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Chapter 1
 
I sat alone in the room, listening to the machine follow my mother’s weak heartbeat and tried not to think of what came next. Of the arrangements that would need to be made soon. Of what I would do once Mom was gone. 
I’d turned eighteen three months ago, just before my mother spiraled into this. It would be the last birthday I had with her. The warm memories of that day, when Mom seemed like she was getting better, ran through my mind. I held them close like the treasures they were. At least Victoria was a year and a half older than me. As hard as this was, we were both legal adults, we wouldn’t have to worry about a foster care system tearing us apart. 
Even so, I tried not to contemplate the future as I stared at the wasted form that was once my beautiful, vibrant mother. The woman who always looked so much younger than her age, cooked a big breakfast every Sunday morning, who was my anchor in a world I didn’t feel like I belonged in. The woman cancer was stealing from me. 
Breast cancer. You always hear about the survivors, see the pink ribbons everywhere. Mom wasn’t going to be a survivor. When an aggressive form of it took hold of her five years ago, she’d fought it and won. Then it came back. This time, it had no intention of letting her go. 
I shied away from those thoughts and focused on the monitors. As long as those were all going, Mom was still there, in some form at least. I wasn’t ready to lose my mother, to face my first year of adulthood without her. 
Most people would probably find the monitors annoying. They weren’t. They recorded every precious moment of Mom’s life. They became the center of my world. Just like the whiteboard on the wall across from the bed with my mom’s name, Miranda Collins, the names of her nurses and any notes about her. As long as her name stayed on that board and the monitors kept going, everything was okay… as okay as they could be.
A television was affixed to another wall. I could have watched whatever I could find on it, Mom certainly wasn’t interested. My cell phone, a Christmas gift from Mom, lay ignored in my purse. I could cruise the internet, stream movies, or listen to music on it. None of it held any attraction for me. 
A nurse came into the room, her smile full of compassion as she asked me how I was holding up and checked my mother’s vitals. I told her the same thing I told everyone, even Victoria. I told her I was fine. As far as they were concerned, I was. Victoria knew me well enough to know better, but she never pushed, for which I was grateful. 
I adored my sister, even if she could be annoying, but I could never connect with her. We were different in ways I didn’t fully understand. Victoria seemed to fit in easily everywhere she went, the popular one in school. Unlike most popular kids, though, she wasn’t the snobby type. She believed everyone mattered. 
I, on the other hand, could never seem to find a connection with anyone other than Mom. It was like there was something in my DNA that made people shy away. The only people who took notice of me were the occasional bullies. While Victoria had friends to lean on during all of this, I was on my own. 
Mom never made friends easily, either. Like me, she didn’t make connections. We’d lived in the same house for eight years; it was telling that no one ever dropped by to see how she was doing. 
It wasn’t that Mom was a horrible person. People just seemed to avoid her the way they did me. Obviously, she’d made a connection once, since my sister and I existed. It couldn’t have been a deep one because whoever our father was, he’d disappeared when my mom was two months pregnant with me. She refused to speak of him. 
Sometimes, I wondered if he’d been abusive or something terrible. Anytime we tried to bring him up, she would go pale, a grim expression on her face. She told us not to waste precious time thinking of him. I couldn’t help doing that now. Who was he? Why did he leave? Was he some monster? 
My thoughts were interrupted by the quiet entrance of my sister as she slipped into the room and settled into the chair next to me. Even exhaustion couldn’t mar her tall, golden-haired beauty that was so unlike my short, black-haired self. 
I figured she must have gotten her height and perfect looks from whoever our father was. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the way I looked, in fact, most would call me pretty. I just didn’t have that airbrushed, cover of a magazine look that Victoria managed without even trying.
In silence, she handed me a candy bar and a soda. I smiled as a way of saying thank you. The cold from the can soaked into my hand. I made no move to open it or the wrapper to the food.
Victoria sighed. “You have to eat, Josephine.”
I glared at her for calling me that instead of Jo, but said nothing because she was right. I popped the can and opened the wrapper to the chocolate-covered caramel and nuts. As if by some strange agreement, neither of us spoke. We just ate our snacks, our attention focused on Mom. 
Most young women my age were watching what they ate, counting calories, and trying to stay away from carbs. Not me. With an extremely high metabolism, I could eat a ton without worry. It was nice in its own way. It was also another thing that set me apart. One of the few things I had in common with Victoria.
Another nurse came in a while later; I’m not sure how long it had been. I stopped looking at the clock a long time ago. When she asked how we were doing, Victoria’s answer was thick with tears. My eyes remained dry as I answered, once more, that I was fine. 
I kept my answer short and sweet. My default setting was to keep things to myself. With no close friends, I wasn’t used to sharing with anyone other than Mom. Even with her, I quit the first time her cancer showed up. I couldn’t bring myself to bother her with any of my issues when she was fighting for her life. There was enough on her plate without me adding “weirdly dysfunctional daughter” to it.  
As the sun sank ever closer to the horizon, I went down to the cafeteria with Victoria. The pale blue walls of the large space were supposed to be soothing. As we moved through the line with our trays, I couldn’t think of anything that would make this place soothing. For me, the place was a precursor to death.
After we sat at a small table near the edge of the room, I stared at my tray with a total lack of enthusiasm. I didn’t feel like eating, but knew I needed to. Poking at the strange, protein-like substance that was supposed to be chicken-fried steak, I wished for a lower metabolism. One that didn’t make me weak and shaky if I didn’t eat enough. 
Making a face, Victoria stabbed her fork into the odd, gray-covered lump in the corner square of her tray. “What is this supposed to be?”
I considered the lump on my own tray for a moment as the clatters and conversation of the busy cafeteria swirled around us. “I think it’s supposed to be mashed potatoes with gravy.”
“At least the pudding looks good,” Victoria said hopefully.
“It’s applesauce.” 
“How does applesauce end up looking like that?” Victoria shoved the offending substance around in its little space on the tray. 
I gestured toward the walls with my fork. “It’s a hospital, Victoria. I think it’s required for their cafeteria workers to go to an anti-culinary school or something. Besides, it’s not all bad. The dinner roll looks like it’s made of actual bread.”
Victoria pointed at the square of red Jell-O. “They got that right.”
I rolled my eyes. “Probably because you only need to know how to boil water in order to make it.”
“Possibly. I’m sure they are just doing their best,” she said, bravely scooping a bite of the mashed potatoes and gravy. 
Leave it to Victoria to give them the benefit of the doubt. I didn’t bother to argue with her, it wouldn’t do any good. She always did that, with everyone. Never believing the bad in them until it smacked her in the face. Even then, she would forgive them or feel sorry for them. Sometimes, she truly irritated me. 
In the end, my hunger overrode my fear of the food and I managed to choke it all down, even the unnatural applesauce. At least I could count on the soda actually being soda. I rarely drank it before all of this, preferring tea. However, I quickly learned to never trust the tea here. I’m not sure how one screws that up, but they managed. 
When we were done, we walked toward the elevators that would take us back to Mom’s room. I stepped into the car and closed my eyes for a moment, trying to pretend I wasn’t in a hospital. Unfortunately, that smell, the one unique to hospitals, was forever in my nostrils. I abandoned my attempt at mental escape. 
It was confusing because I desperately wanted out of there, to never set foot in a hospital again. At the same time, I never wanted to leave because I knew when I did, it would be without my mother. 
The atmosphere of the room felt different, strange, when we entered. My eyes quickly sought my mother. She was still there, the machines still recording her vitals. I’m not even sure why they left the monitors on. A DNR order resided in her chart. It didn’t matter if she flat-lined, there would be no effort to bring her back. 
Tearing my eyes away from her inert form, I scanned the room. It was empty except for the three of us, yet I swear I sensed other people. It left me feeling edgy as I took a seat in one of the chairs and Victoria settled in the other. 
Neither of us spoke. I don’t think we knew what to say. I didn’t know if Victoria could feel it, but instinct warned me that Mom was slipping away. I drew my chair closer to the bed so I could take one of Mom’s frail hands. Her skin was dry, paper-thin, and cool against mine. I wanted to yell at her, demand she fight harder. I wanted to scream at her, ask how she could leave me alone in this world. I wanted to sob and beg her to stay. I didn’t do any of it. 
I hadn’t said anything to her since the day before when she told me that nothing was as it seemed, to trust no one, just before lapsing into a coma. I didn’t even get a chance to ask her what she meant before she closed her eyes, leaving me with only monitors to tell me she was still alive. 
Victoria moved her chair so she could sit on Mom’s other side. We sat quietly, each holding one of her hands. A nurse came in at some point and asked Victoria how she was doing. The nurse didn’t bother to ask me, I guess she gave up getting anything other than the word ‘fine’ out of me. 
Time ticked forward, the nurse came back more frequently. It seemed as if the night dragged, the clock showed only about an hour had passed since we returned to the room. I glanced at the large window. The lights outside the hospital reflected in the rivulets of rain that ran down the darkened glass. I thought briefly of shutting the curtains, but made no effort do so. If I let go of Mom’s hand, she would leave. It was an irrational feeling, though not one I could get rid of. 
I laid my head on the edge of the bed, my eyes on the clock. This whole time I’d barely looked at the thing. Now I couldn’t take my eyes off it for reasons I couldn’t explain. The monitors went flat. There was no sound, no warning, no last gasp of breath. Just a quiet leaving. 
I let go of Mom’s hand, backing away from the bed as a couple of nurses came in, followed by a doctor. There should have been tears in my eyes, but there weren’t. Only a heavy lump in my throat that made it hard to breathe. Victoria stood across the room, her eyes swimming with the tears I couldn’t shed, her face ravaged with grief. 
The same sorrow that washed my sister’s face rose up like a wave that would crush me if I let it. I squashed it down. Not now, not in front of these people. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Mom’s body. So I cast my gaze around the room, desperate to look at anything else. That’s when I saw them.
A dark-skinned man with deep brown eyes, and a girl who looked to be about my age, with a long mess of bright red curls, her blue eyes wide. Dressed in long black cloaks, they definitely didn’t work for the hospital… then there was her. My mother, her wasted, translucent form stood next to them. I felt weird, lightheaded, like I somehow balanced between two places.
My mother used to tell us tales of people who dressed in black cloaks and came for the dead. But…they were tales, nothing more. Right? I looked back at the man. Though not young like the girl, he didn’t look old either, maybe mid-to-late-twenties.
“Who are you?”
He froze, staring at me. Then his eyes nearly bugged. What was his problem?
The nurse nearest me looked askance at me as if she thought I was losing it. I was about to ask again who they were when the man said, “You can see us?”
I shot him a glare. “Duh.”
My gaze wandered to my mother…maybe I was losing it. Could I truly see her spirit?
I glanced at Victoria, who stood in the far corner next to a nurse, and gave her a questioning look. She nodded, her gaze fixed on the two cloaked figures and our mother, ignoring the nurse who was attempting to comfort her.
When I turned my attention back to the man, his eyes were narrowed at my sister before they came back to me. “I have to go now. However, I will return. I must speak with you. It is of the utmost importance.”
“Speak with me about what?” The nurse gave me another strange look. What, was I not supposed to talk at all while they took my mother away? It was better to focus on Cloak Guy than on Mom’s body. 
“Your father, for one thing.”
That got my attention. “My what?”
He put his finger to his lips in a shushing motion. “Another time. Not here.” 
The man and girl walked past me, the girl staring as if I had a third eye or something. Mom trailed in their wake. I opened my mouth to demand the guy stuff his “another time” up his ass and tell me what he knew of my father right now. 
My demand died on my tongue as Mom paused, reaching for my hand. It passed through mine with an icy brush of air. She stared into my eyes with all of the love I’d always known she had for me. She turned and gave Victoria the same look.
Then she was gone, disappearing into the hall behind the two cloaked figures. Who were they? Was my mother’s spirit following them? Or was it just coincidence? My mind reeled from too many questions. I wanted to assign something fantastic to Cloak Guy and his companion, but my practical mind shoved such silly thoughts away. 
I staggered against the wall as dizziness swamped me. Trying to steady the world, or maybe just my brain, I ignored the nurse who now hovered anxiously over me asking if I was all right, and stared at Victoria, who was also having trouble standing. 
What just happened? 
The nurses were certain we were both too overcome with emotion. And, once past the weirdness we’d experienced, Victoria wept with a vengeance, further backing the nurses’ assumptions. 
When we finally left the hospital, I drove home while Victoria took the passenger seat. Her tears continued to fall. I stared dry-eyed out the windshield, focusing on the wet road and the rain-streaked October night lit up by the lights of San Francisco. 
I didn’t want to think about Mom’s death or the fact I had seen her ghost, felt her ghost. So I concentrated on the strange meeting with the cloaked figures. What did the guy know about my father? I tried to fit Cloak Guy into some role at the hospital and failed. 
Weariness weighed heavy on me. I gave up trying to understand any of it as we pulled into the driveway. I shut the car off, staring at the small white house, its outline smeared by the water running down the windshield. 
With a hitched sigh, Victoria opened her door and climbed out of the car. I finally followed, uncaring of the cold rain that soaked my hair. I’d just reached the small, covered side porch when the hairs rose on the back of my neck. It felt like something was watching me. I turned slowly sweeping my gaze over the front yard and the group of trees that ran along one side of the house. 
I thought I caught a glimpse of gold in the shadows. When I looked again, it was gone. Giving myself a mental shake, I walked into the house, shut the door, and tossed my keys on the kitchen counter. We never used the front door, had never even unlocked the deadbolt since moving in, instead preferring to use the side door that led into the warm, homey kitchen. 
Neither of us spoke as we passed through the kitchen and headed up the stairs to our rooms. A small landing at the top was bracketed on three sides by doors. The one in the middle led to the bathroom I shared with my sister. When we reached the top of the stairs, we turned opposite directions, Victoria into her room, me into mine. 
I closed the door softly then stumbled to my unmade bed. Even with the sound of the rain on the roof, the house was too quiet. Although Mom hadn’t been there in almost two weeks, her absence was final now. There was no hope of her ever returning. The house felt emptier without her in the world. 
The tears still didn’t come as my mind shied away from the pain. Somehow, crying would be the ultimate acknowledgment of what I had lost. Unable to sleep, I balled up under the covers and stared at the pattern the street lamp made on the wall as it shone through the branches of a tree.
***
“I’d been given a task I agreed to only because it was Rowen who asked.”  ~Caius
 





