whips of sexual intoxication. The flames flickering at the centers of his vampire pupils were the fires of her annihilation. 
 
   “And I’m taking you with me.”
 
   She hadn’t known that his hand was there, fisted at the back of her hair, until he yanked her head back to expose her throat. She gasped, ready to cry out, but that second orgasm she’d felt inching closer washed over her with infernal intensity, sucking the air from her lungs as his teeth drove home.
 
   The duplicity of sensations hit her from both sides, a pain and pleasure of epic proportions, threatening the temporary sanity of her mind. There was wetness beneath her fingertips, but only vaguely did she realize it was his blood, running beneath the nails she’d dug into the strong muscles of his back. 
 
   Wave after wave of intensity rode through her as he pierced her without remorse, sinking his teeth deep and hard, claiming her exactly as she’d been so afraid – and so hoping – he would.
 
   But it hurt…. And it felt so good. He drew hard against her, pulling her precious life blood from her veins and into his with unbridled selfishness. The sensation was a constant rise and fall of surrendering passion, holding her in some sort of pleasure stasis, trapped in the velvet and satin of vampire love.
 
   But a new need was blossoming within her, one that rode like an earthquake beneath the incubus pleasure he swathed her with. It was deeper, more demanding, more real. There was an emptiness within her that ached and bloomed and opened, hot and slick and maddeningly real.
 
   That hurt too. 
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes flew open once more, and she inhaled sharply, the world slamming into her like the kiss of a whip when she felt Michael’s fingers brush through the strawberry blond curls between her legs to slide to the heart of this new, throbbing need. 
 
   She was so slick, so sensitive, his slightest touch caused her to buck beneath him, and he chuckled against her skin as he drank harder, punishing her movement with another wave of fang-induced pleasure. He touched her again, gliding over the swollen flesh of her lips to press slowly, firmly, between them.
 
   Rhiannon cried out, and the rumble of thunder that had courted them earlier became louder, closer, riding over the apartment complex like a massive beast.
 
   Every orgasm he’d given her had been a part of his plan. She realized his cruelty as his fingers continued to press inward, sliding past her swollen defenses with expert, tender brutality. He’d only fueled her, prepared her, sensitized her to his touch. He’d flushed her body with pulsing desire and swelled it pink with every climax he’d sent crashing over her – so that he could do this now. So that he could torture her with his final touch, this winning and wicked subjugation of her quivering, aching body.
 
   You bastard, she thought. Monster! Angel…. 
 
   His finger was inside her now, and Rhiannon twisted and writhed as it was joined by another. She couldn’t keep herself from moving to meet him, begging him without words for whatever more he would give.
 
   He moved slowly within her, pulling slightly away and pressing further in, so tight that every nerve ending was caressed by his delicious touch. Rhiannon felt delirium inexorably wash over her as, unaided by magic, her own body built itself toward an ultimate peak, one higher and yet deeper than anything she’d ever known.
 
   She cried out again, half-sobbing as Michael extracted his fingers and she very nearly went mad. 
 
   He moved above her, and she felt a heat that burned touch upon the entrance to her core. It pressed past her lips, inching and threatening, so large, she stretched around it in perfect pain. His flesh was a brand, and even if it killed her, she wanted it inside her like she’d never wanted anything before.
 
   Please….
 
   Her mind spun over the word without control. She gritted her teeth, pressing against him with everything she had in a futile attempt to keep fighting, to win. To make him do what she needed him to do.
 
   And then she screamed as Michael’s fangs sank deeper; she hadn’t realized his teeth weren’t impaling her to the hilt before. A split second later, the world exploded as he drove his cock into her with a hard, merciless thrust that filled her to the point of perfect, triumphant agony and seared her from the inside out. 
 
   The delirium that had threatened her now flooded her, covering her in its sheltering darkness from which there is no escape, and pushing her past the point of no return. Michael pulled back agonizingly – then thrust into her again, gripping her body tightly to his. Rhiannon had no control over the sounds she was making; they filled the room, soft and desperate, fuel for the monster that had taken over her archangel.
 
   He growled against her throat, his claws pricked her skin, he pressed painfully deep inside her, and pulled back to drive into her once again. His strong body controlled them both, taking her over and over, claiming her with each thrust and every swallow.
 
   A languid peace was coming over Rhiannon. Her body crackled, lightning struck, and thunder engulfed them as Michael drove into her one last time, yanked his fangs from her throat and cried out in deep, hard male satisfaction.
 
   Rhiannon felt him swell within her, the pulse of his orgasm flooding her with liquid fire that set off one last, ultimate climax in her own body. She closed her eyes and smiled, riding it out in helpless, gluttonous satisfaction.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   She was banging a jar against the kitchen counter in her dream, trying to break the seal on the lid to loosen it. She kept banging, and it was still tight. Eventually, the jar shimmered, and everything warped, and Rhiannon opened her eyes.
 
   Someone was knocking on the door.
 
   “I didn’t want to wake you, but I think we should probably answer that,” said Michael. His lips were at her ear, and his voice raised chills down her neck. She bit her lip and shifted, sitting up. She took the sheet with her when she did, and it pulled away from Michael’s chest.
 
   She couldn’t help but admire it. 
 
   They’d been in his bed more or less for hours. She’d lost track of time, in fact. When they’d come down from their first bout of lovemaking, he’d left her in bed to acquire them both some food. What he’d said about not shopping very much had been true, so Rhiannon had taken a shower and dressed in a borrowed shirt as he’d gone out for new clothes for her, managing to purchase exactly the right brands, colors, and sizes. He also came back with fresh fruit such as peaches and strawberries, which she loved. The jewel on his crown of purchases had been the diet root beer, which she pretty much craved on a regular basis these days. 
 
   Rhiannon knew he’d learned most of these things about her when he’d “checked up on her” during his work for the NYPD. Her clothing sizes and preferences, however, she was guessing he’d gathered from the garments he’d shredded from her body earlier.
 
   He did know quite a bit about her, though, because he also brought back Pad Thai, which was her favorite food, and an entire bag of Sixlets, which happened to be one of her favorite candies. She’d laughed and shaken her head at his presumptuous admittance to having done his homework on her, and then she’d ripped open a mini-pack of Sixlets and slid every tiny chocolaty ball into her mouth.
 
   They’d talked. About everything, really; mostly about the Adarians, Gregori, Samael and the other archangels and their archesses. But also about life and the world, in general.
 
   It felt bigger to Rhiannon now, that world. For decades, the universe had been people. Just people, really. People she could divide into good and bad: evil bastard and victim.
 
   Now, however, it wasn’t just people, and it wasn’t just a universe. There were worlds out there beyond her own. There were not only other places with other beings, but other realms. It was no longer a universe, but a multiverse. 
 
   Normally, this realization would make a person feel very, very small. But Michael Salvatore was the Warrior Archangel, one of the Four Favored, and she was his chosen mate. She wasn’t less important than she had been before. If anything, she felt bigger now than ever. 
 
   As they’d talked, they began to forget about the worries that had plagued them until now, and they’d eaten, which Michael practically forced her to do so that she could regain her strength. And when that strength was regained, they’d fallen right over the cliffs of lust once more and tangled themselves in the sheets of Michael’s bed in another round of mind-blowing sex.
 
   But now someone was banging on the door, and Rhiannon guessed that every good thing had to come to an end at some point.
 
   Michael smiled and sat up with her on the bed. “One sheet,” he said. “We can’t both take it.”
 
   “It’s mine,” she replied firmly.
 
   Michael shrugged casually and got out of the bed, exposing his body with shameless abandon.
 
   Rhiannon felt her gut tighten and a hot blush take her cheeks. It wasn’t like it was the first time she’d seen it, but it was quite a body. He was an angel, after all.
 
   He pretended to ignore her, concentrating on grabbing fresh clothing from his dresser drawers. He pulled on a worn pair of jeans over nothing at all and then shrugged another black tee-shirt over his head and shoulders. 
 
   Rhiannon watched him dress, and absent-mindedly touched the wounds he’d left on her throat. There was not a force strong enough in the world to make her heal those particular wounds. They were battle scars she fully intended to keep. She flushed with happy memories every time she felt a twinge of soreness, either on her neck or… lower. 
 
   When Michael finished, he turned back to find her still watching him. His brow raised, and his lips turned up at the corners.
 
   “I just slept with you,” she said defensively. “Twice. I’ve earned the right to ogle.”
 
   He opened his mouth to say something, but she cut him off.
 
   “No, it doesn’t go both ways.”
 
   He chuckled, but like a gentleman, he turned around, allowing her to discreetly exit the bed. She moved like liquid lightning to get back into her clothing, despite her soreness. 
 
   The knock came again at the door, this time sounding more desperate than before.
 
   “Rhee? Are you in there?” a small voice called. It was tight and high-pitched with emotion.
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes widened, and she straightened, having just finished with her second boot. “Oh my God, that’s Mimi!”
 
   Shame flooded her; she was moving at once. She and Michael left the room to head down the hall at a full-on run. Mimi sounded desperate.
 
   Michael reached the door, turned the knob, and popped it open. Rhiannon came up beside him, nudging him out of the way.
 
    Mimi stood on the threshold of Michael’s apartment, with Strike in her arms. The dog lay limply in her grasp, eyes closed, chest unmoving. Blood matted his fur here and there, and had gathered and dried at his muzzle. He was very obviously dead.
 
   Mimi’s face was a mess of tears and snot. Her eyes were swollen and her skin was the ruddy color of terrible emotion. Strike’s blood had stained her clothing, but her grip on the animal was fierce. She shook uncontrollably on the doorstep, and Strike’s body shook with her.
 
   “They killed him!” she cried, her voice clogged and trembling. “The gargoyles did it!”
 
   Rhiannon shot forward, taking Mimi in her arms while Michael eased Strike’s body out of her small grip. Thunder rolled over them all as Rhiannon tenderly and quickly ushered Mimi into the apartment. The late afternoon sky was darkening by the second, not only because the sun was setting, but because clouds were moving in like a water vapor stampede.
 
   “Aunt B grounded me,” Mimi cried. Rhiannon sat her down on the couch and went to fetch a wet washcloth. “It made me so mad, I snuck out again! I couldn’t find Strike!” She hiccupped. 
 
   Thunder moved closer, finding purchase in the gathering darkness.
 
   Rhiannon helped Mimi blow her nose, and ran the damp washcloth slowly over her face. “But when I was hiding in the hall, I heard two guys talking about gargoyles. They said they’d been in your rooms, Rhee! And Strike was in there!”
 
   Despite the fact that her heart was hammering, and her chest was tightening in empathy for Mimi, the temperature of Rhiannon’s blood began to drop in her veins. Gargoyles had been in her rooms? Looking for her? How the hell had they gotten in?
 
   The outside of the Swallowtail Foundation’s apartment complex was stone. They can move through stone. And it was as easy as that.
 
   Fully frozen ice traveled through her arteries and capillaries now, grating like icebergs against the hull of a ship. Mimi had left Strike in her room. She’d admitted as much earlier, at the restaurant. Strike was dead because of Rhiannon.
 
   “Mimi, oh God, I’m so sorry….” She got up from where she’d been kneeling in front of Mimi before the couch, and sat down next to the child, who immediately wrapped her arms around her waist. 
 
   Mimi began bawling uncontrollably. “I… found… him… in the… alley!” She called out the muffled words in-between cries. “His neck is broken!”
 
   Rhiannon looked up to see Michael standing in the archway to the adjoining kitchen. His face was stricken, and his eyes were that impossible blue just before glowing. He’d placed Strike’s body on the linoleum floor and covered him with a towel. 
 
   Rhiannon met his gaze. But any thoughts they might have shared about the gargoyles, about Gregori, or about the Culmination, were cut short as lightning struck so close outside, the thunder blew all sound to oblivion.
 
   The windows shattered inward, and Mimi screamed, but Rhiannon only partially heard it. Her ears were ringing as she took them both to the ground, covering the girl’s body with her own. She hadn’t prepared for that lightning bolt; it hadn’t been one of her own. The sound was not magically muffled. Instead, it was terrible, like the sky cracking open to let in something dark.
 
   It was also disorienting. There was movement around her, but it was blurred and on the edges of her vision. Rhiannon propped herself up on extended arms and lifted her head. 
 
   Life slid into slow motion. Something moved on the other side of the windows, but wind swatted at the curtains, giving her only glimpses of what it could be. She smelled something, too. Like the smell of a match striking, and of leather, and of some kind of acidic thing, like poison.
 
   Dragons. Her body turned heavy with dread. 
 
   She forced it to move, pushing herself to her feet, taking Mimi with her. She lifted the child into her arms as the outer wall of Michael’s apartment exploded inward. There was no sound. Wood and insulation fragments sailed overhead in that slow motion that would have gone wonderfully with the score to Platoon. 
 
   Rhiannon ducked, taking Mimi with her. They rolled as something large came through the wall directly in front of them. Once more, fragments of building sailed through the air in a cosmic ballet. 
 
   One went through her right arm, but she felt it numbly, all impact with no pain, and she kept going. Her boots slid, still in slow motion, on debris that was building up beneath and all around them.
 
   The Culmination? 
 
   Her mind whispered its fear, but even that whisper was lost to the numb silence of catastrophe.
 
   She kept moving, dodging, rolling and guarding like the player of some enormous video game, all the while hugging Mimi close. Heat licked at her side, the fire of a red dragon. A roaring sound tried to break through the slow-motion silence. Shapes loomed overhead, and somehow the ceiling was gone. An angry heaven stretched above the living room now, deep and dark and tumultuous.
 
   Lightning languidly sliced up that churning sky, carving it into fragments of dark energy. Wind whipped through her hair, and rain kissed her face. Rhiannon pushed on through the living room and into the hall. The ceiling was still intact there, and by comparison to the rest of the world, it was tranquil.
 
   She recognized the door to Michael’s bathroom and opened it at once, tossing Mimi inside. The girl stumbled, but caught herself on the bathtub. 
 
   “Get in and get down!” Rhiannon commanded. Mimi obeyed at once, crawling over the lip of the tub. “Stay there!” Rhiannon turned to leave, planning to re-close the door behind her – for all the good it would do. Dragons were coming through the walls, after all.
 
   But when she turned back to the hall, it was to find it blocked. Half a dozen pairs of inhuman eyes were focused upon her. 
 
   It wasn’t just dragons, either
 
   Every supernatural creature Rhiannon had ever gone up against was gathering in Michael Salvatore’s little one-bedroom apartment. And all of them were bent on killing her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Mimi’s knees hit the bottom of the porcelain tub with a bruising thunk, but she barely registered the pain. Breathing hard through gritted teeth, she pressed her hands on the sides of the tub, palm-out, and peeked over the rim. 
 
   “Stay there!” Rhiannon commanded before she spun around and rushed out of the bathroom, attempting to slam the door shut behind her. She didn’t make it that far however; as she hit the threshold of the bathroom, she briefly froze. Then something slammed into her from the side so fast that it blurred. It was massive and brown, but that was all Mimi could tell from the brief glimpse she was afforded. The impact took Rhiannon out of sight and down the hall, and the door was jarred loose from her grip.
 
   Mimi watched in horror as the door, her only barrier between herself and a dawning horror, banged open against the opposite wall. Beyond the opening to the hall, shapes loomed and shifted, shadows danced, and chaotic screaming ensued.
 
   Monsters, she thought. They’re the ones who killed Strike. Something out there had killed her dog, taking from her one of her two best friends. It was just one of those things that someone was absolutely sure about without having any proof, because no proof was needed.
 
   They might kill Rhee.
 
   Rhiannon was Mimi’s other best friend. Without her, she would be so lost.
 
   Her gaze narrowed, and her teeth pressed together so hard, they threatened to crack. Thoughts of vengeance swam through her head, and the bathroom shades of white and beige shifted a little into light reds and black. That had never happened before, but she figured it was just rage. She’d read about people’s vision going red with rage. This must be it.
 
   Mimi Tanniym, born Melody Margaret Tanniym, was not like most nine-year-olds she met. She liked the same kinds of things they did, on the surface, but to her, things like Pokémon and X-Men were a secret window between the world most people thought was real and the one that she knew was real. 
 
   Mimi actually believed in monsters. She always had.
 
   Maybe monsters didn’t get carted around in little hollow spheres by ten-year-olds who wanted to train them and use them in arena battles, but there were some definite similarities. Sometimes they were big, sometimes they had sharp teeth, sometimes they could fly. Sometimes they looked like humans, but under their skin, there was something much more interesting. And some of them could be trained, and sometimes they did do battle in arenas. It was just that their arenas were forests or deserts or third-story apartments owned by police detectives.
 
   Like the one they were fighting in now.
 
   When Mimi was five years old, she’d been lifted onto her father’s bed at the hospital, and he’d waved her close. She remembered so much about that moment, from the raspiness in his voice, to the beeping of the machines around him, and the way his breath smelled like metal. But most of all, she remembered what he told her.
 
   I don’t mind this, Mimi. I was just renting this space. The world doesn’t belong to humans, little one. It belongs to the monsters. We’re just borrowing it. 
 
   They’re closer than you think.
 
   Those had been his final words to her. He’d had to sleep after that, and the next time Mimi had seen him, he wasn’t able to talk at all. So she’d told him she loved him. 
 
   And that was that.
 
   But now, as she crawled out of the tub despite Rhiannon’s warnings, she felt a sense of something an adult would call irrational. It was something like validation, almost even like happiness. The building was exploding around her and she was standing at ground zero for disaster, but it didn’t matter, because she was going to get revenge for Strike, and because all of this meant her dad had been right, and she had been right for believing him.
 
   Mimi gasped for air through lungs that were tightening in fear and hatred as she stumbled to the entrance to the bathroom and peered out into the cacophony beyond. Some of the ceiling had been ripped away, and wind wailed through the living space that used to be a roofed apartment. Clouds were swirling overhead, dark and tumultuous. Angry. Everything looked angry.
 
   There were two massive winged beasts that she could see, one of them on the remnants of the roof, and the other in the living room, dead set on destroying Michael Salvatore. The one on the roof was red, and it looked exactly like the drawings Mimi had seen in Dungeons and Dragons books at the bookstore. 
 
   A red dragon, she thought. A tingling went through her, maybe from disbelief or shock, she didn’t know. 
 
   The other dragon was blue. It was smaller, small enough to fit in the confining space of the living room, but it had a massive spiked tail. The beast was whipping the tail back and forth with incredible speed. Michael repeatedly dodged it, rolling across the floor to avoid being impaled and crushed by its weight.
 
   She was in awe of these monsters. It was the same kind of feeling she got at the zoo, when she would stare through protective glass at the tigers or panthers or lions that paced restlessly back and forth just short feet away. She thought they were beautiful. And she knew they were deadly. At those times, on her side of the glass, it was 80% awe and 20% fear. 
 
   Now there was no protection. And those numbers were switched around.
 
   The dragons weren’t the only monsters in Michael’s home. There were other creatures there as well, not nearly as beautiful as the dragons. 
 
   Two such creatures were popping in and out of existence in the living room as if they could magically transport from one place to the next. They kept trying to touch Michael, but he just kept dodging. Mimi had never seen a man move so fast.
 