Chapter 2
 
Several days later I stood under a blue canopy in the cemetery as the rain fell in a steady beat beyond. I felt detached from the proceedings. Mom was the tether that connected me to the world and without her, I was just drifting on the breeze. 
My sister and the lady from the funeral home, whose name I had forgotten, sat in the folding chairs. That was it. No one else was there to remember the incredible woman my mother had been. I stared at the coffin, tuning out the preacher next to it who was going on about death, Heaven, and whatever else. The funeral was nothing big, just a small graveside service with a plain coffin. None of it mattered, Mom wasn’t there anyway. I knew that beyond a shadow of a doubt. 
Letting my gaze wander, I looked out across the cemetery. It was a peaceful sort of place. Quiet, except for the pattering of rain. Plenty of trees bordered it, dulling the sounds of the city. Bright fall leaves stood out against their darker evergreen neighbors. Other than our little canopy covered group, there was only one other person who stood a few grave sites away staring at a tombstone. 
His inky black hair was plastered to his head by the rain which he didn’t seem to notice. I wondered who was in the grave, who he grieved for. As if he felt me watching him, the man turned and looked straight at me. 
A shiver of fear ran down my spine as his molten gold eyes—a color that couldn’t be natural—bored into mine. Though he appeared to be in his mid-twenties, there was a hardness to his face that made me wonder if he was older than he looked. There was nothing friendly in his gaze. Too stubborn to look away, I glared back. His expression turned calculating and slightly amused. 
The snap of the preacher’s bible closing brought me back to the reason I was here. 
The funeral began to break up as the preacher approached me. I knew he was speaking to me, but I wasn’t paying attention. I could only stare at the box that contained the only person in the world to ever fully accept me. After a moment when the preacher finally seemed to realize I wasn’t going to answer, he turned to Victoria. 
I didn’t notice the others leave until Victoria touched my arm, drawing me from my reverie. It was just us. The preacher and the funeral home lady had already departed. Even glaring-grave-visitor-guy was gone. The cemetery seemed empty though I knew somewhere, lingering out of sight, were the graveyard workers, waiting for us to leave so they could get to work entombing my mother in the ground. 
As I turned away, something caught my eye. Under the trees at the edge of the cemetery, slowly getting soaked by the rain, stood the man in the black cloak. “That guy is here.”
Startled, Victoria followed my gaze. “What do you think he wants?”
“He said he knows who our dad is, remember?” I certainly hadn’t forgotten.
“Do you think he does?” Victoria grabbed her lower lip between her teeth, a sure sign she was worried. 
I rolled my eyes. She never did anything risky. Ever. I looked pointedly at the coffin. “What do we have to lose?”
She hesitated so I gave her a gentle push in his direction. Finally, Victoria started toward him. The wet grass slowly soaked my canvas sneakers as I walked next to her. My stomach spent the short time tying itself in knots. Honestly, who goes to speak to a strange, black-cloaked man in a cemetery? Yeah, I had suggested it, but I didn’t completely lack a sense of self-preservation.
When we stopped in front of him, I said, “So who are you?”
He kept his hands folded inside the sleeves of his cloak, which made me slightly nervous though I showed none of it. 
The rain made rivulets down the dark skin of his bald head. He didn’t seem to care. “My name is Rowen. You are?”
“I’m Jo. You said you know who our father is.” I crossed my arms over my chest to hold in some of my body heat as the cold rain continued to fall.
He nodded as his eyes appraised Victoria. “What is your name?”
“Victoria. Jo’s sister.” 
Rowen looked at me then back at Victoria. “Sister?”
I could understand his confusion; we couldn’t look more different. We didn’t even have the same color eyes. Mine were the same soft green as Mom’s, while Victoria’s were crystal blue. “What do you know of our father? Do you know where he is?”
“His name is Elijah. I don’t know where he is. Nobody knows. However, where he is doesn’t matter at the moment.”
Victoria shook her head. “This is silly. You claim to know who our father is, yet you offer no proof.”
I agreed with her. If he didn’t know where the man was, it wasn’t much help to just know his first name. “What’s his last name?”
“He has no last name. Where he is from, there is no such thing,” Rowen said, meeting my gaze.
Victoria shivered and pulled her light sweater closer as the rain dripped off her hair, not that it would do much good since the sweater was wet, too. “Where is he from that no one has a last name?”
“Where isn’t as important as what,” Rowen said. He seemed to consider something before asking, “You both saw your mother’s spirit in the hospital?”
I really didn’t want to admit to that because it made me look like I was losing my mind, but found myself nodding anyway, along with Victoria. If only one of us saw it, then I could have passed it off as nothing more than a hopeful wish from someone who had just lost the most important person in the world. It wasn’t only one of us, though.
“You both saw me there even when no one else in the room did,” Rowen said. “You saw into the veil, saw your mother leave with me.” He waited while we let that sink in.
Victoria and I exchanged confused looks. Then the pieces of the puzzle clicked together in my mind. I sucked in a breath. Mom’s tales were always full of things about veils and those who crossed them. But they weren’t real. “So what are you supposed to be?”
“I am a reaper of souls.” 
The words sent a shiver of fear through me. 
Victoria took a step back. “An angel of death?” 
The question ended on a flat note. I knew she was thinking the same thing I was. We were talking to a madman. What we’d seen the hospital made no sense, but this made even less. 
“Not in the way you are thinking.” He smiled slightly. “I was here for your mother. You could see us through the veil because you are both part angel. You asked me where your father came from that there are no last names. He came from the Heavens. He was an angel.”
“An angel.” I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. “Like stand at the right hand of God, have wings, and all of that stuff?” 
“No.” Rowen shook head. “Only Archangels stand next to the gods in the Heavens, they are the only angels with wings. Their power is far greater than the Soldier Angel your father was.”
I held up a hand. “Wait, was?” 
Why the past tense? And how could he have been an angel? Weren’t they supposed to be all perfection and whatnot? Angels weren’t supposed to abandon people.
Rowen frowned. “Angels are not to cross the veil. There are strict laws against it. And even stricter laws against lying with mortals. Conceiving children with a mortal is possibly the worst crime an angel can commit, besides creating one with a demon.” He sighed, his expression troubled. “Elijah was cast out of the Heavens for his transgressions. He is now a fallen angel. It doesn’t change the fact both of you are half-angel. It doesn’t change that you don’t belong in the mortal world.” 
 “Mortal world?” I raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “So we’re what, going to live forever or something?” 
“It’s possible, yes,” Rowen confirmed.
My head spun. There was no way any of this was real, the guy was a whack job. Maybe he was out of whatever meds he was on. The skepticism I felt must have shown on my face because he looked like he was going to attempt to continue convincing us, but I’d heard enough. I glanced at Victoria and saw the same disbelief I felt reflected in her eyes. 
“I think,” I said slowly, “that we should go.”
Victoria nodded, taking a step back. 
“Please,” his expression became something between worried and pleading, “Just hear me out, I can prove it if you will just come with me. It isn’t safe for you here anymore. Your mother’s death unveiled you. Others will be able to sense you.”
This just got creepier than it already was. He wanted us to go with him so he could supposedly prove his delusions? Yeah because going off to who-knows-where with a strange man was something any sensible young woman would do. Not. I didn’t care what this Rowen guy thought he was, I wasn’t about to become one of his victims. 
I started backing up, my hand on Victoria’s arm pulling her with me. “We really need to go now.”
Rowen took a step forward as if to follow us, but stopped. As we turned and hurried across the cemetery to my car, I was suddenly grateful to the gravediggers who were still there, waiting for us to leave so they could close my mother’s grave.
I slid into the driver’s seat as Victoria hurriedly scrambled into the passenger side. Without a word, I started the car and locked the doors. What was there to say? A crazy man who thought he was an angel had tried to convince us to go with him. No matter what Mom’s tales said, they were just that, tales. Stories she spun for us when we were little. 
I drove through the pouring rain, unable to forget why we’d been at the cemetery as I tried to mentally shake off the meeting with the crazy guy. I glanced at my sister. Victoria wasn’t dealing well. She never dealt with this kind of thing well and I knew that with the weird meeting over, it was all hitting home for her. I was the one who dealt with the funeral home, made arrangements, spoken to the lawyer about Mom’s will that left the house and a large inheritance to the two of us. 
It wasn’t that it was any easier for me. I’d just learned, thanks to bullies, that it was better to not feel some things. Feeling it meant reacting to it. And reacting was a sign of weakness to the outside world. Happiness, love, even anger were okay. Hurt wasn’t. Hurt made people want to hurt you more. Where this wasn’t the same type of situation, my response was the same. It was a self-defense reflex. Not a healthy one, but who said life was healthy.
***
“She met my glare with one of her own, unaware of how vulnerable she was.” ~Caius





Chapter 3
 
After parking the car in the driveway, I dragged myself into the house. Tossing my keys and purse on the counter, I stared at the kitchen, at a loss for what to do. For so long, my life revolved around my mother’s illness, then around getting everything arranged. Now I was at loose ends. Victoria headed up to her room. She knew me well enough to leave me alone. I wasn’t a comfort seeker, my misery didn’t like company. 
I figured I should make dinner or something, except neither of us had been to the grocery store recently. There weren’t a lot of options beyond ketchup sandwiches. Victoria’s voice filtered down the stairs as she talked with someone on the phone. Her misery loved company. 
The gathering darkness beyond the window was aided by the heavy clouds making it seem later than it was, even with the rain tapering off. There were some fast food places a few blocks from the house, it wouldn’t take long to run and get something for dinner. I dug some cash out of my purse, reached for my keys then paused. Driving would be faster, but an edgy, restlessness settled over me. What I wanted to do most was walk, the action always helped me de-stress, to clear my mind. I desperately needed that right now.
Pulling on my raincoat in case the rain picked up, I scribbled a note for Victoria then walked out the door. A light mist still came down; the moisture sparkled in the light of the streetlamps as I followed the sidewalk two blocks down then turned the corner. Another three blocks ahead, the lights of the busier road and fast food places lit up the night.
A prickle ran over my skin. I glanced behind me. Other than a few cars, and someone several houses back checking their mail as they came home from work, there was nothing. I shook it off. Probably still weirded out by the crazy guy at the cemetery. 
I spent the rest of the way letting the exercise help settle my emotions into a place I could deal with. When I reached the busier street, I went to the nearest fast food place and ordered cheeseburgers and fries. We did have things to drink at home, which was a relief; I didn’t want to carry a drink tray. 
After paying for and collecting the food, I cut across the parking lot, in a hurry to get home. The last of the light penetrating the clouds abandoned me as full night settled in. My pace quickened, the sound of my shoes hitting the wet pavement loud in the rain-soaked night. I should have driven. A small sigh of relief escaped me when I turned the corner to my street. Just two more blocks. 
Once more, there was a sense of being watched. I took a careful look around. The street was empty. Lights glowed through the windows of the houses around me, but no one was outside. A flash of gold three houses back caught my attention. It disappeared before I could see anything. Maybe the streetlamp reflecting the eyes of a cat or something. A tall, hooded man passed under another streetlamp a block away. 
His facial features were obscured by the deep shadows of his hood. Something about him raised the hairs on my arms as my gut screamed danger. I turned away and sped up, anxious now to be home. 
I flew up the steps so fast I nearly tripped and face-planted on the small porch. Thankfully, I caught myself in time then practically threw myself through the door, slamming it behind me and twisting the deadbolt into place. 
Taking a few shaky breaths, I set the food on the small kitchen island. The cozy warmth, lights, and cheery yellow walls made my mad dash into the house seem ridiculous. An active imagination was a blessing until I managed to scare myself silly for no real reason. 
Chuckling ruefully, I pulled the food from the sack before hollering for Victoria. Grabbing a couple of sodas from the fridge, I set them on the island next to the food. I would need to make tea soon. Soda got tiring after a while.
When she came down, her eyes were red and puffy, her complexion splotchy. I almost started to tell her about my stupid behavior, but changed my mind. She would probably worry and there was no point in bothering her with my overactive imagination. Especially since there was nothing to worry about.
We ate in silence. Although Victoria likely wanted nothing more than to talk about our shared pain, it was a desire that was hers alone.  I had successfully buried the pain while on my walk, locked it up behind walls in my mind where I was emotionally safe from it. As long as I didn’t talk about it or delve into it, I would be okay. Maybe someday, when it was distanced by time, I would take it out and look at it. Or not. Whatever.
When we finished, I started clearing up the trash. Victoria hovered as if she too were at a loss. Though she didn’t handle the aftermath as well as me, or maybe she was handling it better since she was actually dealing with it, she’d been as much a caretaker of Mom as I had been. It would take a little bit for either of us to figure out what to do. 
Maybe I would go to college or finally get a job. We’d always lived on Mom’s huge inheritance. By the time I was old enough to get a job and have my own money, Mom was sick. Since half the money from that inheritance was now mine, I didn’t have to work, but I didn’t much care for the sense of drifting that consumed me now. I needed a direction, a purpose. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do about it at that moment.
After Victoria finally realized I wasn’t in the mood for communication, she disappeared into her bedroom again. I grabbed my purse and trudged upstairs. Tossing the purse into my bedroom on the way by, I headed for the bathroom. When the water in the shower ran hot, I stripped out of the clothes I’d worn to the funeral and stepped under the spray. The heat relaxed the tension in my shoulders and I stood under it for a long time after I was clean, willing it to soak away the buried sorrow. It didn’t. 
With a sigh, I shut off the water and dried off. Victoria’s door was closed as I headed to my room. Her muffled voice filtered through from the other side. If I was any kind of good sister, I would be there for her now. But that would mean actually facing the pain and I wasn’t ready for that. 
I pulled on a pair of comfortable sweats, a t-shirt, and pair of fuzzy socks. Dark circles underscored my eyes, making my ivory skin seem paler as I stood in front of the mirror over my dresser and worked the wet tangles out of my long hair. 
Turning, I stared at my bed, debating whether or not I wanted to crawl in it. In the end, I made my way downstairs to the long, narrow living room and flopped down on the couch. The television hung dark and silent on the wall across from me. The idea of watching it didn’t appeal. It didn’t seem right to fill the quiet with all of the bright color and noise of a show or movie. Laying my head on the throw pillows, I listened to the sound of the rain against the windows as it picked up again. 
***
Confusion clouded my mind when I snapped awake. It took a moment to remember I had lain down on the couch, not in my room. The glowing clock on the wall said it was five-thirty in the morning, which accounted for the lack of light outside the windows. What woke me? Some deep instinct said to be silent. Slowly, carefully, I eased off the couch. All the hairs on my neck and arms stood up. The light from the kitchen barely reached the living room, leaving most of it in darkness. 
On silent feet, I padded toward the kitchen. A room where I could see better would help. Uncertain, I hesitated in the shadows next to the kitchen doorway. Yes, I would be able to see better in there—so would anyone else. Inching forward, I peeked one eye around the doorway. 
The side door stood open. The door I distinctly remembered dead bolting when I came through it with the food. I slid back into the shadows and inched toward the stairs. My cell was in my room. Victoria was upstairs too. Maybe we could barricade ourselves in her bedroom while we dialed 911.
I started to take another step toward the stairs, but froze, not even breathing. Someone, something, was in there with me…
The blow came out of nowhere, sending me crashing into the far wall of the living room. The crack of drywall registered before the pain that lanced through my head and back. I didn’t have time to analyze whatever injuries I might have. A scream ripped through the air from upstairs at the same time whoever it was pounced on me.
In the light from the kitchen doorway, I only had a split second to see a man’s face, eyes glowing a feverish purple, before fangs flashed at me. Too terrified to move, it took me a second to realize he was gone, lying on the floor on the other side of the room. Between us stood the dark skinned man from the cemetery.  He held a glowing white staff, streaked with green, which seemed to be pure energy. 
“What the hell are you doing here?” I fumbled for his name, trying to remember it.
“Keeping you alive.” He didn’t take his attention from the guy on the floor.
“Why am I not surprised to see you here, Rowen?” the downed guy snarled and leaped to his feet. 
For the first time, I got a good look at his face. My breath left in a gasp as fear locked my muscles down. It wasn’t exactly a man’s face. There was something vaguely animal in the features and there was no mistaking the fangs. I hadn’t imagined those. 
Rowen shifted his stance. “I protect my own. You should know that.”
My muscles began to tremble even as my mind tried to concoct a reasonable explanation. There wasn’t one. The…what was he? Monster? Vampire? Whatever he was, he advanced across the room. 
Rowen didn’t budge. “You are foolish if you think you can best me, demonborn.”
Demonborn? Yes, because demons made so much more sense than vampires or monsters. I almost snorted at the absurdity of it. The demonborn hissed like an angry cat. An extremely large, pissed off cat. Did lions hiss? Because if they did, I imagined it would sound like that. 
Another scream echoed down the stairs. It snapped me out of the rambling fog trying to take over my brain. Victoria! She may be older than me, but somehow I was always the one to protect her, not the other way around. Her scream cut through my mind and shredded my heart. I turned and bolted for the stairs. I didn’t care what these things were; they were not taking my sister from me.
I reached the top of the stairs in time to have another…demon…stumble against me, nearly knocking me back down them. A man grabbed me by the front of my shirt as the demon thing tumbled past with a massive wound gaping open in his neck. 
Shirt-grabber hauled me up onto the landing and pulled me toward my room where sobbing whimpers told me Victoria was hiding.  Not happening. I dug my heels in. Thrashing in his grip, I kicked and hit with everything I had, only vaguely aware of the feral sounds coming from my mouth. 
Unfortunately, none of my efforts seemed to have any effect on him. His fist, still wadded in my shirt, twisted the fabric so tight I couldn’t slip out of it as he held me at arm’s length with ease. He didn’t seem to have to strain to hold on and keep me at bay at the same time. I stared wild-eyed at the face at least a good foot or so above mine. His eyes glowed gold in the semi-darkness but his face seemed normal. No demony-vampire look to it. In fact, he looked familiar.
“Victoria, run!” I shouted, desperately hoping she would listen to me. There was a tree at the corner of the house she could shinny down if she escaped out my window and onto the roof.
The muscles in the man’s chiseled jaw flexed as he glared at me. Without even acknowledging my efforts, he started into my room again. Furious I couldn’t stop him and terrified for Victoria, I twisted and sank my teeth into his rock hard forearm. The hiss of air he pulled through his teeth gave me some satisfaction. It didn’t last. His other hand clamped down on my jaw, forcing my teeth apart. Once free of my teeth, he took my upper arm in a vice grip. I kicked him again, this time in the knee. It didn’t do any good. If only I didn’t keep my nails so short, then I could have tried clawing the crap out of him.
He dragged me into the room while I continued to fight with everything in me. I had to save Victoria. Ignoring me, he reached down, grabbed my sister by the upper arm and hauled her up next to him. Wearing nothing more than a cami and a pair of sleeping shorts, she looked especially vulnerable next to him. Victoria didn’t protest, in fact, she looked ready to faint. 
I didn’t stop my fight, as he started for the stairs. With a curse, he released me for a split second. I spun to bolt away only to have his arm circle my waist and yank my feet off the floor. I found my back crushed against him as he dragged us down the stairs. The new hold didn’t stop my struggle, it just made it more futile than it already was. When we reached the living room, I saw Rowen facing off with three more of the demon guys and froze. What the hell just happened to my life?
The guy who held me spoke for the first time. “Get these two out of here; I will take care of those.”
In the light spilling out of the kitchen, he didn’t look much older than me, maybe somewhere around twenty-five or twenty-eight, but the hard face and the confident command in his voice belonged to someone much older. I knew where I had seen him before. He was the guy staring at a grave in the cemetery, the one who’d glared at me. The demons in the living room backed up a step, eyeing him warily.
Rowen glanced at us, his bald head glistening with moisture in the dim light. “I can handle them myself, Caius.” 
“Agreed. But I’m only here to help you with that,” Caius nodded at the three demons who edged back a little more, “not to babysit.”
I gave him an affronted look. Babysit? I was a freaking adult, even if barely. It wasn’t exactly the time to worry about it, but I tried to wrench my way free anyway.
It did no good, so I turned my attention to the bald man in the middle of my living room. “What the hell is going on?”
“I told you I wasn’t lying. I told you it wasn’t safe here for you anymore. This is why.” He glanced at me, and Victoria who only seemed to be on her feet with Caius’s support. “I can’t force you to come with me. However, I can’t promise to be here next time this happens, either. I can’t spend all of my time lurking around here. I ask once more for the chance to prove my words.”
“You mean go with you.” It wasn’t a question.
“Yes.” 
One of the demon guys tried to take advantage of Rowen’s distraction. A quick, but furious fight ended with the demon guy dead on the floor. Witnessing violence up close and personal in my own house left me feeling slightly faint. I took a couple of deep breaths; I didn’t have time to pass out. 
Fear kept adrenaline pumping through my veins as I tried to figure out what would be the best decision. Obviously, there was a hell of a lot more going on than I’d ever dreamed. And just as obvious, was the fact I was no match for it. 
In the end, it was looking at Victoria’s terrified face that decided me. Whatever was going on, it appeared Rowen was right about us being in danger here. I couldn’t refuse to go knowing next time Victoria might not be so lucky. If I agreed to go, I knew she would follow me.
“Fine.” Resigned, I blew my hair out of my face and looked up at Caius. “You can put me down now.”
He released me, practically dropping me on the floor. At least I landed on my feet. I moved quickly to support Victoria so he wouldn’t have to. Being shorter, I was able to tuck my shoulder easily under her arm as I wrapped one of mine around her waist. Caius strode away without another glance.
Rowen gave the floor to him and rushed to us. “Come, we must hurry.”
I pulled Victoria along as I walked into the kitchen and headed for the door wondering where we were going. Rowen surprised me by pulling me back into the doorway along with Victoria. 
Confused, I said, “I thought we were leaving.”
“We are, hold still.”
The house began to waver like I was seeing it through heat waves.  “Whoa, what’s happening?” Panic edged my words. 
Victoria’s breath hitched, her pupils dilated with fear.
“Don’t be afraid, this is perfectly normal,” Rowen said in a soothing voice. 
I wasn’t soothed. Neither was Victoria, especially when the house completely faded from view and a large room started to take its place. My sister’s fearful whimper helped me pull it together. One of us had to keep our wits. The strange dizziness that had affected me in the hospital when I first saw Rowen, hit me. Rowen’s steadying hand on my arm kept me from falling out of the doorway.
Finally, the weird heatwave things faded away. Putting a hand on the door frame, I looked around. The room was larger than I first thought and filled with freestanding doorways in every color and style I’d ever seen and many that I hadn’t. 
***
“Holding on to her was like holding on to a pissed off badger. A clawless, but not toothless, badger.” ~Caius