   The monsters had milky-white bodies and disturbing smiles filled with black, razor-sharp teeth. They were so tall, they were even taller than Michael, and their skin actually slithered over their muscles like liquid fog. They had long blue-white hair so fine, it moved in the wind like baby bird feathers. And their eyes were just pools of bottomless black. Mimi could barely stand to look at those eyes, so she looked at their bodies instead. Glowing tattoos of what appeared to be arcane writing were inscribed across their chests and upper arms.
 
   Another, different sort of monster was slowly crawling over the glass of the broken windows of Michael’s destroyed living room. These were truly terrible. Mimi felt like she was staring at every bad dream she had ever had, re-living every scary or painful situation she’d ever experienced when she looked at them. They wore black cloaks and were not as tall as the white creatures, but what she could see of them was far more horrible. Their faces looked like they were made of raw wax, with bleeding red slits for mouths, and their eyes looked like they were carved out of stone, dead and cold. Their hands were the only other parts of their bodies to show from beneath the cloak, skeletal fingers, no flesh, all bone.
 
   Mimi could scarcely believe the variety of hideousness crawling through the small one-bedroom home just then. Smaller monsters, curled over and hunched like Golem from Lord of the Rings, inched little by little toward Michael as if to pick off anything that might be left once the dragons and other monsters were done with him. These smaller creatures had coal-black skin that slithered just like their taller white counter-parts, and their mouths were just as terrible, filled again with razor-sharp teeth, this time glowing yellow rather than black and inky. They smelled bad, too. Like death… sort of. Like the death of something better than carbon-based life.
 
   Like the death of magic, Mimi thought.
 
   A familiar voice made a sound of pain behind her, and Mimi spun to see Rhiannon slammed up against the opposite wall. A mirror had been hanging behind her. It shattered under the impact, and shards of metallic glass cascaded to the carpeted floor as Rhiannon momentarily slumped in her attacker’s grasp.
 
   “Rhee!” 
 
   It was a gargoyle that had her in its clutches, his stone fingers around Rhiannon’s neck, his stone fangs bared in hatred. Mimi knew that’s what it was. She also knew a gargoyle was what she’d glimpsed coming out of the studio wall the day before when Angel had taken her home. 
 
   The man was made of rock; it looked like marble or something similar from where Mimi stood. Huge wings sprouted from his back to scrape against the painted walls of the hall, leaving large gashes. There were more like him, piled into what must have been Michael’s bedroom behind the first gargoyle, all of them focused on Rhiannon. They wanted to kill her. Of this, Mimi was also certain. 
 
   Another bellow of pain erupted from behind Mimi, and again she spun, this time to see Michael tumble to the ground, bleeding from numerous wounds. From his hand tumbled a cell phone, which bounced once across the carpet and came to a stop at the bar separating the living room from the kitchen. 
 
   She could see from the smart phone’s screen that he’d been in the process of making a call, but not to 9-1-1. She didn’t recognize the number, but the ID read: Max.
 
   Get the phone.
 
   The voice in her head was not her own; someone was in her thoughts. Mimi looked back up to see that Michael was immediately battling another foe, given no time to recuperate from his last blow. They were coming in at him from all sides, and as Mimi watched, every now and then, his form flashed or wavered, and draped over it, like the after-image from a bright flash, was a glowing figure with wings and a massive sword.
 
   For a split second, Mimi felt she recognized that figure, possibly from a myth or an ancient tale. But there was no time to dwell. She acted on the internal command to go for the phone; she had no choice. 
 
   Her body moved on auto-pilot, leaving the doorway to the bathroom to sprint toward Michael’s lost phone, somehow avoiding the two monsters who made swipes at her as she went. She leapt with agility she hadn’t known she possessed over one of them and then did a flip off the adjoining kitchen counter top to escape the other.
 
   Her moves were unfamiliar to her; she’d never done anything like this before except in dreams. But they also felt automatic, and her young, agile body was more than capable of making them. 
 
   Once she reached the bar, Mimi dropped down to a crouch and grabbed Michael’s phone from where it had fallen. She looked up again, her eyes met his, and she put the phone to her ear.
 
   He continued to watch her even as he battled, and now Mimi could see that he did, in fact, have a sword. Where it had come from, she didn’t know, and she didn’t care. It was a righteous weapon, if ever there was one, long and fierce and sharp, and at the moment, it was covered in monster blood.
 
   “Max, we need help,” she said swiftly. The words were not her own. They were being fed into her brain and down to her mouth by the same commanding voice that had told her to get to the phone. “Come right away,” she continued, “and bring everyone you can. We’re under attack. Dragons, leeches, phantoms, wraiths, and gargoyles – and we’re losing. We’re dying.” She swallowed hard, her eyes still trapped in Michael’s powerful, blue-glowing gaze.
 
   He’s not human either, she thought. Not even a little bit.
 
   “We’re in Michael’s apartment in Manhattan,” she continued. “Use the mansion and come right away.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
   He force-fed Mimi the words that he hadn’t had a chance to say himself. It was harder than he’d thought it would be. Mimi was not the child he’d first assumed she was. It was true, the vampire in him had scented something different about her when he’d first found her skipping school in the Swallowtail Foundation studio, but she was young, and he’d learned that children always smelled odd to a vampire. It was an off-limits kind of scent, a foreign kind of thing, the way bug spray masked the presence of a human. Plus, the dog had been with her, making it more difficult. Any telling signs had been completely masked. 
 
   But now he knew.
 
   There was so much more to her physical makeup than even she, herself, was aware of. Unfortunately, subjugating the mind of a “monster,” especially one as potentially powerful as Mimi, was much more difficult than controlling the thoughts of a human.
 
   Red dragon poison had found its way into Michael’s blood stream and was burning him up from the inside out, further compromising his concentration. He’d been swiped by a wraith, and old wounds were re-opening one by one: a broken rib here, a deep gash there, further poisons that had at one time ridden freely through his veins.
 
    He could feel the Icaran leeches moving in around him like vultures, licking their lips and slowly sapping away what magic he accidentally allowed to slip from his conscious grip. He must have looked like the feast of a lifetime to them with his Nightmare-vampire-archangel make-up. They would have liked nothing more than to eat him alive. 
 
   Pain and fear were becoming Michael’s waking world, especially since he’d lost sight of Rhiannon. They were what kept him going now, like the only fuel that kept a fire burning on a cold, wet night. He called upon every skill he had ever developed, every power the monsters within him afforded him, and he whittled away at the beasts around him. Yet, he made no headway. One would fall and another would take its place. They rolled in like ants over a hill, an impossible army to fight off or escape.
 
   The gargoyles had barricaded Rhiannon somewhere down the hall, at the opposite end of his apartment. He couldn’t get to her. It was as if his enemies expected him to try that route, because whenever he did, their attacks increased ten-fold. 
 
   A part of him tried to focus, to reassure himself that Rhiannon was a big girl, a warrior in her own right. She was his mate; she could take care of herself. Hell, she was fucking amazing.
 
   But these professions, though probably true, were in vain. He simply could not ignore her demise, and it was killing him. It had been mere seconds, maybe no more than a minute or two, since the attack had begun. But it felt like a lifetime.
 
   He’d done his fair share of damage, it was true. The blue dragon was dying now; he’d managed that much, at least. And he was fairly sure he’d taken a few dozen phantoms and half that many wraiths out of the picture. But there were more coming in to fill their gaps. There were so many more.
 
   The Culmination. 
 
   He couldn’t help the thought that wafted through his pain-addled mind. What if this was it? What if they had all been right? Was it worth what he and Rhiannon had shared?
 
   And then, quite out of the blue, he almost laughed. 
 
   Because the answer was both yes and no. 
 
   If Michael were the only one to die in said Culmination, then it would absolutely have been worth it to him to have found his archess. Rhiannon Dante was his soul mate. She was literally his reason for being.
 
   What made it all not worth it was that she was stuck in the middle of all of this too. And Mimi, as well. And quite possibly the rest of the known world.
 
   Michael gritted his teeth as another wave of red dragon fire burned away more of his veins and seared his muscle and bone. His sword flashed through the air, lightning struck somewhere far too close, and thunder rocked the apartment complex.
 
   His one saving grace was that the monsters seemed to be completely uninterested in Mimi. One or two curious leeches had made swipes for her, but otherwise remained at a distance. 
 
   The very special child and the phone in her hand were their last hope.
 
   He’d managed to dial Max’s number just before the dying blue dragon’s tail had knocked the wind out of him, thrown him down, and sent the phone flying from his grip. It was the animal’s final act of vengeance. He’d just heard Max pick up before the phone was gone and Michael was once more battling another powerful foe.
 
   Fortune seemed to smile upon them then, if even for a single blessed instant. As Michael held Mimi fiercely in his vampire sway, he could hear Max speaking on the other end of the line. The Guardian understood what was happening. 
 
   Now it was up to him, Michael’s brothers, and their archesses to turn the tables. 
 
   Hope had begun to bloom inside Michael, small and promising, but also devastating and dangerous. Because hope, in its sheep skin disguise, was always the harbinger of misfortune. 
 
   It was no different this time. As Michael finished off the phantom before him, the white-skinned creature fell to reveal an entirely different kind of opponent that had been standing behind him. 
 
   It was an enemy Michael had honestly believed he would never see again. Their gazes locked, and unanswered questions filled the heated space between them.
 
   They met in a fury of untold proportions, and lightning lit up the sky like the Fourth of July. 
 
   *****
 
   Rhiannon braced herself where she’d fallen against the wall, despite the fact that it forced shards of mirrored glass through her skin and into her back. She needed the support when she kicked out with both feet and slammed her boots against her attacker’s chest. The impact was successful, and the gargoyle went sailing back down the hall into the living room beyond. 
 
   He was quickly replaced, however. The stone beasts had come en-masse to destroy her. Never mind what lay beyond their hulking forms. Rhiannon saw the shadows of dragon’s wings, recognized the stench of leeches, and felt the cold of phantoms. 
 
   She couldn’t see Michael, but she could hear him, and the roars of the beasts he defeated. She could also see the carnage he was leaving in his battling wake. A part of her felt connected to him in that moment, almost as if what he did, she felt. She imagined him again as he’d been in her dream, standing before their enemies with that sword in his hand. The dead bodies of phantoms and wraiths piling up at the end of the hall were a good indication she probably wasn’t far off.
 
   Her body moved and fought on impulse, falling back on thirty-plus years of practice. This was a good thing, because her mind wasn’t on her own fight. It was on Michael and Mimi, but mostly on Mimi, whom she’d told to stay in the bathroom, and who had out-and-out disobeyed her. The last she’d seen of the red-haired child, Mimi had been running back down the hall toward the more dangerous foes Rhiannon specifically wanted to protect her from.
 
   And she couldn’t do a damn thing about it.
 
   Using her fire skills in this enclosed space would be suicidal, so those were useless. It was pointless to attempt to heal anything just now; those sorts of abilities were best used after a fight. Telekinesis could only do so much when your opponents were made of stone or the size of dragons and there was nothing big in the house to throw around. And then there was the weather.
 
   Well, that was answering her call well enough, whether she meant it to or not. The sky above them was darkening ominously, and lightning crisscrossed it, slicing it up like a jigsaw puzzle. But lightning would do more damage to her, Michael, and Mimi than it would to gargoyles, and she couldn’t get a clear enough look at any other monsters to take a shot at them. Plus, a blast of natural lightning so close would make them all go deaf. This wasn’t like a studio session. This was the real deal.
 
   Rhiannon twisted out of the painful grip of another gargoyle male, and pointy stone fingers dug furrows into her shoulder like icicles, ripping deep to draw immediate blood. She felt it seep into the torn material of her shirt even as she spun, punched, ducked, and kicked once more, putting her entire weight into the strike. There was no other way to fight off a gargoyle. They were just too heavy, even in human form.
 
   Something hit the back of her head, and she heard the impact rather than felt it. Stars erupted like fireworks in her vision, and she knew the attack had done real damage. She stumbled forward, bracing herself on the hallway wall as a thick banded arm slid around her waist. She grasped hold of the gargoyle’s wrist, twisted it painfully to loosen it, and spun out of his grip. Then she shot out with the heel of her other palm to the monster’s throat, collapsing his currently-human windpipe. At once, he fell back, but still, her head was spinning, and nausea was beginning to push bile up her esophagus.
 
   I have a concussion. She knew that in this particular instance, she needed to heal herself long before the fight would be over. If she didn’t, it would be over a lot sooner than she wanted, and the outcome would suck.
 
   Rhiannon hit the opposite wall, allowed herself to sink against it to separate her from the men in front of her, and tried to concentrate on repairing the damage to her skull. That was when she heard Mimi’s blood-curdling scream coming from the living room.
 
   Time clicked up a few notches, falling into fast-forward. Rhiannon was moving, she was lashing out with telekinesis-thrown hanging paintings and dressers and side tables. She sent flying a stove, a microwave, and a refrigerator that she pulled out from the wall sight-unseen. She was running for all she was worth. Wind was howling, and someone or something was roaring, and lightning was striking. A flash of illumination brightened the room just as she skidded into it, highlighting the scene before her with intense clarity.
 
   It was Mimi screaming, but not for the reason Rhiannon had assumed. No one was attacking her. Rather, Mimi stood alone near the bar that separated the living room from the kitchen.
 
   Blood stained so much of the carpet, it was more red than tan, and in some places it was multi-hued, painted black or blue or even green. The walls were scorched and claw-raked, and most of the furniture in the living room had been either over-turned or tossed completely out of the apartment altogether.
 
   There was a man in a blue-studded leather jacket sprawled and prone near the front door, which hung limply from its hinges. Blue liquid stained the floor beneath him. There were countless creepy-crawly creatures slithering behind the destroyed furniture or suckling at the fallen bodies of evil comrades. These were leeches, devouring the left-over magic of the monsters who’d been killed. More waited along the sidelines to see what would happen with Michael.
 
   Michael, himself, was in hand-to-hand combat with another man. If he’d ever possessed the sword Rhiannon had imagined him using, he’d lost it somewhere during the battle. Rhiannon recognized the man he was fighting. She’d seen glimpses of his raven-black hair and blue eyes as she’d absorbed his story through Michael’s mind meld trick the day before. It was Abraxos, the Adarian.
 
   But he was supposed to be dead.
 
   From the looks of him, he was anything but dead, and for once, Michael and his opponent were nearly on even footing. They struggled as only the supernatural could struggle, slamming one another through walls and the plaster beneath, striking each other so hard, their bodies went flying.
 
   Up above it all, like a sentinel of fire, waited a red dragon. He perched atop the destroyed roof above them, his massive leathery red wings so large, they draped over the gaping hole in the ceiling like an enormous umbrella. Heat emanated from his body, and when he breathed, his scales lifted slightly, showing brief glimpses of what looked like nothing but sheer and pure fire underneath. He was a creature composed of flame, and he was utterly terrifying to behold.
 
   Dragons could take human form, and when they died, it was this human form that they passed away in. This was why no mortal had ever discovered dragon bodies or petrified dragon bones. The man in the blue-gemmed leather jacket lying unconscious on the floor had been a blue dragon. Michael had clearly killed him.
 
   Even in human form, they were fierce opponents, bearing fangs and claws that carried the poison of their make-up. For blue dragons, it was oxygen that would replace the blood in a man’s veins. Yellow dragon poison paralyzed its victims. Green dragons filled their victims’ veins with acid that ate away at their bodies from the inside. With red dragons, it was fire. Their victims would simply burn up, going from feverish to combustion within minutes. 
 
   But when there was room, dragons preferred their natural state. It was less inhibiting and much more terrifying. Fear was a factor they enjoyed using against their opponents, and size was almost always a leverage of its own. 
 
   This red dragon had clearly issued fireballs here and there at his target, who was obviously Michael. The scorch marks along the walls and the burned areas of the rug were evidence to that end. But at the moment, the red dragon wasn’t watching Michael. He also didn’t bother looking up at Rhiannon as she halted in her tracks on her way into the living room. Instead, he was watching Mimi.
 
   Mimi – who was screaming at the tops of her lungs and looking down at her own arms and hands. Before their eyes, Mimi’s body transformed. Her skin darkened from white to pink, and then to a deep blood red. Her fingers elongated, and her fingernails grew, inching their way into actual claws. She whimpered, breathing hard, and Rhiannon saw puffs of smoke emit from between the child’s lips.
 
   Mimi looked up from her hands, and somehow found Rhiannon.
 
   Their eyes met, and Rhiannon stared back, trapped in the red and orange flickering gaze of a very young, very inexperienced, and very scared red dragon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
   Max pocketed his phone as he turned. He caught Eleanore’s gaze. “That call we were waiting for from Michael?” He looked up at Uriel next, who was standing behind Eleanore at the couch. “He just made it. We’ve got to go.”
 
   It must have been something in his voice, or maybe Michael’s brothers simply knew. Hell Max was pretty sure there had been something in the air of late because Uriel, Gabe, and Az were all there together in the mansion, and they had been for days. Normally, they would all be off doing their own things, traveling across countries or oceans, going on tours, filming on location or taking fishing trips out on the North Sea. 
 
   But this week, they’d found excuses to stay in, to stay home, and to stay close. 
 
   They’d known. Just like Max had. He’d felt it in his blood. 
 
   For the last two hours, they’d roamed aimlessly through the mansion’s rooms, pretending to do paperwork or use the mansion’s gymnasium, or read books whose pages never seemed to turn. Their minds had all been on Michael.
 
   Even Az was there with them, having risen early that night. Most likely on the same uneasy notion.
 
   Uriel said nothing. He just faced the nearest doorway, which led from the mansion’s library to the hallway, and began to call up a portal that would take them to Michael’s apartment in New York. No doubt, they’d heard the girl’s screeching words through the cell phone and didn’t need Max to tell them where to go.
 
   Az was already stepping into the shadows in one corner of the library, most likely sending out a mental call to his vampires as he went. Max was glad of that. From the sound of things, the world had been coming to an end on the other side of that phone call, and they would need all the help they could possibly get.
 
   Sophie, Eleanore, and Juliette gathered together behind Uriel and Gabriel, exchanging glances of shared fear and reassurance. They’d become sisters of a sort, closer than the closest of friends. It made sense; they’d been created together. They shared a sort of soul.
 
   Max considered this as he grabbed his bag of supplies from the nearest fainting couch and hoisted it over his shoulders. The girls shared a soul with one other woman as well – Michael’s archess.
 
   He wondered if they would find her, too, on the other side of that portal. If they did…. Max swallowed hard and went still for a moment.
 
   The others noticed, and before Uriel stepped into the swirling gateway that would take them to New York, he turned a questioning gaze on Max. “What is it?”
 
   Max was quick to reply. “Nothing.” What he was thinking, he sincerely did not want to voice. Because he was thinking that if Michael’s archess was with the Warrior Archangel, then chances were they had already mated. And if they had, then all four of the Four Favored will have found their archesses.
 
   Which meant that what the brothers and Max might actually be heading into was not just another fight between good and evil, but the Culmination, itself.
 
   *****
 
   Rhiannon landed on her knees beside Mimi’s transforming body. There was no revulsion involved, and strangely, there was also no surprise. All Rhiannon felt as she took the terrified child into her arms was a need to comfort her. A need to protect her. All she felt was love.
 