Chapter 4
 
Rowen walked away from the doorframe. We followed with hesitant steps, the plush carpet soft under my sock covered feet. It was strange because though I had never seen this room, I felt instantly familiar with it. As if it was some half-remembered place. 
“This is called the Incoming Room. Any doorway or natural arch in the mortal world can access it.”
Mortal. The word sounded strange in my mind. According to Rowen, Victoria and I weren’t mortal. Thanks to our father, we were half angel. If Rowen could be believed. At this point, I had little reason to doubt him. If only it could have been my mother who was the angel and not my errant, absentee father, then I would probably still have her. I doubted angels died of cancer.
We walked through another doorway into an even bigger room. This one was crowded with wooden cubicles and desks, with a big open area on one end. People sat behind the three wide windows spanning one wall. The crush of black-cloaked people moving through it nearly overwhelmed me. More than I could count moved past the windows, some picking things up, others dropping off. A steady stream came through a door in the windowed wall, carrying items out to the various desks. 
Along another long wall, a bank of about two dozen or so elevators dinged regularly, spilling more people into the room or taking them away. The last wall held several doors that looked like they led to offices. It all reminded me of an unusually large, overly busy bank. 
Rowen indicated we should follow him. Victoria glanced at me, worry plain on her face. I shrugged. What else could we do? We were here now and it wasn’t exactly safe at home. 
I was the first to move, my steps quiet on the plush carpet as he led us past the offices to what looked like a small conference room at the far end. A man with short, blond hair and blue eyes, and a woman with a distinctly Middle Eastern look both stood as we walked in. Neither appeared any older than Rowen.  
Rowen motioned toward the two, “This is Alaric, Head of the Reapers. And Aaminah, Head of the Guardians.”
“Have a seat, there is much to discuss,” Alaric said as he took his own advice and settled into a chair at the table. 
My head was still reeling from their titles. This was actually happening. I flopped into one of the chairs, too overwhelmed to try and be graceful, though I was careful to keep my face neutral, my façade firmly in place. Things always went smoother when other people thought I was fine. Victoria, always the proper one, sat carefully in her chair, trembling hands folded in her lap. 
Rowen started to pull another chair out when Alaric cleared his throat. “I do not think you need to stay. Aaminah and I can handle this. This is our job, after all, not yours.”
“On the contrary,” Rowen sat in the chair, “this particular job belongs to me as much as it does to you, given the circumstances of the situation.”
“What circumstances require your presence?” Aaminah asked with her hazel eyes narrowed.
Alaric flicked a warning look at Rowen before saying, “He only means their…heritage.”
“I am not sure what that has to do with him.” Aaminah gave Rowen a disapproving look.  “However, if you are willing to allow him to sit in on this, then I will not speak against it.”
I couldn’t help noticing the tension in the room and got the feeling the two Heads didn’t care for Rowen much for some reason. The undercurrent made me wonder, but I didn’t get much time to dwell on it since Alaric interrupted my musings.
“You two are quite the anomaly. Rowen has told you of your heritage?”
We both nodded as Aaminah picked up the thread of the conversation, “A highly volatile situation. According to all of the laws and restrictions, you two should not exist. News of Elijah’s transgression swept both the Heavens and the Hells. The Heavens sensed a child of angel blood born in the mortal world some years ago. Elijah was caught trying to sneak a newborn girl into Midtween, the fool.” She frowned and shook her head as if unable to fathom such an act. “Once he realized he’d been caught, he disappeared taking the child with him. We were unable to locate either of them. A year later he showed back up alone, claiming the child died. No one in the Heavens could sense a half-angel child in the mortal world anymore. He was promptly banished for his crime. Now, we discover the child didn’t die, she was in the mortal world the whole time and there are now two. What to do with you has left us struggling for an answer.”
“Obviously,” Alaric said, “it was decided that you both should come here, to Midtween for now.”
Victoria swallowed and I could tell by her expression that she felt like she’d done something wrong by merely being born, which kind of pissed me off. I shot Alaric a glare. “What do you mean ‘for now’?”
“I simply mean, we are not entirely certain where you belong, where you will eventually reside. It is absolutely forbidden for an angel to lay with a human and has been since before the veils came down some ten thousand years ago. Yet, your father has done just that.” Alaric shifted as if uncomfortable with the whole thing. “All of the reapers and guardians have traces of angel blood, from the time before the ban. However, to have two people who are half angel is…”
“Completely unheard of since that time,” Aaminah finished for him. “That said, leaving you in the mortal world would be unconscionable. We cannot force you to stay here. You do need to be made aware of the dangers should you decide to return to that world, though.”
“I’m pretty sure we are aware of those.” My voice was barely more than a whisper.
Alaric sighed. “Yes, it is a shame you experienced that so soon. With such a high concentration of angel blood, you will be hunted. Young demonborn are quite fond of the high that consuming angel blood brings. In addition to that, you will mature into your mid- to late-twenties and then you will stop. You will be immortal in the respect that old age will never visit you, though you can still be killed. You will need to move about every ten years, or so, on that side. Given the nature of mortals, I think it is safe to say you would better off hunted by a demonborn than falling into the hands of mortals who realize you do not age.”
“There is one more issue.” Aaminah folded her hands on the table. “Living in the mortal world does expose your human side to the frailties of mortals, eventually making you susceptible to certain human diseases. You may live for several hundred years there before you fall to such a thing, but you should be aware it can happen.”
I was still having trouble wrapping my mind around the idea that my father was a freaking angel. That I was half angel. I didn’t feel particularly angely, but then I had no idea how it was supposed to feel.
Alaric nodded and said, “Something about the human blood in reaction to the mortal side of the veil. If you live on this side, you will be able to visit the other side without the ramifications. It is only an issue if you live there permanently.”
“So basically, this side is the fountain of health,” I said with more than a little sarcasm in my voice.  
“I suppose you could view it that way, Josephine.” Alaric frowned as if uncertain how to take my tone.
“Jo, I don’t like to be called Josephine,” I snapped, not really caring how he took it. All I could think was if my father was an angel, then how in the hell could he leave my mother to raise two children alone? How could he abandon her? Leave her to die?
Shoving away the thoughts, I focused on the two people across from me. “So say we decide to stay, then what?”
Aaminah shifted in her chair as if uncomfortable, glanced at Alaric, then back to me. “Then we have to decide what to do with you.” Her gaze settled on my sister. “I can sense you have the right disposition to be a guardian, Victoria. As the head of such, I extend an invitation to join our ranks.”
Victoria glanced at me, then back to Aaminah. “What is a guardian?”
The woman smiled, she seemed much more welcoming toward Victoria than me. Story of my life. “We work to save lives. To use our energy to bolster that of the dying. If there is enough energy left in the dying, giving them some of ours can sometimes help keep them off the reaper rolls.”
“What about, Jo?” Victoria turned worried eyes my direction. I read the concern on her face. It was easy to understand where it came from. I never fit in anywhere or connected with anyone, except Mom. Where would I go here?
Rowen spoke up, “Jo will be a reaper.”
I gave him a disbelieving look. A reaper, me? Could I face death day after day? It wasn’t my plan for my life. None of it fit the dreams I had for myself. But honestly, who could dream of this anyway? Despite my misgivings, it felt more right than anything I ever considered, which didn’t make sense. Then again, this whole day didn’t make any sense. 
Alaric considered Rowen for a long moment. “A reaper it is, given that she chooses to be so.”
A little irritated they both kept talking about me like I wasn’t there, I said, “Well, since the whole ‘being hunted down and killed’ thing sounds like a drag, and I’ve been up close and personal with disease, I think I will skip both.”
Rowen, his eyes still locked on Alaric’s said, “I will see her settled into my group.”
“That sounds agreeable.” Though Alaric sounded pleasant enough, I wasn’t so sure he found any of this agreeable. He turned a little, fixing his gaze on me. “There will be much to learn and unlearn, Josephine. The mortal world is rife with misinformation. Rowen will be your guide and will teach you what you need to know as well as oversee the studies you will need to apply yourself to.”
Bristling a little over the fact he seemed to need to say it to me more than my sister, I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. “Whatever you say, Master Jedi. And my name is Jo.”
“Master what?” Alaric frowned in confusion while Victoria nearly choked.
“A reference to the mortal world, Alaric. A compliment I believe,” Rowen answered. From the smile he was obviously trying to suppress, he had picked up on the sarcastic backhanded nature of the compliment. Rowen and I would get along just fine.
Aaminah stood, her white cloak cascading around her. “Victoria, if you will come with me, please. I will find a guardian guide, and then you can get settled in where you can dress more appropriately since you had the misfortune of being woken to all of this.”
My façade slipped as we both looked at each other with a little panic. We were going to be separated? 
Rowen seemed to pick up on our sudden fear. “Not to worry. Victoria is merely going to the Guardian section of the city, while you will be going to the Reaper section. You are free to visit each other at any time.”
Chewing her lower lip, Victoria stood and followed Aaminah, casting one last look at me over her shoulder before disappearing out the door. 
“Are you ready?” Rowen asked me. 
 “Guess so.” I stood, feeling rumpled in my slept-in sweats and t-shirt, not to mention my lack of shoes. At least I had socks on. Poor Victoria was barefoot. “Lead the way.”
Rowen did just that, weaving through the still crowded room to the elevators. Once inside one of the cars, he told it a number and it began to move. I guess no buttons were needed for elevators on this side, made more apparent by the total lack of them.
“You are taking this remarkably well,” Rowen said. “Better than your sister.”
I shrugged and said nonchalantly, “I deal with weird better than she does.”
He didn’t press any further and I didn’t volunteer that I was a freaked out mess on the inside. 
The elevator opened to reveal a long carpeted hall lined with multi-colored doors on either side. A window filled the wall at the end. There didn’t seem to be any kind of pattern to the color of the doors. 
Rowen saw me looking at them and said, “Everyone turns their door whatever color they wish.”
The plush, dark gray carpet continued underfoot as we walked mid-way down the hall to a purple door, on which Rowen knocked. 
It opened to reveal the face of the red-haired girl I’d seen in the hospital. She smiled warmly and stepped back to let us in. I glanced around. A living room to one side of the door, a small alcove with a counter on the other, and a short hall with two doors led off from the wall across from where I stood. A small apartment then. 
Rowen pulled my attention from my surroundings by saying, “This is Bethany. She will be your roommate and will also assist in teaching you about your new home.” He turned to Bethany. “This is Jo; make sure you show her around once she’s ready.”
Bethany seemed to be struggling to contain her excitement. “Don’t worry, I will show her everything. It’s great to finally have a roommate! And one so unusual at that.”
Great, a bubbly person. I sighed a little and smiled back as Rowen excused himself. At least he’d introduced me as Jo.
Bethany reached out and took my hand, which surprised me because no one ever reached out to me. “Come on; let me show you your room.”
I followed her to the space designated as mine. It wasn’t huge, but not small, either. A bed that looked like it would be called a queen in the mortal world stood on one side. The small walk-in closet with black cloaks already hanging in it was nice. 
Bethany lifted a cloak from the bar and held it out. “These have to be worn any time you are out of the apartment. These,” she traced the designs of the barely visible pattern in the black, “let everyone know your status as a reaper, whether or not you still need a guide, and whose group you are in.”
I nodded, my attention drawn to the huge duffle bag that rested on the floor, unzipped so I could see it was stuffed with clothes and things from my old room. “How did that get here?”
“It was delivered shortly after you crossed the veil with Rowen. I guess somebody thought you might like some of your things from the mortal realm.” 
I stared at her. “But I’ve barely been here an hour. How was there time to pack it and get it here?”
“It doesn’t take long to grab a few things and step through the veil.” She pointed to the other door on that wall. “You have your own bathroom in there. We may be immortal, but we still have to shower and perform other bodily functions.”
I let her drag me back to the living area. She pointed to the other door off the hall as we passed it. “My room, obviously.” Then she led me over to the counter that rested in the alcove opposite the living area. “This is a food station. I think you call it a kitchen in your part of the mortal world.”
I raised an eyebrow. “No, that would be a counter in the mortal world. Kitchens have sinks, dishes, cabinets, and appliances in them.”
Bethany frowned. “Kitchens are where you get food right?”
“Kitchens are, yes. This is just a counter; it’s lacking everything necessary to make food.”
“Oh!” Bethany said with a laugh. “Okay, I get the confusion. You just need to tell it what you want, it will appear after a minute.”
I gave her a look full of the skepticism I felt. “What is this, Star Trek?”
“No.” She smiled wide at the reference. “But it’s a good comparison. We have to take in energy, and you will get vials of replenisher when you get ready to start reaping. What you will get from here is basically the stuff in the vials, but not as amped up. Although it actually tastes like food, which is nice since what’s in the vials is nasty.”
“So I just tell it what I want? Anything?” I felt like Alice in Wonderland. This hadn’t been in any of Mom’s stories. 
Bethany nodded. “Yep.” 
She seemed anxious for me to try so, feeling stupid, I said, “Cheeseburger, fries, and iced tea.”
Somewhere in the middle of a blink, a plate and glass appeared. A cheeseburger, no condiments or lettuce or anything, and a pile of fries rested on the plate. I picked up the glass of tea, taking an experimental drink. It was good. Not as good as home, but good enough. I peered into the glass. “It tastes and feels like tea.”
“Yeah, it’s meant to mimic food in the mortal world. If you want other things on your cheeseburger next time, you will have to be specific.” Bethany grabbed my plate and walked to the living room. With its two cushy sofas and coffee table, it could have been a living room anywhere. She set the plate on the table before dropping onto one of the sofas, tucking her feet up. “It’s been upgraded over the centuries to match the evolution of food in the mortal world, or so I’ve been told.”
“How does it work?” I asked as I sat on the other sofa and pulled the plate closer.
Bethany shrugged. “The same way the elevators work or stepping through the veil works, or any of the other stuff we do. A kind of magic. Since the people who settled Midtween originally lived in the mortal world, that’s the kind of food that became standard here. Everyone here has grown up on mortal world type food.”
I took a bite of the cheeseburger. Like the tea, it was good. Lacking something from the cheeseburgers I’d always eaten, but not bad. “I’m guessing you don’t have a lot of immortal farm animals around to butcher.”
“No,” she said, laughing. 
I examined the food. “It’s good. Not as good as home, but not bad either.”
“Don’t worry; you will get to go othersiding once you’ve had some training.”
“Othersiding?” I mumbled around my mouthful of food.
“When all of us under Rowen go to the mortal side for a night of fun and food. Lots of food. I’ve seen nearly every movie that’s come out over there.” Her face became animated when she talked about it, her hands emphasizing her words. “Just remember, until you’re twenty-one, Rowen is your guide. You can’t go othersiding without him.”
I nodded, not sure when I would get the chance for that anyway. After I finished the food and drink, I placed the dishes on the counter as Bethany directed. Then, mainly due to her pushing, I changed out of my sweats and into my regular clothes. I pulled a cloak on and settled it around me, pushing the hood back to let my long, straight, black hair hang free. 
Once Bethany declared me presentable she tugged me toward the door to the hall, determined to show me around. I had to admit, she was starting to grow on me. Always an outcast, I secretly craved the connection of friendships. Bethany seemed more than happy to be a friend. It was so weird to go from having people practically treat me as invisible to having an instant friend. I wasn’t going to complain though.
***
“There will be many hands against her, for almost as many reasons as there are hands.” ~Caius