   “We’re all special, Mimi,” Rhiannon whispered to her fiercely. “None of us is what we seem. We’re all something more.” They were words issued quickly, and through clenched teeth. Rhiannon’s was spiraling downward. Her body wanted to be healed. There were broken bones, there were lesions, and her brain was bleeding into her skull; she could feel it all now. Stars were swimming in her vision. Her stomach was clenching horribly.
 
   But her arms held Mimi with absolute and fierce determination, tender but protective, warm and tight and right. 
 
   Sometimes there were things in life that were literally more important than life, itself. This was one of those things, and this was one of those moments. This, right here. This was the moment Mimi would remember for her entire existence. It was the moment that would paint the colors of the rest of her life. 
 
   Rhiannon would die before she allowed the child to face that life in fear or confusion. She would rather die than allow Mimi to face it alone.
 
   She could hear the gargoyles making their way down the hall; they’d chosen to remain in full gargoyle form, most likely for the intimidation factor. Their stone wings carved furrows in the walls on either side of them, the space too small to allow them to pass unhindered.
 
   Rhiannon turned slightly to peer at them over her shoulder. Something inside of her sizzled and sparked, like a live electric wire dropped into a rain puddle. Her eyes flashed; she saw it from her side like the sudden aura of a migraine. And then the first gargoyle in the line of men heading toward her suddenly lifted from the floor and went sailing overhead. 
 
   He wasn’t flapping his wings, and he had no control over where he was going. It was Rhiannon making him fly. She was throwing him with her telekinesis. 
 
   She’d never lifted a living being before.
 
   She gave herself no time to question it, and she didn’t look to see where the first gargoyle was going to land, choosing instead to focus on the next gargoyle. He, too, lifted from the ground, this time crying out in surprise and waving his arms and legs in a helpless, rather comical struggle.
 
   Rhiannon felt Mimi stop crying and pull slightly back from her as if to watch what was happening over her shoulder.
 
   Rhiannon didn’t stop, however. There was power swarming loose within her now; the concussion had knocked something free. She knew that. It felt like killer bees escaping from a broken hive. She also knew it was deadly. She had no idea how long she could remain conscious. But she also didn’t care. There was a fury building inside her now, new and strong, steady and determined – like a warrior.
 
   Something near the door flashed outward, and Rhiannon glanced in its direction. A portal was opening, a swirling gateway the likes of which the Swallowtail Foundation might have created for a movie with computer graphics. Only, this one was real. She watched long enough to see several men step out of the portal, followed by three women. Rhiannon knew them all at once.
 
   From the other side of the apartment, in a shadowy corner of the living room, several more figures emerged. They were tall and handsome and as instantly recognizable as the people from the portal. 
 
   The rest of the Four Favored and their archesses had come to join the battle, accompanied by several vampires and Max, their Guardian. At once, they were struggling with the monsters in the room. The gargoyles were forced to turn their attention to them rather than Rhiannon, freeing her up momentarily. 
 
   But someone out there must have been desperate. Someone must have been more determined than anyone had ever been in the course of human existence, because no matter how many wraiths, leeches, gargoyles, and phantoms the archangels killed, more appeared to take their places. 
 
   The bad guys were dwindling, but with excruciating slowness. It was barely noticeable. The phantoms arrived more slowly. The wraiths were just a touch more hesitant. The leeches waited a little longer before vulturing in for their meals.
 
   But it came at great cost. Wraiths were re-opening deadly wounds in the brothers, and she imagined things like red dragon poison and broken bones piercing vital organs. Rhiannon saw one of the archesses go down after a gargoyle strike directly to the skull. Her mate knelt beside her, protecting her, taking mortal wound after mortal wound to cover her body with his.
 
   Rhiannon watched all of this and felt an odd sensation, like that blessed numbing that came when you were finally buzzed or the pain killers at last kicked in. She felt detached, yet outraged. 
 
   She felt a second wind. It was a wind she couldn’t stop, too; it was building into a gale.
 
   The sky was electrocuting the earth with renewed fervor, zapping it here and there with errant, non-stop lightning. Somewhere out in the street, cars were crashing, lights had stopped working, and sirens blared. 
 
   Rhiannon released Mimi to come slowly to her feet. She felt that wind around her, wrapping like a cloak, turning her hair into a halo of long, red tendrils. She felt a heat in her eyes, burning them from the inside, and Michael’s apartment slid into stark, brightly-hued contrasts. She felt her fingertips heat up, as if magic were collecting there, buzzing and zapping and ready to be used.
 
   The pain of her injuries receded one by one, taking a back seat to the power surging through her. She felt invincible.
 
   It’s a lie, she thought haphazardly. I’m imagining this; it’s the concussion.
 
   But she knew that wasn’t true. And she wouldn’t have cared if it was.
 
   The leeches in the room turned toward her, their eyes widening in restored interest. More began pouring over the ragged glass lips of the windows, drawn to her like moths to a flame. 
 
   “Rhee… you look like Jean Gray!” Mimi exclaimed in a stunned whisper. “As the Phoenix!”
 
   The phantoms that had been flanking Michael and Abraxos began to turn toward Rhiannon’s side of the room. More popped into existence, transporting into the fight from some unknown location. As they did, they, too, focused on Rhiannon and her glowing form. They were followed in turn by the wraiths, whose slick black skin fidgeted and twitched, expressing their shifting attention.
 
   Rhiannon smiled at them all as if to say, Bring it.
 
   And then electricity exploded from her fingertips, shooting in long sparking streams of blue-white light to slam into the crouching forms of the nearest leeches. They screeched in surprised agony as the electricity x-rayed their forms, turning them transparent. But the lightning didn’t stop there. It leapt from them to the next two monsters, and from those to two more. Within seconds, every slithering creature in the room was sliced-through with Rhiannon’s electric power. 
 
   She felt it pulling itself out of her as if she were a battery being drained. But there was so much more where that came from.
 
   She cried out in fury, the scream coming from the core of her, where she had shoved and stored away every pain-filled witnessing of rape or torture or bigotry, of abuse and apathy. It was a cry of outrage for the shallow, pathetic state of the world, of its intolerant bullying, cowardly men, its so-called leaders, and its utter, despicable evil. 
 
   She screamed in rage. And the lightning-encased beasts in the apartment rose into the air on a telekinetic wind, spinning around as if stuck to toy tops. They continued to sizzle and crackle, slowly and painfully cooking to death. There were dozens of them. The lightning exited the apartment, striking monsters that had not yet even entered the fray. It slipped into invisible portal-ways, zapping unsuspecting phantoms before they could even arrive on the scene. It stretched beyond the boundaries of space and time and speared monsters where they hid or skulked or hungered. 
 
   It was an exacting sword, that lightning, that power. It sliced swiftly and in a kind of justice that could only have been called divine.
 
   And then Rhiannon felt the last of her power slip away, sapped suddenly, unexpectedly. It was a butterfly battery, the one in her soul. It was beautiful and it was powerful, capable of changing fate with a single flapping of its wings. But it was short-lived.
 
   Rhiannon cried out again, this time in desperate weakness and pain. She fell to her knees. The electricity disconnected from her body – and the floating, spinning monsters hovering above the apartment complex exploded.
 
   One after another, their bodies popped, rupturing and discharging like massive Black Cat fireworks. Nothing was left after the blasts. The lightning ate it all up, dried it all out, and disintegrated every last molecule of evidence that the beasts had ever existed at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   The silence that followed was surreal. Rhiannon felt trapped in a dream, where sound was hollow and muffled. There were noises, but they were far-off. Rhiannon could feel the carpet under her fingertips, but it was too soft, and she knew that her fingertips had gone partially numb.
 
   Am I dying?
 
   She’d seen a movie once with Brad Pitt as Death. Anthony Hopkins had been having heart attack symptoms, and each time he did, he asked himself, “Am I dying?” and Brad Pitt’s invisible character would whisper, “Yes….” And Rhiannon had always thought that was horribly cruel. What kind of an asshole went around rubbing it in that you were dying? What kind of jerk-wad got his kicks out of teasing you because you were kicking the bucket?
 
   At least no one answered Rhiannon just then. Or, if they did, she couldn’t quite hear them.
 
   What she did hear was her heartbeat. It was steady, but quiet. She concentrated on it. Little by little, it grew in volume. So did the rest of the world. Seconds passed, and she could hear voices.
 
   She raised her head.
 
   Mimi had crawled up next to her, and the girl’s arm was around Rhiannon’s shoulders. She was saying something to her, but Rhiannon couldn’t interpret it just then.
 
   Up above them all, for some reason untouched by Rhiannon’s lightning, and yet unmoving from where it rested and watched, remained the mighty red dragon. Its yellow-orange eyes flickered like the fires inside it, trapping Rhiannon in its heated gaze. She had no idea what the massive beast was thinking or why it had stopped attacking. She could only be thankful for it. 
 
   Somehow, Rhiannon looked away to take in the rest of the room. Two of the archesses were unconscious on the floor. Eleanore and Juliette. The third, the blonde Sophie, was kneeling over Eleanore, no doubt trying to heal her.
 
   “She’s dying!” She heard Sophie cry. “They both are! I can’t save them both!”
 
   Not far away, Michael and Abraxos continued to battle. Michael was losing. He hadn’t only been battling the Adarian all this time. Leeches had been pulling his magic from him little by little. He’d been burned by the red dragon. Frost on the sleeves of his tee-shirt told her a phantom or two had taken their turns inflicting damage. A wraith had no doubt gotten to him as well, re-opening old wounds…. And Rhiannon knew there were countless wounds to choose from. He was a warrior, after all. 
 
   There was only so much he could take. Even him.
 
   The realization was a punch in the gut to Rhiannon. She could sense the shifting of power inside herself. She could no longer control the weather. There was a disconnect there; she’d used that ability all up. The same went for the telekinesis. And the fire. 
 