Chapter 5
 
The elevator took us to the ground floor and opened to a short hall ending in a glass entrance. Only one door led off from one side of the hall and I glimpsed an office through the open door. 
Bethany noticed me glancing in as we walked past. “Rowen’s office. That’s where you will go at the beginning of shift tomorrow.”
“Will I start reaping, or whatever you call it, then?” The idea made me nervous. 
“Oh, no. Probably not for a few months. You have too much to learn first,” Bethany said as she pushed open the glass door and we stepped outside.
I’m not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t this. Except for the notable lack of roads, it looked like a regular city with tall buildings rising up everywhere. Quite a few black-cloaked people moved along on the wide paths that wound through everything. There wasn’t a car in sight. Not even a carriage or anything. Occasionally a white cloak flashed among the darker ones. “No cars?”
“Nope, not on this side.” Bethany waved absently at the array of buildings. “These are mainly apartments for all of the reapers.”
She pointed to more rising in the distance. “That’s the Guardian section over there. And that building,” she indicated the one across from us, “is the Reaper Offices. It’s where you came in earlier.”
Okay, now I was confused. “How did I come in over there, get in an elevator and end up in a different building?”
“Same way a counter made food for you.” Bethany flashed me a smile. “Come on, I’ll show you the riverfront.”
Several cats of different patterns and colors occupied the areas between buildings. Some lay contentedly sunbathing on the soft grass. Others prowled around, going where ever it is cats go. “No immortal farm animals, but you have cats here?”
Bethany snorted. “No. The cats are from the mortal world. They come and go as they please. Some come here looking absolutely awful. After they get healthy here, they decide to stay. But most travel between worlds. Cats and ravens are pretty much the only beings that can cross any of the veils, at any point, at any time. They don’t even need a portal.”
I followed her down a wide, sandy path that wound through the buildings and ended near a dark, wide river. The whole bank on this side was taken up with what looked like shops. Bethany smiled, holding out her hands toward the riverfront. 
“Here you will find places to gather and eat. Same food as we can find in our apartments, but with room to get together and hang out. Some of them are specialty places, meaning you can only order things like fancy coffee from the counters in there. Also, there are shops where you can request clothing. Pretty much anything you might need can be found here. When you’re ready to otherside, we’ll get you a wallet.”
She made it sound like having a wallet was the coolest thing ever. “Yes, because everyone dreams of getting a wallet someday.” 
“Not a normal, mortal world wallet,” she laughed, easily brushing off my sarcasm. “The kind you get here will provide you with whatever you need in the mortal world. A card for swiping at restaurants, whatever ID you need for whatever nation you’re in, that kind of thing.”
“Wow.” That was pretty amazing. “I don’t think I can go to other nations though. I only know English and a little bit of Spanish.”
“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. It’s part of being a reaper. You will speak whatever language you are most comfortable with. The people you meet while othersiding or reaping will hear whatever language they are most comfortable with. And when they speak, you will hear English. There are far too many languages in the mortal world to keep up with them plus all of the different dialects of the same language and associated slang.”  
Freaky. I guess I didn’t have to worry about language barriers. “If you can buy things in the mortal world, why not bring food, clothing, or whatever else from there?”
“We do sometimes. Except for food.” She started walking toward the shops. “Food won’t come through the doorways, which kind of sucks, but such is life.”
I glanced across the river where more tall buildings clustered. “What’s over there?”
Bethany followed my gaze and frowned. “That’s the third section of Midtween. There’s a bridge off that way.” She motioned toward a bunch of thick trees and brush quite a ways upstream where a bend in the river concealed whatever bridge she was talking about. “I don’t think anyone ever uses it.”
“Why not?” My curiosity piqued, I leaned over the rail that kept people from falling into the water at the river’s edge and tried to see around the bend. It was no use.
“That’s the demonborn side of the river over there. They don’t come to this side and we certainly don’t go over there.”
“Demonborn?” That’s what Rowen called the monsters at my house. “Wait, aren’t those the ones that like to drink the blood of reapers?” I suppressed a shiver at how close Victoria and I had come to dying.
“And guardians.” Bethany glowered across the river. 
“What exactly are they?” How creepy was it going to be living right across the river from whatever it was that wanted to kill me and those like me?
Bethany tugged on my arm and led me down the extra wide path along the river’s edge. “Angels aren’t supposed to cross the veil at all. Demons are able to one night every hundred years and are free to lay with mortals. Some even capture and take humans back into the Hells with them.” Her face twisted in distaste. “The demonborn are the results of those unions. Half-mortal human, half-demon. They can cross the veil anytime they want, just like we can. It’s why we don’t go othersiding without a guide, someone older and more experienced. Demonborn feed off humans, both by drinking their blood as well as consuming their souls.”
“And us, they hunt us,” I said and shuddered at the thought. Guess that’s where the mortal world got the idea of vampires. 
“Pretty much. It doesn’t happen often, but it isn’t rare, either. Doesn’t help that they tend to breed so fast.”
“Breed fast? You make them sound like rabbits or something.” 
“Demons and their hybrid offspring have shorter pregnancies than those who only have trace amounts. They pop them out faster and are more fertile than the rest of us.” She snorted in disgust. “Angels have shorter pregnancies as well, but they don’t get pregnant as easy and never with mortals anymore. Well, usually.” She glanced at me. 
Ignoring the reference to my father, I asked, “Why do they go to the trouble to hunt us? Wouldn’t it be easier to go after mortals?” 
 “They get high off the trace elements of angel in reaper blood. And, due to the elements of angel in the souls of reapers, they get a ton of energy from it.” 
“What do you mean they get a ton of energy off it?” The thought of souls being taken for energy made my skin crawl, but this was my world now, I needed to know.
“Immortal souls offer a lot more energy than mortal souls. Only the souls of pure angels are safe from demonborn.” Bethany stopped and considered me for a moment. “Most likely your soul is safe as well. With fifty-percent angel running through you, taking your soul would likely kill any demonborn stupid enough to do it. Your blood though, talk about an extra high. I imagine there are more than a few over there drooling all over themselves at the thought of you and your sister, especially the younger ones.”
“Sounds like fun.” I glanced once more at the other side of the river. “Stay away from demonborn, got it. How will I know them from other people?”
“It’s hard to miss a demonborn. Both men and women are exceptionally attractive, with bodies that are as close to perfect as one can get. The eyes are another giveaway; they are never a natural color. And then, there is their smell, though by the time you are close enough to pick up on that it’s too late.”
“Their smell?” I snorted. “What, they don’t have soap over there?”
“Not a bad smell. It’s incredibly good. It pulls in humans like moths to a flame. Doesn’t have that effect on us.” She chuckled darkly. “Don’t get me wrong, it smells just as good to us, but the angel in reaper blood lets reapers see through it.”
As we walked, I thought over her words. It was kind of strange because she always said the angel in reaper blood or something to that effect. Never the angel in our blood. Must just be a way of speaking. Leave it to my brain to fixate on that and decide not to think at all about the blood-sucking, soul-consuming half-demons that liked to hunt people like me. 
Those last three words stirred warmth in the space around my heart. All my life, so different from everyone around me. Now there were people like me. People who were happy to be my friends, or at least one anyway. 
Bethany led me into the Midtween version of a coffee shop. It was large inside, but cozy with cushy couches curving around low, round tables. The soft murmur of voices inside stopped the moment I stepped through the door. Talk about everything reversing. In the mortal world—how easy it was to think of it that way already—no one really saw me, now everyone was looking.
The stares followed me as we went to one of the counters and told it what we wanted. By the time we took a seat on one of the couches, they’d gone back to their drinks. I sipped the lovely mix of coffee and vanilla, doing my best to relax. Again, though it was tasty, it was missing some element of the coffee I was used to. 
“You okay?” Bethany asked, concern on her face.
“I’m fine.” The answer came out automatically. 
“I hope all of the staring didn’t bother you.” She took a bite of the dinner plate-sized, glazed cinnamon roll she’d gotten.
“I’m fine.” I needed to change the direction of her thoughts. “So who is everyone anyway?”
Bethany scanned the room. “Older reapers. No one from Rowen’s group is here yet. They’ll be the ones you get to know the best; they are housed in our building or the next one over. We hang out with each other the most.”
“How many are in the group?” I eyed the room, taking another sip, careful not to burn my tongue. The couch was as comfortable as it looked and invited sitting for long periods. 
“Not many.” She took a drink of her own coffee. “There aren’t many our age anyway. People over here aren’t terribly, uh, fertile. Probably due to the fact we don’t grow old and die. Including the both of us, there are eleven in Rowen’s group. There are probably about thirty others in the still-need-a-guide age range split between two other groups. They hang with each other, though, so we don’t usually see them.”
Once more I sensed an undercurrent. As if not only did my group rarely see the other groups, they didn’t particularly care to. Or at least Bethany didn’t. Maybe there was some competition. I was about to ask her about it when she said, “I guess technically there are only eight in our group. Ryan and Chelsea are both twenty-four. They really like each other but neither are ready to admit it, either to each other or to themselves. So frustrating. 
“Brenden is twenty-three. They don’t require a guide anymore, although Rowen is always there for them if they need it. And the three of them don’t otherside alone, too dangerous, so they wait until Rowen can take the rest of us.”
“I turned eighteen three months ago. How old are you?” It was weird because I would never be able to tell who was young and who was old without asking. Alaric was the Head of the Reapers and looked to still be in his twenties. 
“I turned eighteen six months ago.” 
“That’s kind of a big age difference between us and the others you mentioned.” 
She shrugged as she cut another bite with her fork. “Age differences aren’t such a big deal over here as they seem to be in the mortal world. I guess when neither of you are going to age, it doesn’t matter as much. Sometimes it can make world views a little too different. Which is why Ryan, Chelsea, and Brenden still hang with us I guess. We’re the closest to them in age. The next reaper who no longer needs a guide that’s closest to them in age is seventy.”
I nearly choked on my coffee and had to wipe the dribbles off my chin. “Yeah, I guess that is a bit old.”
“You’re still thinking like a mortal,” Bethany said with a chuckle. “Zachary doesn’t look any older than Rowen.”
Curiosity got the better of me. “How old is Rowen?”
“Somewhere in the realm of a thousand years. Not sure of the exact number.” She took another drink.
The offhand way she said it set my head to swimming. Apparently, someone that long-lived was no big deal. “Are there a lot of people that old around here?”
“Hmmm.” Bethany considered the coffee in her cup for a little bit before answering. “Not many. Alaric is a couple hundred years older than Rowen. Aaminah is only about seven hundred years. Most around here are around five hundred or less.”
“If we are immortal, how come the majority aren’t like a million years old or something?” It seemed strange that so few reached incredible ages.
“We are immortal only in the not aging and not getting diseases thing. We can still die. We get hunted by demonborn. Killed by eaters while reaping. We can even die in childbirth, or get hit by a car or shot while othersiding.” She turned a bracelet on her arm while she talked as if nervous with the answer. 
Though I felt she was leaving something out, my brain latched on to one word during her explanation. “Eaters?”
“Soul eaters.” She wrinkled her nose. “When you have souls to guide, the eaters lurk in the space before you reach the River Styx. We have ways of defending ourselves and the souls in our charge, but sometimes we don’t have enough energy. Sometimes we lose the souls to them. Sometimes we lose the souls and ourselves to them. I think the eaters could probably even consume your soul.”
“Fabulous.” How was this life going to be any less dangerous than living out my life in the mortal world? Other than the disease thing, of course. I had no desire to die the same way as my mother. 
A young man walked into the coffee shop and ordered from one of the counters. Taller than me, which was easy, with dark brown hair, and a good definition of muscle—evident with the way his black cloak hung open down the front, revealing the snug, light blue t-shirt underneath. His crystal blue eyes were lit with interest and humor, and he had an easy-going look about him. 
He spotted Bethany and waved. She returned the gesture then went further by waving him over to us. When he reached the table, Bethany motioned toward me and said, “This is Jo.”
He nodded at me as he slid into the booth on my other side, setting a coffee and a huge, flaky pastry down. “I’m James, part of Rowen’s group. You must be our mystery girl.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, all cloak and dagger at your service.” I glanced down at what I was wearing. “Well, I have the cloak thing going on anyway.”
With a laugh, James glanced at Bethany. “Oh I like her.” He draped an arm over my shoulders. “So, tell me all about growing up on the otherside.”
I wasn’t sure what the deal was with him. His arm over my shoulders didn’t bother me, even though I wasn’t usually the touchy-feely type. It didn’t feel intimate or uncomfortable, but it was strange to have someone seem to instantly like me enough to say so. “Is it really so unusual that I grew up over there?”
“Uh, yeah,” James answered. “No one has ever been born or grown up over there.”
“Not since the veils came down between worlds a little over ten-thousand years or so ago,” Bethany corrected. 
“Yeah, but no one from that time is left alive, so it might as well be never,” James said.
“Great.” I couldn’t help the sour note in my voice. “First, I was a freak in the mortal world, now here.” 
“Don’t worry about it. It makes you unique.” His arm hugged me to his side. “Besides, no one who is my girl is a freak.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Your girl?”
“I claim you as mine,” he said dramatically. “Seriously, though, I like you. And claim you as friend, if you will have me.”
“You better watch it, James,” Bethany said with a wicked smile. “Aaron is going to think you’ve switched sides and get jealous.”
James covered his heart. “As long as Jo never leaves me, it will all be good.”
I glanced up as a young man with an Asian cast to his features and clear hazel eyes sat down on the couch, a coffee in one hand, the other linking with James’s free hand. “Cheating on me?”
“Jo, this is Aaron, my boyfriend. He’s also part of Rowen’s group,” James said to me before turning to Aaron. “She’s promised to always be mine. A hard offer to pass up.”
Bethany glared at Aaron. “I’m surprised at you, accusing James of cheating when you have pledged your heart to me.”
The three of them broke into laughter and it took me a minute to catch up. Okay, so there wasn’t some weird soap opera type thing going on. Once relieved of the worry of a real confrontation, I was able to laugh with them. 
“So this city, Midtween, where exactly is it?” I asked, trying to find a way to orient myself in my new world. 
“Between lies in the center,” Aaron said, setting his coffee in the middle of the table. “It’s surrounded by the Heavens, the Hells, Purgatory, Summer, the Waiting, and the mortal world.” Aaron moved the rest of the coffees and plates until they circled his coffee. “Midtween is in the center of Between. It’s the only city of people in the Between. Thick veils separate all of the worlds.”
“Except Midtween and Between, there is no veil separating us, just an invisible barrier that lets us go through if we want, but keeps the residents of Between from coming in.” James grabbed his cup from the arrangement and drained the last of it. “No one ventures beyond the city borders, though.”
I wrinkled my brow. “Why?”
Bethany paused in lifting her fork, the thick icing dripping back onto the plate. “It’s too dangerous. Many of the creatures you believe are myth live there. Fallen angels live there. Plus,” She gestured with the fork, nearly dislodging the piece of cinnamon roll on it, “half the foliage is sentient and either carnivorous or defensive of its area.”
“Stay in the city limits, got it.” I took the last drink from my cup as Bethany renewed her efforts to devour the cinnamon roll. At least everyone here seemed to have an appetite that matched mine. Maybe the angel in me was why I had such a high metabolism. 
“Not like you will have much chance to worry about wandering beyond them for a while anyway,” Aaron said. “Rowen is going to drive you hard to learn how to harness and use the energy of a reaper. How to create a staff to defend yourself with, and how to shift into a raven in the veil and in the mortal world.”
“How to what?” Had I heard him right? “Like, shapeshift?”
“All crosses can do it. Reapers, guardians, and demonborn.” Bethany shrugged like it was no big deal. Maybe to her, it wasn’t. “But only in the veil or the mortal world. We can’t shift in the Between.”
“No shifting in the Between which I will never go to.” I nodded.
“Better tell her the female stuff,” James mumbled around a mouthful of pastry.
“Oh, yeah.” Bethany motioned toward me with another bite of cinnamon roll. “You won’t have monthly bleeding anymore. So don’t freak out when it doesn’t come.”
“I won’t what?” Don’t get me wrong, the idea sounded great but…what?
“Now that you live on this side, your angel genetics are going to be stronger than your mortal human genetics. Things are different on this side. You can still have kids and all, eventually, but our bodies don’t gear up for it the way mortal bodies do or something like that. Truthfully, I never thought I would encounter someone from the mortal world living here, so I never thought about it.”
“If we didn’t all study the mortal world extensively before we began reaping, I probably wouldn’t even have thought to mention it.” James shrugged and cut off another big bite of his pastry. “There is considerable literature on the other side about the subject of mortals’ monthly cycles.”
“So I’m guessing you don’t have birth control over here?” I’d never had sex and didn’t see it happening anytime soon. I would probably have to at least kiss someone before sex could happen, but I had to ask.
Bethany shrugged. “It’s not something that’s needed. Most in Midtween are usually in their sixties before it’s even possible to get pregnant. Though it has, on extremely rare occasions, happened when a reaper is in her forties.”
James offered me a bite of pastry, which I took as Bethany continued, “Besides, like I said, pregnancy doesn’t happen often anyway. I don’t know anyone who isn’t overjoyed when it finally happens. My parents are both over three hundred years old and I’m their only child. James’s parents are the same age as Rowen. He had one older brother who would be about four hundred now if he hadn’t been killed by an eater. “ 
I didn’t even know how to respond to that, so I concentrated on the people around me to keep my suddenly whirling mind grounded. It was a lot to take in. A whole new world, a whole new life, new everything. It should have scared me. Instead, it was a relief in a way. I finally seemed to fit in somewhere. 
Plus, with so much new being thrown at me, it kept my mind from dwelling on my mother. Since that was the last thing I wanted to think about, I welcomed the distraction my new life brought.
 One by one, the others of Rowen’s group showed up. It was a heady experience, going from zero friends to a whole group of them in less than a day. By the time I fell exhausted into my bed, I had ten new friends and a whole new life ahead of me.
***
“Ah, yes, the distrust of the demonborn. Not that I can truly blame them. Standing with them one time doesn’t erase the millennia before, or the centuries since.” ~Caius