   But she could still heal. Maybe not as much as Michael needed in order to be at one hundred percent again, but enough to keep him alive. 
 
   She just needed to get to him.
 
   A few feet from Michael was Azrael; the vampire was a mess. Fire had scorched one side of his body, ruining his clothing and scarring the skin underneath. His face had been spared, which was truly a blessing. The archangels were so beautiful.
 
   However, his right arm and leg were useless. He balanced on his other leg, and his left hand was wrapped around the throat of a very large black man that Rhiannon recognized as another Adarian. Who was also supposed to be dead.
 
   There were two more Adarians in the room as well, one with blond hair and another with black hair. The first was struggling with Gabriel, the other with Uriel. She couldn’t recall the Adarians’ names, but it didn’t matter. They’d all been turned into vampires, and they were all under some strong, external influence. She could even feel that influence; it poured out and over them like an inky blanket, forcing them to fight. It had to be strong because Rhiannon could tell they didn’t want to do what they were doing. It was in their eyes. Someone was controlling them, determined to destroy the brothers and Michael, and most especially her.
 
   Gregori.
 
   “Gregori,” she whispered. 
 
   She didn’t know why she said his name aloud. Maybe to give her power over it. Over him. But whatever the reason, he heard her.
 
   “Rhiannon,” he replied coolly. His voice cut through her courage and made her go very, very still.
 
   Mimi removed her arm from Rhiannon’s shoulders and whirled around to face him, taken aback by his sudden appearance directly behind them. Rhiannon wasn’t surprised at all, however. Or perhaps she simply lacked the energy to be anything but calm. She was very nearly drained, and was frankly grateful she was still able to move.
 
   She lifted herself up off her hands to come to her knees, and sat back on her heels. She looked up.
 
   Gregori stood a few feet away, dressed immaculately in his white suit, hands slid casually into the pockets of his suit pants. His hair was perfect. His shoes were shiny. And he radiated a darkness so thick, it was like an eclipse on a summer’s day.
 
   “That was some show you put on, Miss Dante. Probably your best performance yet. It’s a shame no one from Swallowtail was here to film it.”
 
   Rhiannon didn’t say anything. She was saving her strength.
 
   “However, I have to admit, I’m gravely disappointed in you.”
 
   As if she cared.
 
   He sighed. “You just had to love him, didn’t you.” It wasn’t a question. He was shaking his head in reprimand, and he was no longer even looking at her, but at the carnage of the room, walls, and overturned furniture. Then he looked up at the solitary red dragon on the roof.
 
   “You have no idea what you’ve done, Miss Dante,” he told her. “Fortunately, the situation may be salvageable even now.” 
 
   Rhiannon stared up at him in frank confusion. But he paid her no heed whatsoever. Instead, his deep black gaze narrowed on the dragon. The enormous beast’s burning eyes flared up brighter, and he curled his wings in behind him agitatedly. “I’m disappointed in you as well, Calidum. You are the first to disobey my orders in thousands of years.”
 
   Suddenly, he spun, turning away from the dragon to move with tremendous, unexpected speed, reaching down to grasp Mimi around the throat.
 
   Mimi made a shocked, choking sound as he lifted her and turned again. With the same exacting speed, he kicked over the nearby kitchen table, righting it in one swift, impossible move. 
 
   “Mimi!” Rhiannon cried out, moving much more slowly than he was. She managed to get to her feet as Gregori slammed Mimi’s partly transformed body down onto the surface of the kitchen table. In his other hand, a dagger appeared, coming into existence out of thin air. It shone clean and sharp, reflecting some unknown light.
 
   “A dragon for a dragon, Calidum, what say you? Your freedom for her death.”
 
   The red dragon on the roof at once roared in outrage, and the sound was unlike any the dragons had made thus far. It was a terrifying noise so loud, it shook plaster from the cracks in the walls.
 
   Rhiannon felt the room suddenly heat up with fire. She didn’t know exactly where the fire was or what was burning; it might have even been her that was burning, and she would not have been able to tell. Her attention was focused so pointedly on Mimi and the dagger in Gregori’s hand, nothing else mattered.
 
   She hurled her body forward. There was not enough power within her to telekinetically knock the blade from his hand. She could no more pick him up and hurl him across the room than she could have won a marathon in that moment. And she was fresh out of electricity; that particular battery was just plain dead.
 
   All she could do was move. So that was what she did.
 
   Gregori’s hand came down, blade flashing. Rhiannon covered Mimi’s small body with her own a split-second before it hit.
 
   She felt the metal enter her back and pierce her lung, nicking her heart just after. It was an incredible kind of pain, not in its intensity, but in the wrongness of it. He yanked the blade back out, brutally inflicting even more damage. 
 
   And this time, she knew: I’m dying.
 
   “Yes,” said Brad Pitt.
 
   Yes.
 
   Above her, Gregori stepped back. She could see him because her head was turned in his direction. “That should do.”
 
   Michael roared in agonized rage. 
 
   “We’re finished here.” Gregori was gone in the next instant, and Rhiannon knew the Adarians and remaining gargoyles had vanished along with him. 
 
   She closed her eyes. The fire from the red dragon ebbed away, and it began to rain, coming freely into the apartment due to its missing roof. She could feel the water splashing upon her cheek and smell its wonderful, clean scent.
 
   “Rhee! Rhiannon! No, no, Rhee!”
 
   Rhiannon slid from the table, uncovering Mimi as she fell. But the girl followed her down, clutching at her like a lifeline.
 
   She hit the floor, heavy and limp, and someone turned her over onto her back. She stared up at the figures above her and tried to concentrate.
 
   Heal yourself, Rhiannon, her mind commanded. She knew she couldn’t heal every wound she had sustained, but she could do enough, maybe just enough to keep her alive. She only needed to concentrate. But it was so hard. Her mind was spinning away. Her thoughts felt light, like down feathers. And there was a breeze, scattering them in a pretty, fluffy dance.
 
   Mimi knelt on her left side. She was touching Rhiannon’s cheek with one hand, and her other fist was curled into Rhiannon’s shirt, gripping it as if she would never let go. She had reverted to human form, her smattering of freckles stark against the pale color of her cheeks. She was crying.
 
   Max, the archangels’ Guardian was there, kneeling beside Mimi, his face a mask of fear and concern. He’d lost his glasses somewhere in the fight. Gabriel stood behind him, wearing the same terrible expression.
 
   On Rhiannon’s other side, near her hip, knelt Sophie, the only archess remaining in the apartment. Rhiannon’s flittering mind surmised that if Uriel was gone, he’d probably returned to the mansion with Eleanore and Juliette. Maybe they would be all right.
 
   She hoped. She truly did.
 
   Sisters, her thoughts whispered. She’d always wanted sisters.
 
   And then there was Michael. 
 
   He knelt directly beside Sophie, opposite of Mimi, at Rhiannon’s right side. He’d taken her hand and held it firmly between both of his. It should have brought her comfort. But she could feel what was wrong with his grip. Years of healing other people had taught her. She recognized the symptoms right away.
 
   Michael was dying. 
 
   She’d been right about the wraith. There was poison in his blood. His lips were turning blue. But like the warrior that he was, he knelt beside her straight as an arrow, broad shouldered and brave, and the worry in his expression was for her alone.
 
   “You need to mend the knife wound, Rhiannon. You have to heal,” he told her softly, earnestly. “Can you concentrate enough to do that? One last time?”
 
   Concentrate enough to heal? Yeah, she thought. I can do that. 
 
   One last time.
 
   With some effort, Rhiannon nodded. Images flashed before her mind’s eye, images of the last two thousand years and of everyone Michael had saved, and of everything he had done for the people of Earth. And she imagined everything he would do in the years to come. 
 
   Then, with the last of her will, and with strength she pulled from the very core of her spirit, Rhiannon lashed out. She knew she had to be fast. She was dealing with the Warrior Archangel. She would only get one shot. It had to count.
 
   She pressed her hand to his chest and focused with every ounce of effort she could summon. In the space of a single moment in time, in the split instant between heartbeats, she pictured the man she’d fallen in love with as he had once been: whole and unharmed and perfect.
 
   Light pooled in her palm, spread beneath it to envelop Michael’s body, and then flashed as bright as the sun before dying out once again.
 
   Rhiannon smiled, and as the blue faded from Michael’s parted, surprised lips to be replaced with a healthy pink, she closed her eyes and welcomed the dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   But the dark didn’t come. Not for long, anyway. 
 
   “Rhiannon!”
 
   At first, the world faded out like a television from the fifties being shut off. Color and light went away, shrinking to a tiny dot at the center that greatly resembled a very distant light at the end of a really long tunnel.
 
   Maybe that’s where it comes from, she thought. The whole tunnel thing.
 
   “God damn it, Rhiannon! NO!” 
 
   But then the dark was more gray than black. And the light was fading into its surroundings. 
 
   “Rhee, angel, please… no, God, no… why did you do this?” She was being shaken. She could sense it as if she were watching someone else being shaken, maybe in a movie. Then someone was holding her, wrapping arms around her like steel bands – steel bands that could be tender and gentle, despite their immense strength.
 
   She remembered those arms and the way she felt in them, holding on to the memory because she wanted it to be the last thing she thought of as she left this life. But the dark gray kept getting lighter, and that tunnel light was all but gone within seconds. 
 
   Soon, the gray was a dark brown, then a light brown, then almost white.
 
   Rhiannon realized that the pain in her chest was gone. So was the pain from the broken bones she’d sustained. The cuts. The bruises. 
 
   It was all fading, right along with that darkness.
 
   “Rhiannon… what –”
 
   His voice cut off, and she felt his arms slip from around her, sliding slowly away.
 
   Because she was floating upward. The floor was no longer pressed against her back. There was no hardness, nothing cold. 
 