Chapter 6
 
Six months after leaving the mortal world, I approached Rowen with some trepidation. This was the first day I would actually be reaping. I had spent the past six months learning the history of my new world and learning to shift into a raven—which came as natural as breathing. There were also all of the countless grueling hours spent with Alaric, learning to tap into my angel powers and create a staff of pure energy—which hadn’t come naturally at all. It hadn’t been easy and it took Alaric finally letting an eater loose on me before I finally achieved the staff.  Then more hours spent learning to fight well enough with it to defeat an eater. That part was easier because although they were huge and freaky, they didn’t seem to have a lot of brain power.
There were still a lot of holes in my knowledge of my new world, but Rowen said all of the important stuff was covered. Today, it would become my responsibility to lead souls to the river. The bundle of nerves in my stomach played havoc with it to the point I hadn’t even been able to eat a proper breakfast. 
It wasn’t just my new responsibilities that made me nervous. There were more than a few in the Heavens and the Hells who weren’t happy with the revelation of what Elijah had done. True angel hybrids weren’t supposed to exist. Some of the unhappiest thought it should stay that way. Aaminah, Alaric, and Rowen argued vehemently against such action. 
Thankfully, we were being given a chance and the extra pressure added weight to the knot in my gut. I needed to be good at this. There were already rumors of war between the disagreeing sides, I didn’t want to add fuel to it by failing at reaping.
Rowen stood near the wall of windows with people behind them. When I reached him he indicated the line forming. “Get in line to get your supplies for the day.”
I scooted in behind someone, hoping the people at the windows wouldn’t miss me since the girl ahead of me and the guy who got in line behind me were both several inches taller. It seemed everyone was taller than me on this side of the veil. I rubbed absently at the spot on my arm where they’d taken a sample of my blood weeks before so my essence could be added to the replenisher. If it wasn’t added, the replenisher would work as well as plain water to heal me. 
When it was finally my turn, I was given a scroll with a list of names on it at the first window. A quick glance showed only ten charges on it. Rowen had said my first day would be exceptionally light. After that, I would get a full list, along with everyone else.
The guy behind the next window gave me a soft leather bag filled with palm-sized, ancient-looking, gold coins. At the third window, a woman pushed a small satchel about the size of a large wallet across the counter at me. 
When I opened it to inspect the contents, I found several vials filled with a blue liquid that glowed slightly. Ugh, I’d already come into contact with that stuff. Just the memory of it made me shudder. Bethany assured me that I would never get used to the taste.
After I tucked the satchel into a deep pocket in my cloak, I joined Rowen at the bank of elevators. We took the first car that opened up and were followed in by several other reapers, who started announcing names and ages.
Rowen motioned toward the scroll. “Tell the elevator the first person on your list.”
I rolled open the scroll and read off my first charge, “Ava Swanson, age…four?”
Stricken, I turned my gaze to Rowen. He shrugged. “Your first isn’t going to be an easy one.”
A couple of the other reapers in the car cast me sympathetic looks. One of them, a girl that looked a couple of years older than me, leaned closer and said, “They all die, some just sooner than others. Just remember, she’s your charge. Sometimes kneeling down so you’re on their level makes it easier to get the situation across. And you will be surprised at how much even the youngest understand.”
I nodded, my throat too tight to respond in any other way. 
The car stopped, a quiet voice calling out a name and age. One of the reapers left, the doors slid shut and the elevator began to move. Each time it stopped it opened in a new place, sometimes it revealed a doorway in a house, sometimes a hospital, sometimes a street.
It slid to stop yet again, the doors opened and the voice chimed, “Ava Swanson.” 
I swallowed and stepped into a hospital hallway. People moved up and down the hallway, sometimes walking straight through me. Though I couldn’t feel it, it was still unnerving. As Rowen explained it, we weren’t on either side of the veil but rather in the veil itself.
At the end of the hall resided a nurses station with a bunch of glass-fronted rooms in a kind of circle around it. I felt a subtle tug, leading me in the direction of my charge’s room. One of the nurse’s at the station watched the room like a hawk. I was glad I was invisible to her. 
When I stepped through the door into the room, I had to pause. Ava lay with tubes and monitors everywhere. The sight hit me like a physical blow. Bad enough I’d watched my mother waste away with wires and tubes everywhere. Seeing a young child that way was almost more than I could take. I didn’t know why she was dying. The list didn’t say. 
A haggard man and woman hovered wearily near the bed, their hands clutching those of the little girl. Neither were aware of me nor of the white-cloaked man floating above the bed with his eyes closed, one hand on the little girl’s brow. 
The life window. The brief period of time when the charge balanced on the edge of life and death when the guardian would do their best to tip the charge back to the side of life. 
Swallowing hard, I moved farther into the room. There was nowhere to sit, so I leaned back against a wall to wait, hoping the guardian was successful in his efforts. Time ticked away slowly and still, Ava’s name remained at the top of my list. With a sinking heart, I watched her energy fade, even with the aid of the guardian. And then the monitors went wild with alarms. The parents began to sob. The hawk-nurse seemed to materialize out of thin air. Close behind her were several others.
Life-saving measures were being taken in an effort to get Ava back. I knew they would be useless because the guardian was gone. Standing out of the way of the rush of people was the little girl, her form translucent. I glanced at Rowen and he motioned me forward.
I walked over to Ava, and remembering what the girl on the elevator said, knelt on one knee. “Hey, I’m Jo.”
She looked at me with solemn brown eyes. “Why is everyone upset?” 
I struggled to control my emotions, shoving them behind my mask of fine. “You are so loved by them, they are sad to see you go. But you have other places to be. I can take you there.” 
“Did I die?” She looked back at her body. “I heard the doctor tell Mommy and Daddy I might.”
“Yes. You died.” There was really no way to sugar coat this.
“Am I going to Heaven to be an angel?” 
“I’m sure you will go to a beautiful place.” I was pretty damn sure she would be going to the Heavens, but it wasn’t my place to say that. “I’m here to make sure you get where you need to go.”
Her eyes were filled with more wisdom than any child her age should have. “I can’t say bye?”
“They won’t be able to hear you now. Trust me, they know you love them.” I stood and offered my hand. “Shall we go?”
She hesitated for a second before placing her small, icy hand in mine. Together with Rowen trailing us, we walked back to the elevator. Thankfully, I didn’t see any eaters; I can only imagine how that would have terrified her. The doors to the elevator slid shut and we started down. 
It was a short ride and then the doors opened on the wide bank of the River Styx. Soft, black and gold sand spread out all the way to the water. Light filled the space, though the sky overhead was dark. The collector demons along the bank paid no attention to the little girl as we walked to where Charon waited with the ferry. His lined face was kindly underneath the cowl of his deep brown cloak and a dark gray beard spilled down the front almost to his waist. 
 When we reached him, I looked down at the little girl who looked hale and healthy now. “This is Charon; he’s going to take you across to where you are supposed to be. He will take good care of you.”
Ava reached up to me and I leaned down so she could put her freezing little arms around my neck as she whispered, “Thank you.”
I smiled, unable to speak while she took one of the ferryman’s hands and I dropped one of the ancient-looking coins into his other. 
I turned and walked toward the open elevator with Rowen at my side. 
Rowen studied me as we stepped into the elevator car. “You did excellent. Are you okay? It was a rough charge to get for your first.”
“I’m fine.” I unrolled the list, looking at the next name for something else to do. The elevator closed and I told it the next name. According to Rowen, after the first rush of shift, I would have the elevator to myself for the most part. Everyone got their own during shift. It made no sense, but what did in this world? 
I could get into Midtween through any doorway; they were the threshold of change, always shifting. Any natural arch, or moving object, would work as well. But all souls went to the river by elevator. In older times, they went by carriage. Souls hadn’t been delivered to the river through doorways almost since the invention of the wheel. While the car moved, I idly wondered what might transport souls to the river a couple hundred years from now. Maybe they would get beamed to the river. Or maybe this side would decide elevators were good enough.
***
“She would be used, fought for, fought against. Her mere existence set things in motion.” ~Caius





Chapter 7
 
When the doors opened in another hospital, I went in search of a Robert Sanderson; age sixty-five. Rowen fell back, letting me go ahead to the new charge. Following the tug on me, I turned the corner and walked straight into someone. Surprised, I jumped back.
The man who had helped Rowen that night at my house flashed a sardonic smile. This time, he wore a dark crimson cloak that hung open in the front revealing a tight black t-shirt and good fitting black jeans. His eyes, like liquid gold, were a stunning contrast to his bronzed skin and inky black hair. He towered over me. The top of my head didn’t quite reach his shoulder. He was sexy as hell in a hardened warrior kind of way. 
He dried my mouth and not because of his looks. Power exuded from him, like an invisible cloud he carried with him. I knew who this was now thanks to six months of intensive, catch-up learning. Caius, son of the Archdemon, Eisheth. Sinmar was the Head of Demonborn and this man was his second. He could kill me before I could even consider defending myself. Why he’d helped Rowen that night was beyond me.
“Wandering alone already, Reaper?” He took a step closer, crowding my personal space, and inhaled sharply. “I’m surprised Rowen doesn’t have you on a shorter leash. I could smell you all the way down the hall.”
My hackles rose at his tone. In spite of the fear that shot through me and sent my blood racing through my veins, I met his gaze with a defiant one of my own, refusing to back up a single step, even if that left me having to look up to keep eye contact. The earthy, spicy scent that was such a lure to mortals wafted around me. I remained unfazed. 
“Dangerous of him to leave you all alone, being so new. So defenseless. Such…easy prey.”
“Go ahead and try. I know how to defend myself.” I hoped standing toe to toe with him, letting my mouth make me sound braver than I was, didn’t backfire. 
As the son of an Archdemon, I would never be strong enough to take him on. If my father was an Archangel, that would’ve been different. But Elijah was only a Soldier Angel. 
Caius chuckled low in his throat and something seemed to light behind his eyes. “Is that so? Want to test that?”
He bared his teeth, showing off the way his eye teeth had sharpened into slight points. I wanted to swallow to ease the dryness in my throat, but didn’t in case he saw it as a sign of fear. I just stood my ground, ready to bring out my staff in a last-ditch effort to not die. 
“What are you doing here, Caius?” Rowen asked as he rounded the corner, his voice tense. “I thought you had other things to do besides lurking on reaper routes.”
“Relax, Rowen. You know I’m not here to take a nip of your newest reaper,” Caius said, his voice smooth. He put some space between us. I swallowed the sigh of relief that wanted to rise. “I just wanted to get a better look at the other one who is causing such an uproar. She couldn’t look more different from her sister than if they possessed at least one different parent.”
“Watch yourself, Caius,” Rowen warned.
Though terrified, I drew myself up and glared at Caius as he walked slowly around me like I was a horse up for auction. 
“Get an eyeful?” I growled.
Ignoring my remark, he said to Rowen, “Awful tiny for a reaper. Better make sure this one is capable of handling an eater before you turn her loose.” 
I ground my teeth and bared them at him. “I can handle myself just fine.”
He looked me in the eye for the first time since Rowen showed up. “Once you have some training under your belt, I have no doubt you will be quite formidable, despite your stature.” 
He glanced at Rowen before bringing his attention back to me. “Sure it’s a good idea to have her out here already? Especially with the high concentration of angel blood in her veins flooding the entire hall with a scent that will drive young demonborn into a frenzy?”
“I’m quite capable of protecting my reapers.” Rowen’s face was hard. “You would do well to remind those young demonborn of that fact. I’m not a reaper to trifle with.”
“They will be warned.” The way Caius said it seemed to give a double meaning though I wasn’t sure what the second meaning was. 
“Look, I really don’t care what you think or what you’re doing here. I just had to take a four-year-old to the ferry as my very first charge,” I brandished my rolled list in his direction, “and frankly I’m not in the mood for whatever crap you are trying to pull.”
“They all have to die someday.” His face showed no emotion.
“I’m sure you know all about that,” I snapped. Sometimes, in situations of stress, my mouth had a tendency to jump ahead of my brain. And my mouth had already said enough since first encountering him.
“I know enough.” Caius turned his attention to Rowen again. “She’s a feisty one, I’ll give you that. Hopefully, it will be enough to keep her alive.”
“That’s enough, Caius.” The warning was clear in Rowen’s voice.
Caius flashed perfect, normal white teeth at me in a smile, nodded to Rowen and wandered off down the hall. 
“Well, that was weird and annoying.” I let out a shaky breath as I watched the demonborn walk away. 
“Your charge,” Rowen said, reminding me of why I was here.
I took a deep breath letting my anger with Caius flow out with it. It wasn’t Mr. Sanderson’s fault a dangerous and irritating demonborn was stalking the halls. When I felt I had everything under control, I walked the last few feet to the room I felt pulled toward.
***
“Though the scent of her fear was thick in the air, she never backed down. Intriguing. Few demonborn would dare stand their ground with me, and no other reapers aside from Rowen.” ~Caius





Chapter 8
 
I tapped my foot while I watched through the veil and waited for James Parsons. I’d been officially reaping for six months, only the last two on my own, and I still couldn’t help hoping the names would disappear off my list though I was pretty sure Mr. Parsons would be coming with me.
“Josephine, stop tapping. It’s distracting.”
I didn’t stop, but I did shoot a glare at my sister standing patiently by the hospital bed, her hand clasped around Mr. Parsons’s. “I hate that name, and you’re wasting your time and energy. He’s still on my list.”
“Always the impatient one,” she replied with her attention still on the frail old man.
“Always the perfect one,” I shot back. “The man is a hundred-and-one years old, Vicky, how much longer do you think he’s going to live, even if you save him now?” I really didn’t wish Mr. Parsons any ill will, Victoria just had a talent sometimes for bringing out the bitchy in me.
This time, she did pull her attention away from Mr. Parsons, just long enough for me to see the slight frown marring her delicate features. “Victoria. No one calls me Vicky.”
“I do when you annoy me. Besides, it’s going to suck when you don’t have enough life energy left to save that preemie being born two floors up. She’s on my list too.” As much as I would like to see James Parsons disappear from my list, I would rather lead him to the ferry than carry tiny, newborn Olivia.
Victoria turned back to Mr. Parsons. “Every life is precious, even one so old as the one lying before you. If the preemie is meant to be, either I will still have enough energy left for her, or another guardian will.” She spared me another glance. “I know you still spend time on the other side of the veil, but must you keep speaking like that? Sucks, really? Hardly a fitting way to speak for one in your station.”
I rolled my eyes and refrained from pointing out that I had always spoken this way, that time spent othersiding didn’t have anything to do with it. Mr. Parsons’s time was almost up anyway, what was the point of an argument that would just get interrupted? Not that my perfect, golden-haired, angel-faced sister with her flowing white robes would ever truly understand my job. In lieu of an argument, I settled for another eye roll, this time accompanied by a dramatic sigh for no other reason than because it would irritate her. 
I despised doing this when my sister was the guardian. Don’t get me wrong, I love her beyond everything. However, it was easy to see why, after our discovery a year ago, she’d been offered the position of Guardian and I had been offered that of Reaper. She’s patience, love, virtue, all that is good and perfect personified. And I’m, well me.
Mr. Parsons’s monitors went flat, setting off alarms on the other side of the veil. I pulled myself from my thoughts and got to my feet as Victoria left the room. The hospital staff rushed in, some passing right through where I stood. 
Mr. Parsons slowly separated from his now useless body until his spirit form stood next to the bed. Time to get to work. I walked toward him and gently took his hand, which felt like ice in mine. “Mr. Parsons, it’s time to go.”
He looked at me with the confusion I’d grown used to seeing in my charges. “Am I dead?”
“Yes.” I’d found the blunt truth worked better than any platitudes.
“Are you dead?”
“In a sense, yes.” Not at all. I was immortal, but I wasn’t going to get into all of the questions an answer like that would spawn.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Jo, I’m a reaper. I’m here to escort you to the river.”
“You don’t look like a reaper; you’re far too young and pretty.” He patted my hand as if trying to comfort me. “If you’re an angel of death, where is your scythe?”
I ground my teeth and fought not to roll my eyes. A scythe, really? What was everyone’s obsession with the whole scythe thing? Why would I have one?
In fact, the only place I had ever seen a scythe while living in the mortal world was in costume shops at Halloween and, as a reaper, it wasn’t like I was here to cut hay or wheat or whatever it was one did with a real scythe. Pretty sure it was mainly for harvesting crops. 
Since I didn’t have a proper answer for him, I settled for sarcasm. “We haven’t used scythes since they invented tractors and I couldn’t fit the tractor in the elevator, so you’ll just have to wait to see it. Now, if you will come with me please.”
“Where are we going?” The first hint of fear and uncertainty threaded through his voice as he followed me into the hall. “Am I going to Heaven?” His spirit form trembled and he whispered, “Am I going to Hell?”
We paused in front of the elevator while we waited for it to arrive. I looked at Mr. Parsons. “I don’t know where you’re going. My job is to protect you, guide you to the River Styx, and pay the ferryman. Nothing more.”
I would know as soon as we stepped off the elevator where he was going, but even then it wasn’t my place to tell him that sometimes I paid the ferryman and sometimes I didn’t. And sometimes I did pay and still knew the person wasn’t going to the Heavens right away.
I glanced down the deserted halls, keeping alert for eaters while we waited for the elevator. I hated losing souls and after three earlier battles in which I held on to the souls despite the eaters, my vials of replenisher were used up. Now I was almost too drained of energy to hold on to Mr. Parsons if one did show up.
The air in the hallway rippled and I sensed the creature’s approach before it came around the corner. Apparently, the soul eaters didn’t care how much energy I did or did not have left. Thankfully, they weren’t terribly intelligent, so as long as I could hold onto my staff and keep out of its way, I should be able to take it down. It advanced down the hall toward us, the claws of its feet ticking against the white linoleum of the floor. 
“What is that?” Mr. Parsons’s hand gripped my arm. I didn’t have to take my eyes off the eater to know Mr. Parsons’s face would be a mask of terror. 
Like all soul eaters, it walked on two legs that resembled a wolf’s back legs, if wolf paws ended in talon-like claws, and stood a full two feet taller than me. Eaters had a tendency to inspire fear with their hulking shoulders covered in long heavy spines, thick necks supporting heads that looked like a wolf-bull mashup and mouthfuls of fang-like teeth.
“Don’t worry about what it is, just know you don’t want it to get you. Stay out of the way and whatever you do, don’t go anywhere near it.” I didn’t bother to mention I felt at least two more eaters somewhere down the hall. No sense scaring him. I would deal with this one then hope like hell I had enough left to deal with the others.
I held out my arm, clenched fist parallel to the ground and focused my energy. A four-foot staff of glowing white light appeared in my hand. The eater paused, flexing its talon-tipped, humanoid hands as it gauged the strength of the staff and by extension, the strength of my remaining energy. 
Although I ran low, the staff glowed strong. Thanks to being a true half and half hybrid, my reserves ran deeper than any of the other reapers; this damn eater wasn’t getting Mr. Parsons. It crept closer, crouching and slinking as it neared. When it feinted to one side and then charged all in one blurring movement, my staff matched its speed, cutting cleanly through the eater’s spiny hide. 
It leaped back then charged again, foaming at the mouth in rage. I twisted smoothly, dancing to the side as its talons cut through the air where I’d been standing. My energy flared as I flowed around the creature, my staff cutting cleanly through one leg. 
The eater fell screaming to the floor, the shrill volume piercing. Ignoring the painful way my eardrums protested the assault on them, I spun to the side and swung the staff, removing the eater’s head and silencing its shrieks. 
Stepping back, I released my staff and bent over to rest my hands on my knees as I fought to catch my breath. My muscles quivered with exhaustion. I was dancing dangerously close to my own death without any more replenisher. I didn’t know where the other eaters had gone. I couldn’t sense them anymore, thank the gods.
The little bell dinged to announce the arrival of the elevator car and the doors slid open. The tension in my shoulders eased as I straightened and urged a now hesitant Mr. Parsons away from the wall he’d plastered himself against. With some gentle prodding, I guided him into the car where we waited for the doors to close. No one joined us, they wouldn’t. In the mortal world, this elevator didn’t even exist.
Just before the doors slid shut, I caught sight of Caius watching me from where he leaned against a wall down the hall. A small sigh of relief escaped me as the car began to move slowly down without me pushing a single button. A confrontation with a demonborn wouldn’t end well right now. I almost snorted at the absurdity of the thought. It would never end well against the likes of him, no matter how much energy I had.
Sometimes I wondered if Caius purposely led them to me. More often than not, after a confrontation with an eater, I would catch sight of him lurking a ways off. Usually when I was low on energy. Was he trying to get me killed?
My disheveled reflection in the shiny steel doors offered no answers as I caught my breath. My straight black hair, that usually hung midway down my back, was slightly wild from fighting eaters. Dark circles clung below my green eyes, making my ivory skin seem paler than it was. If this kept up, I was going to look corpsier than my charges. I would have to request more replenisher next shift.
My breathing finally under control, I unrolled my list and glanced at it. The preemie baby had disappeared from it. It looked like Victoria was successful. I breathed another sigh of relief. The hardest part of my job was when I had to carry babies or lead small children to the ferry. It was the one time I always knew I would be paying the ferryman.
The elevator dinged and the door slid open to reveal the wide expanse of black and gold sand. Collector demons roamed between us and the river, their red eyes scanning the bank, their clawed hands on too-long arms dragging grooves in the sand. I looked over at Mr. Parsons who had made the ride in absolute silence. His age-weathered skin began to smooth out and he moved easier. We stepped off the elevator.
Beside me, James Parsons’s gaunt face filled out, his back unbent. The collectors didn’t even bother to glance at him. I would be paying the ferryman and Mr. Parsons would be fine. We crossed the sand to where the ferry waited.
Charon nodded to me as I helped Mr. Parsons onto the platform. It wouldn’t do to bring him all this way only to have him fall into the river. There was no coming back from that. I placed one of the large, ancient-looking gold coins into the ferryman’s hand. He gave me another nod before picking up his long pole and pushing the wide raft away from the bank.
The chill breeze of a soul brushed over me. I turned, my heart dropping. The spirit shuffled through the sand with a lost look on her face. I reached a hand toward her, although my feet refused to move. Even if they did move, even if I reached her, it would do no good. A soul unescorted by a reaper was a soul lost. Not even the collectors could touch it.
I couldn’t tear my gaze away from her though I desperately wanted to. I had witnessed this only two times before and didn’t want to again. Swallowing hard, I finally managed to turn away. Even the demons roaming the bank stood frozen in place, their red eyes turned toward the Lost. They didn’t like this any more than me, if for different reasons. Hard to collect a soul if it was already Lost.
Unable to help it, my attention returned to the soul of the young woman. She stood at the edge of the black water. I held my breath. Without an escort, the ferry wouldn’t come. She couldn’t stay on this side. Everything would compel her forward whether she wanted it or not.
She turned and looked at me. My throat constricted, nearly strangling me as tears burned my eyes at seeing the desperation in her face. There was nothing I could do for her. The moment she’d stepped onto the sand without an escort, she was Lost. 
With a cry of pain and dismay, she stepped into the water. Weeping with terror, she continued forward. The cries of other Lost trapped under the water filled the air and mingled with hers. Dark gray fog rose from the surface in thick tendrils. It wrapped around the soul like tentacles.
She thrashed and screamed, the sound long and thin as the fog dragged her farther into the river’s immeasurable depths. The gray mist swirled across the whole river obscuring my view, for which I was thankful. If only I could close my ears. The cries of the other Lost in the river increased until I couldn’t tell which were theirs and which were that of the young woman.
And then silence. It hung heavy and oppressive over everything. The fog cleared and only the rolling water of the river was visible, the soul of the young woman gone beneath the surface for all eternity. Never to visit loved ones in dreams, never to eventually reach the Hall of Souls, never to come in another life. I shivered. My body finally began to respond to my commands and I was able to turn and walk away. All along the bank, the demons thawed and returned to their prowling.
More exhausted than I ever remembered being, I made my way back to the waiting elevator. It would be a while before I could banish what I’d just seen from my thoughts. An unescorted soul was the greatest nightmare of everyone. Only reapers and collector demons had to actually witness a soul becoming lost in the river, though. No one else walked this side of the bank.
The elevator doors slid closed. I looked at my list as it began its ascent. Only two left for me today since the preemie lived. There should have been another. A young woman named Ashley Farthen. Her name wasn’t gone, but it was faded indicating she was beyond me now. Was that who I watched disappear into the river? If so, how did I miss her death? I’d never missed a death. Not even in the two months since I began working on my own.
When the doors slid open I stepped into a village in another country. This change went largely unnoticed by me. I was used to it now and my attention was on the cottage at the end of the street where a twenty-five-year-old woman awaited me and, no doubt, my sister or another guardian would also be there, trying to save her. Hopefully, no soul eaters came for this soul if the guardian wasn’t successful.
 