   The rain had stopped. The wind had died.
 
   Rhiannon opened her eyes. 
 
   The glow from her body emanated outward in beams of star-like illumination. She lit up the destroyed living room of Michael’s apartment as she rose two feet, three, four and five feet from the ground. She continued to float upward, afforded the most amazing view of the world below. 
 
   Michael stood directly beneath her, his tall, strong form stunned, his jaw slack, his blue eyes glowing and wide with shock. Beside him, Gabriel and Azrael also gawked up at her, as did Max and Sophie. 
 
   There was another man there now as well, and Rhiannon knew he was the red dragon. There was no leather jacket encrusted with rubies, the way Rhiannon had grown accustomed to seeing dragons when in human form. But he did wear a complicated silver choker with rubies embedded in it, and his brown eyes were amber-ringed. Calidum had been his name. He gazed up at her now from a man’s perspective. Directly beside him and under his protective right arm was little Mimi, her cheeks tear-stained, her eyes the size of golf balls in her pretty face.
 
   Rhiannon processed this as she stopped rising and merely floated above them for a few eternally long seconds. And then her body changed. It felt as if it emptied itself of darkness, of the weight of so many souls and suffering. It literally felt as if these things that had been unknowingly holding her down her entire life were pulled up and out of her, lifted from her shoulders, and tossed into oblivion.
 
   She closed her eyes. It was a spiritual orgasm of sorts, beyond description and breathtakingly amazing. Her back tingled, and she heard a ruffling sound. She knew what it was without having to look; the gasps from below confirmed it.
 
   “Rhee… you….” Mimi’s whisper of exclamation drifted off in awe, but Rhiannon could have finished her sentence for her.
 
   I know, she thought. I have wings.
 
   She felt them growing out behind her like a part of her that had been chopped off ages ago, limbs that she’d been missing her entire life and had finally found again. They were a part of her and had been all along.
 
   When she opened her eyes again seconds later, she was smiling. It was a smile of pure joy, and it was matched in her archangel –  who now floated with her less than a foot away, held aloft by his own magnificent set of wings. They stretched out behind him, massive feathered constructs of glorious perfection, the way she had always imagined an angel’s wings would appear. They were so white, they held a blue tint the way raven’s feathers were so black, they did the same.
 
   But Michael wasn’t paying attention to his wings. Rhiannon got the impression he couldn’t have cared less about them. He shook his head in wonder as he gazed down at her, his expression one of abject admiration. His voice was deep and gravelly with emotion when he said, “You, Rhiannon Dante, truly are stunning.”
 
   “You’ve already said that,” she teased softly as he gently took her hands and his gaze slid from hers to the wings at her back.
 
   Rhiannon looked too. Her smile broadened.
 
   Wow, she thought. Holy wow! They were white as well, but not as blue-white as Michael’s. Rather, they were slightly off-white and gold-tinted, and their very edges faded in a spectacular ombre from white to yellow to orange and then, finally red. They were dazzling. And they were hers.
 
   “She really is the Phoenix,” she heard Mimi whisper. And she had to agree, her wings pretty much fit the bill.
 
   She gave them a test flap, beating them strong and sure against the cool night air as if she’d always possessed them and had been using them for centuries. Like riding a bike; an angel never forgot how to fly. 
 
   A laugh escaped her throat, a sound of pure joy as her wings took her further up into the night sky. She beat them again, continuing to rise, and Michael followed suit, climbing into the Cosmos right along with her.
 
   The night should have been cold up here. It had just stormed, and though they had settled, the clouds were still deep. Mist clung to Rhiannon’s hair and eyelashes, dampening them with droplets like diamonds. She laughed again when she realized the moisture was sticking to her wings as well. It was the oddest thing to realize they were there and a part of her. They had been all along.
 
   “Rhiannon.”
 
   He said it softly, intimately, claiming her attention at once. She hovered where she’d risen, beating her wings just enough to hold her in place while she gazed into his sapphire blue eyes. 
 
   “You sacrificed your life for mine.” He shook his head. “I knew you would do it. Even as I prayed you wouldn’t, I knew you would.”
 
   Rhiannon said nothing. What was there to say? She would do it again, given the choice. He was so much more powerful than she was, capable of doing so much more good. The world was already so screwed up. If it lost him, that would be one tip of the scales in the wrong direction too many. 
 
   And she couldn’t bear the thought of him dying. There was that, too.
 
   “I know you think you would do it again,” he said, his gaze narrowing slightly, and his lips curling up at their corners. It was the cop in him, knowing what she was thinking. She couldn’t help but smile guiltily.
 
   “But you won’t.”
 
   Rhiannon raised a brow. “Oh?”
 
   “Never,” he told her firmly. His voice held a note of something so compelling, she wondered if he was using some sort of vampire power on her just then. 
 
   But he didn’t have any fangs… and now that Rhiannon really looked, she realized he appeared truly different. His hair was lighter, as it had been in her dream. His skin was darker. And the waves of forbidden, Nightmare powers that had emanated from him before, well, she couldn’t feel them anymore. His nearness made her warm, and his eyes made her stomach tighten. But that was just Michael. He didn’t need any help.
 
   “Never,” Michael repeated hard, issuing the command like an ultimatum, “ever do that again.” He pulled her closer with his hold on her hands, and placed those hands palm-down upon his chest. The touch made her fingers tingle. Her heart rate quickened.  
 
   He waited a beat.
 
   “Ever,” he said one last time, narrowing his gaze just before he removed one of his hands from hers to slip it behind her neck and pull her against him. She had time for a quick gasp of breath before he was claiming her lips in a deep, fierce kiss. It was a kiss filled with raw emotion: the release of fear, the exultation of hope come to fruition, the celebration of love, and the beginning of something wonderfully unknown.
 
   His lips were warm and dry, and trapped in that kiss, Rhiannon felt a kind of salvation. This is Michael, she thought. The archangel, her mind mused deliriously. The one and only. And he’s mine.
 
   My Michael.
 
   Rhiannon grinned against his lips. She pulled her hands from his chest and wrapped her arms around him, deepening the kiss. He was no longer a vampire. He was no longer an incubus. Those curses had been lifted, and yet he was the sexiest, most powerful man she had ever encountered. 
 
   Had he been freed because of her? Because of this?
 
   Because of us, she thought, knowing it was true. They had overcome dark magic and an army of evil monsters, and even the most powerful obstacle life can encounter – that of the end of life itself. Simply by trusting one another.
 
   By loving one another.
 
   Michael pulled slowly away, breaking the kiss, but placing his forehead gently against hers. “I do love you, Rhiannon Dante. I always have,” he told her, promised her. “I always will.”
 
   Rhiannon closed her eyes, letting the warmth of him embrace her like a blanket.
 
   “Well,” she said softly, “at least that’s one thing we can agree on.” 
 
   The two warrior angels would always embrace struggle. It was in their natures. But in this, there would be no fight.
 
   “I love you too, detective.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   Angel stood in the shadows of an alley a block from the scene of the archangels’ battle. She watched in silent understanding as Rhiannon Dante earned her wings and rose above the tumult of Earth alongside her mate, the archangel Michael. The last of the Four Favored had found his archess. 
 
   The battle had created a chaos of nearly epic proportions in the streets and buildings surrounding Michael’s. But Angel had seen this kind of thing before. In Texas, in Scotland, in San Francisco. 
 
   She knew the archangels’ Guardian would take charge of the cleanup. Vampires commanded by their king, Azrael, would erase minds and video recordings. The archangels themselves would use their abilities to right vehicles and road signs and traffic lights and mend buildings or roads where they’d been cracked or struck by lightning. Any injured mortals would be tended to by the archesses or by Michael, whose curse had been lifted, and who would once more possess the ability to heal.
 
   Angel knew all of this with an easy certainty. It was simple fact.
 
   But it was with a thick mixture of unease and bracing anticipation that she knew what it all meant.
 
   The archangels had finished what they’d come to Earth to do. There was no reason any longer for them to remain here, in this realm. But remain, they would. Here, they would stay – until the final archess was located. 
 
   Because there weren’t only four. There were five.
 
   Angel was the last.
 
   She took another few seconds to watch the winged couple who were embracing one another in the skies above a New York City street, and then she stepped back into the shadows behind her. When she emerged, she was in Chicago.
 
   She glanced up at the thick, dark night to see clouds spinning together. Where the storm had just ended in New York, it was only beginning here. And this one was bigger. It was more significant. 
 
   This was his storm. 
 
   Taking more of a risk than she had ever taken, Angel placed a mental and magical shield around herself. It would prevent her from being located by someone like Hesperos, the Nightmare King. Now was not the time for him. Now, she needed to be alone.
 
   Alone with the dawning of a kind of future, and the ending of another.
 
   Once the shield was in place, Angel moved again through the shadows, slipping from alley to alley across the Windy City until she stood at the base of a building one hundred and ten stories high. For a moment, she only stood there, her eyes closed, her breathing slow and regulated.
 
   When she felt she was as ready as she would ever be, she opened her eyes. She didn’t have to be there. She didn’t have to walk into the lion’s den. But there was a part of her, that same part of her that grew still and quiet when his face appeared on television or she caught an image of him in a newspaper or magazine article, that accepted there was little point in fighting it. That part of her knew the end had begun, and it wanted to face it head-on.
 
   At least… for a few seconds.
 
   Angel swallowed hard, took one last deep breath, and looked up.
 
   *****
 
   On the magically hidden terrace of a magical apartment on the sixty-sixth floor of a tower eight hundred miles away from Michael and his archess, a man in a dark gray suit grasped the railing of the balcony before him in a bruising grip. The metal bent under his fingers, and his body shook. His eyes flashed, the sky above him darkening further as memories that had been taken from him thousands of years ago were suddenly returned.
 