***
“The Lost are an anomaly. On rare occasions, a soul is missed. But this, this is something altogether different.” ~Caius





Chapter 9
 
That evening, after making my way through the busy chaos that was the Reaper Office, I handed in my remaining coins and list, then dumped the empty vials of replenisher into the drawer at the replenisher counter and pushed it shut. The woman behind the counter appraised my face before trying to press a full vial on me. I refused since I had no intention of drinking that nasty stuff when I was already almost home. I slowly wove through the crowded area to the elevator bank. Thankfully, one was just emptying out so I didn’t have to wait. Not that I would have to wait long anyway, the elevators were busy every hour of every mortal day and night.
I stepped into it with several other reapers and gave it my apartment number. Ryan, who had been reaping for about ten years, occupied the elevator with me. He flashed me a grin. “You up for some othersiding this evening? Everyone in Rowen’s group is going. Tonight is a celebration.”
“Sure, why not. It’s been a while.” I smiled back, thrilled with the idea. After dealing with soul eaters and a Lost I could do with a diversion, once I didn’t feel like the walking dead anyway. “What are we celebrating?”
“Are you kidding?” Ryan raised an eyebrow. “Do you know what day it is?”
“Um…I think it’s Saturday. Why?”
“Jo,” he said with a laugh, “it’s been exactly one year since you came to live in Midtween. It’s officially your immortal birthday.”
Wow, a year already? It was hard to believe. “I have an official immortal birthday?”
“We all do. It’s the day we decided to become reapers and we always celebrate the first full year,” he answered. “We have the day of our actual birth, but that’s different. So, happy reaper birthday.”
I knew not everyone in Midtween became a reaper. Some preferred to work in the offices or do other things. It wasn’t required that someone with traces of angel in them become a reaper, everyone had a choice. I hadn’t realized they celebrated their first year as a reaper, though. I couldn’t help smiling, “Thanks. Othersiding sounds like the perfect way to celebrate it.”
 Gertrude, a tall, dark-haired woman who had been a reaper for more than a hundred years, shook her head. “I fail to understand the fascination you younger reapers have in othersiding. Given the way the world on that side of the veil has changed, I am thankful I no longer have to work in the field, much less go there voluntarily.” 
I shrugged. “It hasn’t changed that much for us.”
“I suppose,” Gertrude said, though her expression said she still didn’t get it.
“So Rowen doesn’t mind taking us?” I asked Ryan.
“Of course not. He wouldn’t deny it on a day like this.” The elevator came to a stop. “See you in an hour.”
“I wouldn’t miss it.” The doors opened on the floor of the building that contained the apartment I shared with Bethany. Once inside the apartment, I told the counter what I wanted to eat, then went into my room to shed the black cloak that marked me as a reaper. 
I pulled off the pair of black jeans and t-shirt I wore underneath then pulled on clean, comfortably worn blue jeans and a snug, plum colored t-shirt with a raven on the front. Black cloaks and clothes are pretty much all reapers wear since fashion doesn’t have a place in Midtween, but I was going othersiding. A cloak didn’t exactly fit in there and I was ready to wear something with a little color. 
After running a brush through my hair I went back to the counter, grabbed my tuna sandwich and iced tea then settled on the sofa and set my plate on the coffee table. Despite not being real, the sandwich still tasted damn good and I desperately needed the energy it offered. Knowing I would be othersiding soon, I chose to eat light. Why fill up on this stuff when I would have the chance to stuff my face with real food full of real grease and real salt?
Bethany pushed through the door, her bright red hair a tangled mess and the sleeve of her cloak torn. “Hey, Jo.” 
That was one reason I adored Bethany, she remembered to call me Jo. I took in her exhausted face and frowned. “Wow, you look like crap. Bad day?”
“Ugh!” She flopped down on the sofa next to me. “Three eaters today. Three! And one of them ripped my cloak with its nasty claws.”
Bethany held up her arm, poking the opposite hand through the long slash in the black material of her cloak sleeve. “Filthy beasts.”
I couldn’t agree more. “I guess I should be thankful I only had to deal with two.” What was the point of telling her I dealt with four during my shift? I had no desire to rub my abilities in her face.
“Definitely.” She let her arm fall and leaned back with a groan. “You’re lucky, what with your heritage and all. You don’t need as much of that nasty replenisher.”
“Yeah, and that heritage attracts the damn things, too. Apparently, my soul would be extra tasty. Hey,” I set my sandwich down. “Ryan said everyone is going othersiding later to celebrate my first year as a reaper. We’ve already got the okay from Rowen. You’re going, right?”
“Yes!” She sat up, renewed energy filling her expression. “I totally forgot about it with the eaters and everything. It’s been weeks since we’ve been othersiding. After seeing a Lost today, I could use some fun and this is the perfect day for it.”
“I saw a Lost as well. I hate it when that happens.” I took another bite and chewed, washing it down with a big gulp of tea.
Bethany stood. “Let me get out of my cloak and eat something. I drank all of my vials of replenisher today. It still wasn’t enough. I feel drained.”
“Eat light, so you have room for real food.” I hollered as she disappeared into her room.
I finished my food while she changed. It was nice having Bethany as a roommate. The thought of being a roommate to someone like Gertrude or one of the other older reapers made me shudder. Fun would be sucked right out of the air. 
It didn’t take long for Bethany to scarf down half a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and glass of soda. After placing our dishes on the counter where they would disappear shortly, we grabbed our wallets and headed out the door. The elevator at the end of the hall took us to where Ryan lived with his roommate Ethan. A knock on the door brought Ethan out, dressed and ready to go. 
Bethany smiled, “Hey, Ethan.” 
“Hey yourself, Bethany.” He smiled then turned to me. “Happy reaper birthday.”
“Thanks!” I gave him a big grin.
Ryan emerged from the apartment then, his thick, dark brown hair looking slightly tousled, but in a way that said he’d purposely combed it to look that way. 
 As we walked back to the elevator, we were joined by Chelsea, Fran, James, Skyler, Devin, Aaron, Brenden, and then Hannah, the newest member of Rowen’s group. James wrapped his arm around my waist while we walked. Each of them wished me happy reaper birthday as they showed up. Contentment filled me at having them make the day a special one. 
In the mortal world, the age difference between Hannah who just turned sixteen, and Ryan, who was now twenty-five, would have precluded any hanging out. On this side of the veil, it didn’t matter. 
Rowen waited for us at the elevator, his dark skin a contrast to the white doors. We all crowded into the elevator car as the doors slid shut. They opened to let us out in a department store that had probably been out of business for several years. 
It was night in the mortal realm and the dim light of reaching street lamps silhouetted the few, scattered empty display shelves and racks that still remained between us and the storefront. The drop-offs always reminded me of some of the B-rated apocalypse movies I’d watched when I was growing up. 
We turned away from the storefront and made our way to the back. A loud clatter to my right almost made me jump out of my skin. I turned to find Fran on the floor, the lace of her shoe tangled in an overturned rack.
“Are you injured, Fran?” Rowen asked, concerned. 
“No.” Fran pushed her blonde hair out of her face. “Stupid clothing rack right in the middle of everything.”
With Ethan’s help, I managed to detangle Fran from the metal rack in the semi-darkness. A reaper’s ability to see in the dark was better than any mortal’s, but that didn’t mean we could walk through deep black with the blissful indifference of a cat. 
Fran smoothed her clothes and ran her hands through her hair to straighten it. “Thanks, Ethan. You too, Jo. I have no idea how my shoelace ended up stuck like that or how you could see it well enough to get it loose.”
“You’re welcome.” I didn’t bother to mention that even though it was still murky to me, I could see better than her in the dark. A product of my half-angel parentage.
Rowen went ahead of us and opened the heavy metal door at the back of the store. A dim sliver of light from beyond cut through the deep gloom. Not much, but enough the rest of us were able to make it without further incident. 
The door let out into an alley. We deftly dodged puddles from a recent rain as well as garbage dumpsters as we made our way out of it. The revitalization of the downtown area hadn’t reached here yet and the street was mostly populated by convenience stores with bars over their windows along with boarded-up buildings. I walked next to Bethany and Hannah as our group headed down the street. 
Several long blocks from the abandoned department store, the city came alive. Restaurants, clubs, bar and grills, and other flourishing businesses occupied the buildings. Horns occasionally blared in the heavy traffic on the road. Though it was October in the mortal realm, the air was warm and humid. The scent of food, perfume, and car exhaust filled the night. Music thumped from inside a club mixing with voices raised in excitement, conversation, and even anger. Laughter and shouts occasionally rose above it all. 
Hannah, who had started reaping only a month ago, stared wide-eyed at the herd of noisy humanity around us. I couldn’t help smiling at her expression. This was her first time othersiding. I tried to view the energetic city through her eyes and failed. 
Bethany practically bounced, a wide smile plastered across her face. She took a deep breath and danced a twirl before settling back into a lively walk. “I love othersiding.”
I nodded in agreement, unable to keep a goofy grin of my own off my face. Yes, there were places to hang out in Midtween but they were quieter, more sedate. They didn’t have the vibrant energy of the mortal realm cities I’d come to enjoy since I started othersiding. We’d even gone to San Francisco once, which had been fun since I never had a chance to hang out with friends when I lived there.
Rowen led the group past a club with its music pumping through the walls and on down the block to a bar and grill. My stomach rumbled at the smell of the food when we stepped through the door. 
***
“Othersiding. Not always the safest thing for a reaper to do.” ~Caius





Chapter 10
 
I leaned against the wall with Bethany, Hannah, and Fran as we waited for a table to open up. Over the bar, two big screen televisions displayed football games. I stared idly at the players as they dashed across the green field on the screen. Several people at the bar hollered in annoyance as a flag sailed onto the field.
Glancing at my companions, I saw Chelsea link hands with Ryan and a small smile tugged at my lips. They were good together now that they had finally admitted their mutual attraction. The kind of couple that made perfect sense. I wouldn’t be surprised if the two of them started sharing the same apartment soon.
Ethan held Bethany’s attention as they talked about something I couldn’t hear over the outraged cries at the bar. I guess the flag was for their team. James stood with his arm draped loosely across Aaron’s shoulders. 
The others were clustered around mostly blocking the door. I let my gaze wander over the Tex-Mex style décor and took a deep breath of the wonderful food scents while we waited and my stomach grumbled impatiently.
Finally, a bubbly hostess led the group to a corner table a good distance from the bar. I was the last to slide into the large, half-moon shaped booth. The hostess left us with our menus and a promise that our waiter would be with us soon. 
I stared at the menu trying to decide what I wanted to eat. In all honesty, I would have happily ordered one of everything and taken what I couldn’t eat back with me. Sadly, the veil didn’t work that way. With a wistful sigh, I settled on a steak smothered in cheese and vegetables, with mashed potatoes, and curry coleslaw when our waiter showed up. 
I also selected green chili quesadillas as an appetizer that I already knew I would share with the table. Just like I would get some of the shrimp and cheese stuffed jalapenos, buffalo wings, fried pickles, sweet potato fries, nachos, and fried calamari that the others were ordering as starters. I had every intention of stuffing myself as full as I could get.  Just for good measure, I ordered a Dr. Pepper too. 
The waiter’s expression was one of disbelief at the long list of food being ordered by everyone. Between the main courses and the sides, there would hardly be room on the table to put all of it. A combination of extremely high metabolism and power use during our shifts gave us voracious appetites. 
Bethany stared after the waiter when he finally finished taking everything down and began to weave his way toward the kitchen. “Mmm,” she sighed. “Look at that butt. It’s a shame we can’t start relationships with mortals. I bet he’s yummy.”
Hannah flushed bright red and stared at the table as if she was thinking the same thing, but was too embarrassed to come out and say it. Fran nodded, the look on her face saying she was in full agreement. James gazed after the waiter with a dreamy look in his eyes as Aaron looked on with mock affront. 
Personally, I had been far too interested in the menu to notice. I followed their gazes before the crowd cut the poor man in question off from our sight. 
Tall, with short, sandy hair, and broad shoulders. Yeah, he was hot and all, but why would I drool over a guy when there was a smothered steak coming? Especially a mortal guy who I didn’t have a chance in the nine hells of getting together with. Why waste time on that when I could definitely become fully involved with my dinner? Yeah, I know, I’m weird. 
It didn’t take long for the starters and drinks to be delivered to the table. I took a huge gulp of my Dr. Pepper before filling my appetizer plate with a little of everything. My taste buds highly approved of my first bite of green chili quesadilla, the mix of spice and cheese a perfect combination. 
Rowen glanced across the table at me as he took a bite of nachos, a glint of worry in his deep brown eyes. He washed his food down with a drink of soda and reached for another chip. “I heard more rumors today.”
I froze in the act of picking up a piece of calamari. He didn’t have to say which rumors; I knew all too well what he was talking about. So did everyone else. Their chatter quieted as they took notice of the conversation. Slowly, I lowered the bite of fried food in my fingers. “What now?”
“Possibly good news, the rumbles of war seem to be quieting,” Rowen said.
Swallowing past the nervous lump that blocked my throat I asked, “Do you think they will go away?”
Chelsea snorted in disgust, tossing the sweet potato fry in her hand onto her plate. “I don’t see why there is such an uproar over this. Jo’s father has been punished. Why would they want to drag her and her sister into it? It isn’t like they got to choose their parents.”
I couldn’t agree more. Well, except the ‘father’ part. Baby daddy maybe, but Elijah could hardly be considered a father by any stretch of the imagination. 
“I wish they would let it drop.” I glared at the calamari. Not that this was any of its fault. It was wonderfully good fried food that had never done anything to anybody. 
James waved his hand in a dismissive gesture, the cheesy nacho goo on the chip in his hand coming dangerously close to falling off. “The whole thing is ridiculous.” He gave me a comforting smile. “I’m sure it will blow over soon.”
“You think so?” I couldn’t help hoping.
Devin nodded. “A year isn’t a long time in the scheme of things on the other side of the veil. It’s still considered new news over there.”
“Big news,” Rowen said, his voice conveying the magnitude of Elijah’s crime. 
I pushed the calamari around on my plate with a finger. This wasn’t something I wanted to think about tonight. The fact that I was a freak even in the Between didn’t sit well with me. 
As talk of the rumors of war between the Heavens and the Hells continued around the table I remained quiet. There wouldn’t be a possibility of impending war if not for me. If not for Victoria. Maybe that wasn’t exactly right. Victoria and I had done nothing wrong other than being born, and we were both working hard at being exemplary citizens of Midtween. 
The better way to say it was if not for Elijah, and whatever stupidity possessed him, there wouldn’t be a possibility of war. Of course, then I wouldn’t be here at all. Was it wrong that I would rather be sitting there thinking of the war my existence, and that of my sister, might cause than not be sitting there at all? I guess if I didn’t exist I wouldn’t care. But I did exist and I did care. 
If I ever got my hands on Elijah… No, I couldn’t do that. Whether I liked it or not, he had sired me. I could only hope that he’d done it because he fell madly, stupidly in love. Not that I was likely to ever find out. I didn’t see myself traipsing around Between trying to hunt him down to ask.
I absently ate the rest of my appetizers, only partially enjoying the flavors as my mind turned over the rumors of war. The Heavens weren’t fond of the idea of there being two full angel hybrids, and the Hells weren’t exactly thrilled with it either even though they had plenty of demon hybrids. 
If rumors of possible war between the two were dying down, that was just fine. I was given a chance and I intended to be a great reaper. I didn’t appreciate needing to prove myself, but who said I had to like everything in life? 
“If you need to talk, Josephine,” Rowen said, his expression concerned, “I’m available anytime. You may be reaping on your own now, however, I’m still your guide for a reason.”
I shrugged, it was the last thing I wanted to talk about. “I’m fine.”
Our entrees arrived then, effectively pulling my mind from the stupid angel, demon, half-angel crap that had invaded my life. As I cut through the cheese and vegetables, into the juicy steak beneath them, I decided that tonight was not the night to worry about any of it. I couldn’t change it, short of throwing myself into the River Styx and becoming a Lost, so I might as well enjoy myself while I could. 
I placed the bite in my mouth and chewed, nearly moaning with the pleasure of the flavors and knew I made the right decision. After putting some steak sauce on my plate, I cut off another bite, dunked it thoroughly in the sauce and put it in my mouth. This time I did moan, my eyes closing as I savored it. 
“Well, if we could all get pleasure like that from our food, we wouldn’t need men,” James said with a laugh. 
Bethany giggled. “Jo has a serious, ongoing, and exclusive relationship with good food.”
I nodded, swallowed the bite and began cutting off another. “Food is uncomplicated and I have enough complication in my life without adding to it.”
With the talk of rumors and possible war behind us, we dug into our food, keeping the conversation light. Each of us seemed determined to steer it away from Elijah and the ramifications that may still come from his actions. I know I was.
After swallowing the last bite, my stomach was wonderfully full, and taste buds thoroughly appeased. I was just debating with myself whether or not I should try to stuff a slice of German chocolate cheesecake in when silence fell over the table.
I looked up. Rowen stared across the restaurant toward the doors with narrowed eyes, tension clinging to him. Everyone else turned to look, including me. My desire for cheesecake disappeared. A group of demonborn was waiting for a table.
***
“At this point, war is inevitable. Rowen can only keep the secret for so long. Eventually, it will be found out, and she will pay the price.” ~Caius





Chapter 11
 
I stared at the demonborn, a nervous knot in my stomach. It was Caius, his golden gaze fixed on us, who held my attention though. Whether or not there would be a confrontation between our groups would be his decision.
He wore a sleeveless t-shirt that showed off the tribal tattoos inked in black on his shoulders and upper arms. To those who could understand the different ways the symbols fit together, they told of his Archdemon familial ties, his lineage. They also told of his siblings, where he ranked with them, and his rank among the rest of the demonborn. Caius was at the top of the food chain for both. 
If the demon side of him was in danger of coming out, a glowing set of matching markings would overlay the ink and even spread beyond. The ink was just a placeholder for when a demonborn’s demon half was quiet.
My eyes flicked to Rowen, waiting for a sign from him while trying to keep an eye on Caius as well. I prayed he wouldn’t start something in front of so many mortals, and that he wouldn’t follow us when we left. 
Whether the prayers worked or Caius decided it wasn’t worth the trouble with a restaurant full of mortals, I didn’t know, but after a minute that felt a lot longer he finally turned away. A moment later the bubbly hostess showed up. Caius indicated the other side of the restaurant from us. As they disappeared around the far side of the bar full of people drinking, and watching yet another sports game, a collective sigh went up around the table as we all let our breath out. 
“Time to go,” Rowen said as he waved for the waiter. 
After the waiter left the little screen on our table, Rowen pulled a card from his wallet, tapped the screen, entered a tip and then swiped the card. I was more than ready to leave, the desire for dessert a forgotten memory. Rowen tucked the card back in his wallet and I slid from the booth. 
We wove through the crowded tables toward the front of the restaurant in a tight group. The hostess gave us a cheery smile and thanked us for coming. None of us answered her. Just as I stepped through the door, I glanced back. Caius’s eyes, gleaming gold in the lower light of the far corner, followed me.
Swallowing, I hurried after the others. The excitement and thrill of the evening shattered, we made our way down the street past the thumping music of the nightclub and the groups of people. As reapers, we were stronger and faster than humans and we don’t lack our own power. Demonborn though, they make us look slow and weak. 
According to Rowen, since I was as much a hybrid as the demonborn, I would one day be a match for most of them. I wasn’t there yet and wouldn’t be for many years. However, some of those in Caius’s group were probably like him, the children of Archdemons. No matter how my powers grew and matured as I got older, I would never be able to defeat an Archdemon hybrid. 
We made good time down the street, the lights and people slowly fading until we reached the darkened, dilapidated area where the abandoned department store resided. Several of the street lights were out in the area. That, combined with the knowledge of a large group of demonborn othersiding in the same city as us, made the street seem more sinister than when we traveled down it earlier.
Beside me, Bethany squeaked. I glanced at her then followed her gaze back the way we’d come. My breath caught in my throat. Three sets of eyes gleamed in the dark. “Rowen!” I hissed.
He spun, taking in the situation quickly. “Move, now! Get to the elevator.”
None of us questioned his leadership or direction. As a group, we stampeded forward. Rowen ran behind us now. Ryan, Chelsea, and Brenden ran just ahead of him, ready to help if he needed it. The alley that led to the back door of the department store loomed ahead. A little bit further and we would be safe.
Four more demonborn stepped into the glow cast by the street light at the corner of the alley. Panic flooded my system as I whirled and sprinted across the street. Bethany and Hannah followed. Rowen’s shouts rose into the night. A look over my shoulder showed the rest of the group splintering in all directions. 
We almost made it to the far sidewalk when a female demonborn, her eyes glowing silver in the dark, jumped in front of us. Her expression lit up with anticipation as the breeze tossed her blonde hair. We skidded to a halt. For a single heartbeat, no one moved. 
Bethany and Hannah bolted away. Blondie lunged after them. Knowing I didn’t have the necessary strength to defeat her, I threw myself at the demonborn’s legs, tackling her to the ground. She hissed and turned on me. I jumped to my feet and ran in the opposite direction of my friends. Now that I had her attention, she would follow me instead of them. 
Of course, now that I had it I didn’t know what to do with it. I couldn’t outrun her, or overpower her. Crap! In mid-run, I attempted to shift. If I could just gain the sky, I might have a chance. A blow to my back sent me flying into the side of a building. The air knocked from my lungs and my brain struggled to keep up with the quick change. Before I could hit the ground, the demonborn pounced. 
Adrenaline shot through me, sending terror flooding through my limbs. Her fingers, now tipped with sharp, pointed nails, gripped me with brutal strength and shoved my back against the brick wall. Her face morphed into that of a monster, sharp fangs sprouted in her mouth. I twisted and kicked with all of my strength. It wasn’t enough. Her fangs grazed my throat and then I fell to my hands and knees.
It took me a moment to understand why I was on the ground with my blood still in my veins. Caius held the struggling and spitting demonborn by a fistful of her hair. His molten gold eyes glared down at me before he turned back to where the rest of the demonborn were herding my friends into the alley. 
“I did not bring you to this side so you could disobey me.” Caius’s voice, thick with anger, echoed across the street as he crossed to them, the tattoos on his upper arms flaring golden-red. He must be close to losing his temper completely. 
Beside him, the female demonborn still fought. He gave her a shake that should have broken her neck and she subsided. Maintaining his hold on her hair, he growled at the other demonborn. Several others, who were obviously siding with Caius, appeared in the street. 
I couldn’t hear what they said from my position, but in short order, the demonborn who attacked us were rounded up and moved down the street until they disappeared in the shadows. 
The world faded gray. I took a deep breath, unaware I’d been holding it. Staggering to my feet, I made my way across the street on legs so shaky they didn’t want to work properly. 
Bethany ran toward me and flung her arms around me, clinging tight. “Oh gods, Jo, I thought for sure you were going to die.”
I returned her hug. “You and me both.”
Rowen nodded to me as we approached. “You all right?”
“I think so.”
“Let’s get back then,” he said, ushering us toward the open door in the back side of the building. 
We made it to the elevator with no further mishaps and crowded in. The doors slid closed and I leaned on the wall of the car feeling drained. Once the door closed, Rowen took stock of us as if to assure himself we were indeed all accounted for. “There will be no more othersiding until further notice.”
No one disagreed with him. I don’t think I’d ever been so glad to see the doors open to my hall when we arrived in Midtween. I stumbled off the elevator with Bethany as Rowen ordered everyone to get some sleep before he walked away muttering about informing Alaric and the other guides. 
James and Aaron followed Bethany and me to our apartment. Once inside I chucked my wallet across the room and slumped onto one of the sofas. “I’m never going othersiding again.”
James and Aaron flopped down on the other sofa. Bethany sat next to me in silence. I don’t think she knew what to say to reassure me. This was why the trips were always made in large groups and in no particular pattern. Never the same day of the week, the same time of day, or the same city. The events of the night proved that even those precautions weren’t always enough.
On the other hand, if that demonborn had killed me, the rumors of war would die back. Well, partially, they would have to take out Victoria, too. Maybe that was the intention. But then why would Caius stop the blonde demonborn? Why would he stop her no matter what my death may or may not have done? I don’t recall ever hearing of a demonborn stopping another from taking what they wanted. Maybe it was just a freak thing. Either way, I wouldn’t be othersiding anytime soon. 
For a long time, the four of us sat quietly together as, one by one, the rest of the group showed up carrying pillows and blankets. It got pretty crowded, but no one seemed to care. I wasn’t the only one to have a close call and it seemed none of us wanted to be alone.
Though a more subdued group now than we’d been when we left, we spent the rest of the evening talking quietly and playing cards. Bethany and James both asked once more if I was okay, to which I replied I was fine.
Finally, when most everyone was asleep, I dragged myself off the couch intent on bed. Exhaustion swamped me and I still needed to be up for shift the next day. After changing into a pair of shorts and a tank top, I climbed under the covers. 
Now that I was alone, the terror I had suppressed since the attack came back. I started to shake, feeling chilled beyond measure. Bunching the covers around me, I curled into a ball and closed my eyes. Sleep was a long time coming. 
***
“I gave my word to Rowen; her death will not be at the hands of young demonborn. Not when I can control the situation. I knew they were othersiding. I should have refused to bring the young ones until another night.” ~Caius





Chapter 12
 
The next day I sat in another hospital listening to Mary Anderson’s breath rattle in her chest. I didn’t know why she was dying at forty. I rarely knew why any of them died. I mean if they were hit by a bus or murdered or something like that, then it was pretty obvious. When it came to collecting souls from hospitals, there were just too many reasons to be dying there. 
So I waited in the corner, while the guardian did his best to save Mary. A man who looked to be in his twenties sat at her bedside. Though he held her hand, he seemed angry. Maybe it was the set of his shoulders or the expression on his face. 
Why he was angry, I had no idea. At the fact Mary was dying? It was possible, but I didn’t think so. Something in his demeanor said he was only there out of some misplaced sense of duty and not because he actually wanted to be. In fact, if I judged it right, I would say he was there to watch her die. Not as a griever, but as one who wanted to see a painful chapter of his life die with her. 
Great, just freaking great. If I was right, if this woman had caused a lot of pain and misery in her life, then either I was going to have to battle an eater before I could get her soul to the banks of the River Styx, or I wouldn’t be paying the ferryman. One of the two, depending on how severe her crimes were. 
Eaters would go after any soul, but they were drawn like moths to a flame to the souls that had a lot to atone for. Ugh. At the end of my list and after battling five eaters already today, I didn’t have the energy level left to hold on to Mary through a confrontation with another. Add in the five souls whose names had become faded on my list, indicating they were Lost, and this was not my day.
The machines flat-lined and the guardian moved on from the room to his next assignment. The man at her bedside practically flung her hand onto the covers. He stood and stepped back as hospital personnel came running in with a crash cart. He hovered out of the way, his face an impassive mask. After several minutes of unsuccessful attempts to revive Mary, the doctor finally called time of death. 
With a look that was twisted somewhere between relief, unquenchable anger, and grief that obviously wasn’t expected, the young man strode from the room. I didn’t know his story and never would. 
I waited for Mary to separate until she stood confused and afraid a few feet away. She noticed me immediately. “Where am I? What happened?”
“You are dead.” I waited for it to sink in.
She looked around, her movements hesitant. “A hospital is the afterlife?”
“Not exactly. You always start where you die.” I motioned to the door. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll get you to where you need to be.”
“And who are you supposed to be?” A frown marred her sunken features. 
“I’m a Reaper. It’s my job to get you to the River Styx so you can cross over.”
She folded her arms. “Well, I don’t want to cross over. There are things I want to do first. Things I have to do first.”
“Sorry, but you don’t have a choice.” Seriously? She was going to stand here and argue with me. Maybe I should get a scythe so I could threaten people with it. Souls didn’t get to wander loose on my watch.
“I may be dead, but I still don’t have to listen to some girl tell me what to do.” Mary planted her feet.
Caius strolled into the room before I could force Mary toward the elevators. My stomach twisted. Great. Just what I needed, a petulant soul and a demonborn. I stepped in front of Mary, placing myself between them.
An amused look flashed in his golden eyes as he nodded to me. “Josephine.”
I ground my teeth. I hated that name, but nodded back, glad for the irritation that dulled some of the sudden fear that dried my mouth. “Caius.”
“You know you don’t have the strength, or the energy, to stop me.”
What in the nine hells was he doing here? Was he there to finish what the blonde hadn’t the night before? Caius wasn’t someone who needed to hang around waiting to feed off the dead. I wasn’t about to let him see the terror flooding every fiber of my being though, so I snorted and glared. “You know it doesn’t matter, I have to try.”
“Are you truly ready to take your own trip across the river for the sake of this woman?” Caius looked past me at Mary and flashed her a winning smile. 
I didn’t have to turn around to know she was dazzled by it. It was so easy to overwhelm mortals when your looks were perfect. I mean, yeah, Caius was sexy as hell, but it didn’t affect me the way it did mortals and their souls. Maybe it helped that I knew what he was capable of.
Caius continued to direct his attention at Mary. “I think she would rather come with me, wouldn’t you Mary.”
I reached back and grabbed Mary’s icy wrist. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”
He laughed and shook his head. “Any other day, you know I would take her and you wouldn’t have the strength stop me. Even if your energy was flowing strong. Not like you are now anyway. Besides, she deserves it.”
Ignoring the truth of his words regarding my strength, I continued to glare at him. Wait, what did he mean not like I am now? “Every soul deserves a chance, no matter what they did in life.”
His grin made me think he saw right through my attempt to act unafraid. “You sound so like your sister when you say that. In any case, I’ll make you a deal this time.” 
A deal? What in world was he talking about? Since when did demonborn make deals? I eyed him warily. “What deal?”
“We need to talk. Has Alaric spoken to you yet?” 
“Alaric? No, and why would you care if he did?”
“Tell you what, I let you keep Mary and you agree to meet with me and talk after you’ve spoken with Alaric.”
“Why in the nine hells would I purposely meet with you much less talk to you about anything?” This had to be the weirdest day since I found out what I was. 
“The Lost. There are more of them.” Caius’s eyes took on a strange intensity. “Talk to Alaric, but don’t agree to anything until we’ve spoken.”
I stared at him with my stomach turning at the thought of more Lost and the souls whose names were faded on my list. Wait, how many more were there? And could he get any more cryptic? “I…guess we could meet. It better be someplace public though. Really public. Like Grand Central Station at rush hour kind of public.”
“Demonborn Bridge, after you’re done.”
That wasn’t public at all. The twisting path that led to it was bordered by trees and bushes on both sides and the bridge couldn’t be seen from any distance at all due to the sharp bend in the river where it crossed. I could demand something a little more out in the open, but then I would sound like a coward. “My side of it.”
A smirk pulled one corner of his mouth up. “Sure, Josephine. Whatever you want.”
“Wait a minute,” Mary interrupted. “I want to go with you, not her.”
Caius shrugged. “Sorry, sugar. Not this time.” He flashed a sardonic smile my way. “Good luck getting her on the ferry.”
As he disappeared through the doorway, all I could think was how much I wished I had punched him or something. Was it so hard for people to call me Jo? Yeah, I know, there were obviously bigger things to worry about than how people said my name. Still, it was pissing me off.
If there was any justice anywhere, Caius would have a ridiculous middle name I could poke fun at. However, there wasn’t any justice because no one on this side of the veil had a middle name or even a last name. They weren’t needed here. 
Mary, trying to edge around past me, brought me back to my duties. I sent a glare her way. “Follow me. And this time, shut up and don’t bother arguing.”
“You should have let me go with that guy.”
“Oh, I should have?” My blood boiled. “Why, because he’s handsome? Sexy? Because when he looks at you, it’s like his eyes contain liquid gold? You have no idea what you would have been walking into.”
Mary turned and stalked toward the door. “I know it was better than you.”
“Oh really?” I followed her. “Would you have still felt that way when he morphed into the demon he is and consumed your soul? When he used all except the smallest spark of your soul’s energy? After which, and only then, would your soul even begin to be able to start paying for the crimes committed in life?”
I grabbed her wrist, pulling her toward the elevators when she would have gone the other way. She fought me briefly before realizing that her strength was no match for that of a reaper, then followed with a sulky look on her face. I mashed the button several times in irritation and then turned to look at her while we waited for the car. “What I said is true. You would have suffered more years of torture than you can begin to comprehend.”
Mary didn’t answer. A moment later the doors slid open. I gave her a nudge and she reluctantly stepped into the waiting elevator car. The doors shut and it began its downward journey. 
When the door opened and we stepped onto the soft black and gold sand, I kept my eyes on Mary. She didn’t change. Her hair remained thin and wispy, her face more wrinkled than it should be for her age, her thin shoulders hunched. Somehow, I knew this would be how it played out. I had done everything I could for her. At least this way she could begin paying for her sins immediately. 
As we crossed the sand toward the river where the ferryman waited, the collector demons closed in. Mary edged closer until she practically clung to me. “What’s happening?”
I stopped and pulled out of her desperate grasp. “Sometimes I don’t pay the ferryman.” I gave her a sympathetic look, unable to hide the sadness I felt for her. “This is one of those times.”
“What?”
The collectors pounced, latching onto her arms. 
“No, wait! I didn’t mean to! I couldn’t help it!” Her screams cut through me as they dragged her to a heavy wrought iron gate. “Please! Let me go back and fix it!”
I watched them drag her through the gate and into the ground in silence. She would still cross the river. She would just be taken down so low first that she passed underneath it. I gave a halfhearted wave to Charon and started toward the waiting elevator. 
My list was finished. It was time to go home, replenish my energy, and try to find out why a demonborn wanted to meet with me.
***
“She is difficult and stubborn. I can only hope she listens.” ~Caius