   All at once.
 
   And he remembered. Everything.
 
   There was a step behind him, the soft impact of a high heel on marble. “Sam,” Lilith whispered softly. She didn’t have to say anything else. Nothing further was any longer necessary. She knew what had happened. She knew Michael had found his archess. She knew everything, and had all along. He’d made sure of that.
 
   Samael straightened, releasing the railing. He felt as if he’d been punched in the gut by the multiverse. And he’d delivered the punch himself.
 
   “I know,” he said simply. His voice cracked slightly. Yes… even his voice could crack.
 
   Moments passed, moments in which the entirety of the truth surrounded him, stabbed through him, and filled every molecule of his being with the inescapable verity of who and what he was. What he had done.
 
   And who he was searching for.
 
   Then, as if pulled forward by invisible chains, Samael once more grasped the railing – and looked down.
 
   There she was. She was hiding her true form from the world, as she had for centuries. But he could see it clear as day. He’d seen her in countless dreams, caught her scent on rogue breezes, and heard her voice in echoes he couldn’t quite grasp. And now he knew why. 
 
   “I know,” he repeated, this time to himself, and to her.
 
   He knew she’d heard him when she took a step back. He could see the tiny retreat even at this distance. He knew that she would run from him. She had been running from him for millennia. It could be no other way. She could be no other way.
 
    And he also knew that he would pursue her, to the ends of the Earth and far, far beyond, if need be. Until she was at last his, and he could once more know peace.
 
   “Run, Angel,” he whispered. “Run fast and run far.” But know, he added mentally. I will find you anyway. And when I do, I swear to you that you will never want to leave me again.
 
   *****
 
   “I’m a dragon.”
 
   Mr. Verdigri nodded, as did Mimi’s aunt, Bess.
 
   “A red dragon. And you both knew it all along.”
 
   Again, they nodded.
 
   “Pardon my French,” said Mimi frankly, “but WTF?”
 
   Bess Tanniym bristled and squeezed her hands together, but Mr. Verdigri chuckled softly and sat back in his chair at their round glass table beneath the gazebo in the Swallowtail Foundation atrium. “Your mother was a red dragon. She and your father met very young and had a child together – you. Dragons are always born into human form. Later, they either develop their dragon traits or remain human. The chances for both are fifty-fifty.”
 
   Mimi sat back a little and listened intently.
 
   “Should you take on your mother’s genes and develop dragon traits, it was your father’s wish that you come into your true form in your own time and in your own way, young Mimi. Imagine how differently you would have faced the tasks and challenges of everyday life had you known you were not human.”
 
   Mimi blinked. She wasn’t an unreasonable person, despite her age, so she obediently did as he suggested, and imagined it. It gave her pause. She had a feeling she knew where he was going with his line of reasoning. 
 
   Mr. V went on. “I can guarantee that you would not have taken each task as seriously as you did. You would not have taken the time to learn the things you’ve learned or care about the things you’ve come to care for as you do. Quite frankly, you would have missed out on one of life’s greatest gifts.”
 
   Mimi’s aunt nodded sagely.
 
   “The weakness of humanity is one of its greatest strengths, Mimi,” said Mr. V. “For it is in their weakness that they strive for something more and for something better. Without that weakness, they wouldn’t try at all. There would be no need.”
 
   “So you’re saying you didn’t tell me because you didn’t want me to be lazy.”
 
   Again, Mr. V laughed. But at length, he shrugged and nodded, just once. “In a manner of speaking.”
 
   Mimi was quiet for a few minutes. She was processing things. It was a lot for a kid to take in, the fact that monsters were not only real, but that she was one of them. Not to mention, what was going on with Rhiannon. And Michael. And the others! There was a whole slew of supernatural creatures swarming around her, doing their own things right under her nose. She’d been clueless until now.
 
   Well, sort of. After all, she had seen the gargoyles that day coming out of the wall at the studio warehouse.
 
   “Thank you for Strike’s funeral,” she said, changing the subject for a moment. It was just that she felt him missing again – there by her leg. By now, he would have bumped up against her a few times and peeked over the edge of the table to look for scraps she wasn’t going to eat. Or the ones she was going to eat. He hadn’t been choosy.
 
   Mr. V had buried him right here in the atrium, and he’d had a friend who happened to be a dragon who was also a druid perform the ceremony. There had been magic involved, and an enormous tree with leaves the duo-colors of Strike’s eyes had grown from the soil where he’d been buried. Somehow, that made Mimi feel better. 
 
   She would sit under the tree in years to come and play her Nintendo or do her homework. Or just remember.
 
   “It was a lovely service,” Bess agreed softly.
 
   Mr. Verdigri was silent for a moment, but he nodded, just once. And in his silence, he said enough. Mimi understood. 
 
   Again, she changed the subject. “Cal promised to teach me how to use my fire,” she said, before she took a long drink of her raspberry lemonade. Cal was Calidum, who as it happened, was more or less the leader of the red dragons on Earth. Apparently, he’d been impressed with her at Michael’s apartment, and he’d decided to take her under his wing.
 
   “Good, there is much to learn before you reach maturity. It will help you in every decision you make from here on out, including the eventual selection of your mate.”
 
   Mimi screwed up her face. “Mate?”
 
   Mr. V’s smile broadened. He probably knew it was too soon to speak of such things, but sometimes older people could forget.
 
   “I’m only dating boys who’ve adopted six cats and can play guitar,” Mimi told him frankly. 
 
   Now both Mr. Verdigri and Mimi’s aunt laughed together, Bess rather riotously. Mimi wasn’t sure what was so funny, but she let them have their chuckle as she finished off her lemonade and the waiter came to replace it with a fresh glass. She thanked him and poked a straw through the ice.
 
   Once they’d calmed down, Mr. V asked for a Mint Julep, and Mimi’s aunt requested a Diet Pepsi with lemon. The waiter left at once to fulfill the orders.
 
   “Calidum is a good man,” Mr. Verdigri finally said, nodding to himself. He leaned forward on the table, lacing his fingers together in a business-like fashion.
 
   Mimi stopped drinking, and released the straw from between her teeth. “How do you know?” she asked.
 
   The table went still. Bess didn’t move, and Mimi had the sudden impression that they both knew something she didn’t.
 
   Mr. V looked up, trapping Mimi hard in his emerald gaze. She blinked. Mr. V’s eyes were so green, they had never seemed quite normal to her. Not quite… human.
 
   Now, they seemed less so than ever. 
 
   “Suffice it to say, I know a thing or two about dragons,” he said cryptically. And left it at that.
 
   *****
 
   “So, no Culmination,” Eleanore mused, pursing her lips in a contemplative manner.
 
   “Apparently no’,” said Gabriel, who’d just twisted the top off a fresh, ice-cold beer from the mansion’s fridge.
 
   Rhiannon looked from one to the other, and then up at Michael, who stood beside her where she sat on the couch. He lowered himself onto the cushioned armrest, and slid his hand beneath her hair to gently rub the back of her neck. It felt good. “Whatever the Culmination is, I think all we can be sure of is that if it’s even real, it could happen at any time,” he said.
 
   “In the meantime, what are we supposed to do?” asked Uriel.
 
   “Continue the way we have been,” said Max. “We do what we were made to do.” He straightened from where he’d been leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. “We fight the bad and help the good.”
 
   “And keep an eye out for Gregori and his minions,” added Juliette.
 
   “Aye,” said Gabriel, as he placed a hand on her thigh and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Which now apparently include the Adarians, whether they like it or no’.”
 
   Apparently, Gregori had not just a few of the Adarians at his disposal, but all of them. And according to Michael and his brothers, most of them were supposed to be dead, having been killed in battles against the four archangels or against each other. 
 
   Now they could add “raising the dead” to Gregori’s vast and terrifying repertoire. 
 
   Eleanore shook her head. “I almost feel sorry for them.”
 
   “Me too,” agreed Sophie.
 
   “You would, sunshine,” said Az, who stepped suddenly out of the shadows of the mansion’s study and strode toward her. 
 
   Rhiannon watched Sophie’s honey-colored eyes grow big as he drew near, and she couldn’t blame her. Azrael was an imposing figure, all sex and darkness. The vampire king grabbed Sophie’s wrist, pulled her up from the couch, and then took her place, pulling her back down on top of him and into his lap.
 
   A small rush of breath escaped her as he snaked his arms around her and kissed her tenderly on the side of the throat. A flush crept into Sophie’s cheeks, and Rhiannon couldn’t help but smile. She recognized that feeling.
 
   She glanced at Michael. He winked at her.
 
   And Rhiannon’s insides melted. Nothing, no matter how dark or vampire-like or swarthy or brooding, could ever come close to topping the drop-dead sexiness of a smile and wink like that. 
 
   She’d mated with an archangel, alright. And in a week’s time, she would be officially marrying a cop. The thought made her want to giggle. 
 
   She’d spent the better part of her adult years hiding from the law, hoping it wouldn’t catch her in the act and that the boys in blue wouldn’t cuff her, and cart her off to some secret chamber for interrogation. But now… she looked up at the Warrior Archangel, the seasoned hard-body detective with the keen blue gaze that missed nothing, and the mind that was always one step ahead. 
 
   Hell, now she was praying one particular boy in blue would do just that.
 
   *****
 
   Somewhere far, far away, in a mansion made of ice, on a plane of frozen desolation, a man with black hair and a blacker gaze opened his eyes.
 
   Worlds revealed themselves to him in the depths of those dandelion irises. The corners of his lips turned up in a knowing smile.
 
   “He’s here,” Gregori said. 
 
   He had been all along.
 
    
 
   The End.
 
    
 
    
 
   (Stay tuned for Samael, the final installment in The Lost Angels series, coming 2015.)
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