Chapter 13
 
The elevator doors opened to the Reaper Offices. As usual, everything was busy but well-ordered. I made my way through the controlled chaos and dropped my list in the chute. The Department of Records would carefully log each name and whether or not Charon had been paid.
Next, I dumped my coins and empty vials in their respective places before turning toward the elevators, hoping to escape unnoticed. If I didn’t talk to Alaric then I wouldn’t have to meet Caius. Alaric’s voice stopped me. Though I wanted to, I couldn’t ignore the Head of Reapers. Damn. Sighing, I changed course and walked into his office.
“What’s up?” I said, flopping uninvited into one of the chairs in front of his desk.
He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t comment on my lack of ceremony as he pushed the door closed before sitting down at his desk. I guess he’d gotten used to me. “I have an assignment for you.”
“I just got off shift.” I hope that didn’t sound as curt to him as it did to me. In the back of my mind, Caius whispered, After you talk with Alaric…
“I am aware of that. It does not begin until tomorrow. I assume you will be able to handle it then.”
“You know what they say about assuming,” I mumbled.
“I do not, no. What do they say?” He looked genuinely interested.
I sighed. I shouldn’t say it. “It makes an ass out of you and me.” 
Did I really just say that? I glanced at his face. Yep, I did. I waited for his reaction.
Alaric surprised me by laughing. “I have not heard that one, but then I have been out of the field for an exceptionally long time. Are you ready to hear about your assignment now?”
I nodded. What else could I say? It wasn’t like I could tell him that after battling five eaters that day, dealing with a soul that was a bitch, and agreeing to meet with a demonborn, I couldn’t care less about whatever assignment he seemed ready to throw at me whether I wanted it or not. 
“Good.” Alaric’s face grew grim. “The numbers of Lost keep growing, despite our efforts. We have begun to think someone or something is funneling the souls away from the reapers and soul eaters alike. More than that, someone is keeping many of those that are becoming Lost from showing up on the lists to begin with.”
I frowned, truly confused. “But who would do that? Why? How?”
“I do not have the answers to those questions. That is why I called you in here.”
I stared at him. “You don’t think I have something do with it, do you?”
“No, Josephine, I do not.”
I swear if one more person called me Josephine, I was going to drown them in the River Styx. “Then why am I here?”
“I have been consulting with Sinmar, the Head of Demonborn.” He held up his hand at my disgusted face. “Do not look at me like that. This affects both reapers and demonborn, it needed to be done.” He frowned. “The guardians insist the problem has to be somewhere on our end since they do not deal with souls after the body has died. So it is up to the reapers and demonborn to fix.”
“What does that have to do with me?”
“We have decided to put together a task force of those we trust explicitly to have no hand in creating the Lost. You will work together to stop the Lost.”
“A task force?” I didn’t have enough experience to be on a task force, no one would listen to me. “How many are going to be on it?”
Alaric cleared his throat. “Just two. You and a partner.”
Oh nine hells, I could see where this was going. “Who is my partner supposed to be?”
“The demonborn, Caius,” Alaric said. “I am aware you two have had issues; however I trust you will set that aside and work together as instructed.”
Issues? Was he talking about the night before? Or all the times Caius lurked along my routes? “Yeah, I’m sure we’ll be bosom buddies.” Though I wanted to roll my eyes, I didn’t. Alaric had overseen the training that allowed me to use my angel heritage to summon my staff. I’d learned it wasn’t a good idea to push him too far. “How do I work this in around my list?”
“You will only have a half list tomorrow. After that, you will be free to work with Caius. None of the other reapers know of this, nor are you to tell them. In fact, since we do not know where this is coming from, you are to tell no one else. At this point only myself, Sinmar, you, and Caius know. It needs to stay that way.”
“Okay.” I nodded to reinforce my agreement.
“One more thing…” Alaric shifted in his chair and ruffled through some papers. “There is the matter of your security while working in such close contact with a demonborn.”
I frowned. “You worried he’s going to knock me into the River Styx, drink my blood, or something?”
“Always a possibility when dealing with the demonborn. Normally, I would say your soul would be safe, however, Caius is not an average demonborn. So it has been decided the best course of action is to, um…” He squinted at the paper in his hand as if it was the most important document this side of the veil. “Partially bloodbond you.”
“What?” My shriek made several people on the other side of the door stop and glance through the window as I jumped to my feet. My minimal knowledge of bloodbonds was enough to know it was a crazy idea.
“Now, Josephine, calm down.” Alaric stood and walked over to close the blinds before settling back in his seat and picking up the papers again. “It will prevent him from harming you since any harm that comes to you would also reflect back on him. In theory, it should not cause any problems at all with anything else.”
“In theory?” I glared at him horror. “What do you mean, ‘in theory’?”
Alaric licked his lips and reshuffled the papers without looking at me. “I mean there is plenty of literature about partial bloodbonds, but it has not actually been done before between two hybrids, or even those with traces of immortal blood. Or if it was, the record has been lost.”
“Did it ever occur to you that the record was lost because it has been tried and failed miserably and they were hoping no one ever came up with such a moronic idea again?” My brows were drawn so tight together I probably looked like I had a unibrow. 
“Please calm down, Josephi—”
“Jo! My damn name is Jo!” 
He blinked at me, confusion clear on his face, though his tone was stern when he began to speak again. “This type of behavior is unbecoming of a reaper. Sit, Josephine, and think for a moment. You will be working extremely close with Caius. A powerful demonborn who, by all accounts, could be Head if he wanted it. I refuse to take chances with your soul or your body. This will offer you protection against any lack of self-control Caius may be tempted to succumb to.”
I sank into my chair. Caius’s words echoing in my mind. Don’t agree to anything until we’ve met. Was he already hoping I would come unprotected? If that’s what he was aiming for, why not take me out earlier when my energy was too low to fight him? Or why not just let Blondie finish what she nearly started? He had to know I would take care of my lack of energy before I went to meet him, not that it would matter when it came to the likes of someone like Caius.
“What…” I swallowed the dry lump in my throat before I continued. “What would I have to do?”
***
“It wasn’t a good idea. It would never be a good idea.” ~Caius





Chapter 14
 
Alaric produced a vial of liquid so dark it was nearly black. “All you have to do is drink Caius’s blood. This is not pure. This is diluted. There are only a few drops mixed in here. Once you drink it, the two of you will be partially bloodbound.”
“Partially?”
He nodded. “It was the most the Sinmar would agree to. Caius has no desire to be fully bound. Actually, Caius originally refused this course of action altogether. It took both Sinmar and me to persuade him this was the best thing, but even Sinmar would only agree to a partial bond. Sinmar is more concerned about losing Caius.”
Of course, who cared what happened to me as long as his precious demonborn was safe. Wait, why wouldn’t he be safe if he was fully bound to me? Not that I wanted to be any more than Caius did. Who knew we would have anything in common? “What will happen to him if we were fully bound?”
Alaric finally laid the papers in his other hand down. “According to what I have read, when partially bound, if you die, it will cause considerable pain to Caius. It will likely put him out of commission for a while, though he would eventually recover. There is no literature anywhere on a full bond between immortals. We have no idea what that would do to either of you. Sinmar’s exact words were, ‘I’m not taking any chances with Caius just to keep your reaper safe.’ ”
“Nice attitude,” I said unable to keep the sour note out of my voice. “So Caius could still suck out all of my blood, devour my soul, or chuck me in the River—or all three—he if decided to.”
“I am hoping the partial bond will be enough of a deterrent,” Alaric said. “It is the best I can do at any rate to ensure your safety with him. There is also the possibility, given the nature of your parentage, that a full bloodbond would kill one or both of you.”
There it was again, my half-angel curse. “How would it only kill one of us?”
“Normally a bloodbond is formed between a demonborn and his or her servant for the benefit of the demonborn. Though it is called a full bond, it is not truly. For one, injury to the servant does not result in injury to the demonborn. For another, it can be severed by the demonborn at his or her discretion, though it rarely happens due to the pain involved. Much easier to just consume the blood and soul of the servant which effectively ends the bond—that method doesn’t cause the pain of a broken bond. And last, it does not require the human that is bonded to agree.” Alaric paused, massaging his forehead with his fingers before continuing.
“However, with your half-angel blood and soul, you have to willingly enter the bond, partial or otherwise. Only a brief mention was made in everything I could find on full bonds between immortals and it was obscurely written. Best I could make out, if for some reason one of you completed the bond, the one to do so would likely die. Angels and demons are not meant to mix. And, if for some reason it did not kill, it cannot be severed.”
“Well, no worries there. I’m not about to be a demonborn blood bank and there is no way in the nine hells I’m drinking his.” Technically, I would be doing just that, but at least it would only be a few drops. I shuddered then pointed at the vial. “So all I have to do is drink that?”
Alaric nodded. “Yes. He has already taken a small amount of highly diluted blood from you. From the sample you gave during training.”
I stared at the blood in his hand. “Why me? Why not an older reaper? One with more experience or something.” 
He ran a hand through his hair, looking tired. “You may be a young reaper, but your dedication to your duties is unquestionable.”
“And?” That couldn’t be all.
“And because of your parentage,” Alaric said with a sigh as if he hoped I wouldn’t pry that far. “As a half-angel, your soul will be less appealing due to the concentration of it. Quite frankly, I do not feel comfortable sending someone who only has a faint trace of angel in them when you have the blood of your father flowing in your veins.”
I knew it. Damn Elijah. Now, not only did I have to prove I deserved to be in Midtween, I was also the first to be selected for a crazy mission with a demonborn.
He turned the vial in his fingers. “This truly is the best thing for your safety.”
“And what exactly will it do? Is he going to feel everything I feel? Be able to read my mind? What?” It was entirely possible I was starting to panic.
“No.” Alaric shook his head. “He will not be able to feel everything you feel or read your mind. The partial bond is a physical connection. If you hurt, he will know. If he hurts, you will know. Though you will not share every injury, if you bleed, he will bleed and vice versa. Unless the wound is self-inflicted. So stabbing yourself, or something like that, is not going to affect him. Same with you, if he harms himself for some reason, it will not hurt you.”
I nodded, trying to sort it all out in my mind. It made sense I guess and it sounded like Caius wasn’t any happier about this than I was, which was why he was hoping I would disagree with it. Since he’d already provided his blood and drank some of mine no matter how diluted, the only way out of it now was if I refused to drink his.
Alaric’s face softened. “You may be young, but you are becoming one of my best reapers, Josephine. Right now you seem to be forgetting that while you will not age, you are still flesh and blood. You can still die. I for one do not want you killed.”
Before I could think about what I was doing too closely or too much, I reached out and snatched the vial from his hand. A quick twist and pull removed the stopper. I tossed the contents down my throat. It burned with a taste so foul I shuddered involuntarily. Almost like I swallowed a mixture of copper and tar. My stomach convulsed and I gagged though nothing came up. Alaric handed me a cup of water. I took a mouthful, swishing and swallowing in an effort to remove the taste. 
That was just the beginning of my problems though. My stomach cramped hard, fire burst in my middle and ran through my veins in a burning rush. It felt like I just drank a vial of napalm. What in the nine hells? The room wobbled and wavered. I gagged again. Every muscle in my body convulsed, throwing me from the chair as agony ripped through me. A scream lodged in my throat, unable to pass through my constricted airway. The room grew dark.
Blinking, I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling of Alaric’s office. Everything ached slightly but the fire was gone and I could breathe. When I moved to sit up, Alaric was there to assist me, his face grim, eyes worried. Taking stock of my body showed that I wasn’t a piece of charred flesh. 
“Are you all right now?” Alaric asked in a strained voice.
“Yeah—” I cleared my throat and stood with his help. “Yeah, I guess so. What happened?”
He shook his head. “I have no idea. I was unaware it would do this to you. If I had…”
“You would have known I would survive it and still asked me to drink his blood.” I shuddered. At least the taste was gone from my mouth now and my stomach no longer rebelled.
“Yes.” Alaric sighed and stepped away from me. “I suppose I would have.”
Nodding, I continued my mental evaluation of myself. Balance? Check. Movement? Check. “So, when this is over, will it hurt as bad to undo the binding?”
Alaric blinked at me. “Undo it? I am not sure.”
“Wait.” I held up a hand. “You do know how to reverse it, right?”
“The bond should dissipate over time since it is only partial.”
“Should? You mean you don’t know?” What did I get myself into? “Why didn’t you tell me that before I drank his blood?”
“We are fairly certain it will dissipate. Another reason Sinmar and Caius did not agree to a full bonding. As far as we know, there is no way to undo that.” He said soothingly. “Get some sleep and replenish your energy, Josephine. Come in at the beginning of your shift as usual to collect your things. When you turn your supplies in at end of shift, come speak with me.”
“Whatever.” I glared at him and left before I could punch him for calling me, Josephine. And for getting me to agree to a binding he wasn’t sure how to undo.
I weaved my way through the crowded room beyond his door to the elevators and stepped into a full car just before the doors closed. When the elevator asked where I wanted to go, I gave it my apartment number.
***
“Damn her.” ~Caius





Chapter 15
 
Weariness pulled at me as I shoved the door of my apartment open. I could tell by the silence Bethany wasn’t back from shift yet which was fine with me. She was my best friend, but right then I was glad to have the privacy.
The coming meeting with Caius tied my nerves in knots. Bethany would have picked up on that and likely questioned me until she wore me down. Then would have done everything in her power to talk me out of it. Since I couldn’t tell her what was going on, it would only make things difficult. 
I told the empty kitchen what I wanted to eat and then went into my room to shed my cloak. I kept my mind from thinking about the bloodbond because I was pretty sure I would go crazy if I dwelled on it. After pulling on a clean cloak, I went back to the tiny kitchen and grabbed my meatball sub and iced tea off the counter.
Flopping down on the sofa, I set my plate on the coffee table and picked up the sub while I tried to think of who might be causing the Lost. Or why they would want to. It would hurt everyone in Midtween as well as the mortal world if it continued or got worse. It would even have implications in the Hells and the Heavens. 
If souls didn’t make it across the river, either by ferry or demon, they couldn’t one day find their way back to the Hall of Souls. If the Hall became empty, the human race would end. Usually, that only happened when a species was meant to go extinct and the Hall for those souls was intentionally closed by powers higher than any in the Between. 
But the human Hall of Souls was still open. No one was closing the doors. Someone was trying to keep anyone from passing through them. The desperate face of the young woman’s soul, as she stepped into the river, intruded on my thoughts. The meatballs and sauce turned to dust in my mouth. I forced it down with several gulps of tea. 
How many more had there been? How many Lost were being claimed by the river’s water? Even Mary Anderson, whatever she’d done, didn’t deserve that. After forcing a few more bites down my throat and finishing my tea, I set my dishes and what was left of the food on the counter. I ran my hands through my hair and left the apartment. 
Walking down the path toward Demonborn Bridge, I tried to quell the nervous twisting in my stomach. Oh gods, I was bloodbound to a damn demonborn. Partially bonded, I corrected myself. My attempts to stop thinking about it became increasingly unsuccessful the closer I got to the bridge. The trees and underbrush seemed to close in, making the narrow path feel ominous. Something told me Caius was going to be pissed when he realized I’d bound us. Yes, technically, he started the process by drinking mine to begin with, but I finished it. 
At least I didn’t have to worry about him killing me. Unless…he would rather be writhing in pain than bound. I hadn’t even considered that. What if that was what he wanted to tell me? Maybe he planned to say if I completed it, he would happily kill me as an alternative to living bound to me. Great. Just freaking great. Why hadn’t I thought of that before I drank the stupid blood? In fact, there were a lot of things I should have thought of before doing that.
A soft breeze brushed over me and my skin goose pimpled though it wasn’t from cold. In many ways, living in Midtween was comfortable. The temp was always pleasant, it never rained or snowed; the flowers always bloomed and scented the air. The goose pimples were a reaction to the realization that even a partial bond may not be enough to save me.
With my gaze on the smooth, sandy path, I barely noticed where I was until I looked up. The bridge loomed ahead, a massive wrought iron affair with wooden walking boards. 
And there was Caius. His tall, lean form rested against the ornate railing on my side of the bridge. Wearing no cloak, it was easy to see the way the snug black t-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders. His crossed arms showed off well-defined muscles and the black lines of his ink that I remembered from the night before.
His black hair curled slightly at the nape of his neck and his molten gold eyes watched my approach. Crap. I shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have finished the bond. I should’ve told Alaric to stick it when he told me of the assignment. 
The image of the young woman reared up in my memory. I couldn’t just stand back and do nothing though while more souls were becoming Lost. And the bond was already done now. With a quiet sigh of resignation, I stepped onto the bridge and walked the few paces to where he stood. 
Caius glared down at me with a cold expression. “You don’t listen well, do you?”
“It’s not really one of my traits.” Good, I’d kept my voice devoid of the fear that was trying claw its way up my spine. He couldn’t kill me without harming himself. I just hoped he would rather be pain free. 
“I told you not to agree to anything until we had a chance to speak. Next thing I know, the bloodbond is complete.” 
“Partial bond,” I corrected and cleared my throat. “I wasn’t sure if you would know I completed it yet or not.”
“You hurt, I know it. Remember? It caused you a great deal of pain when the bond took hold. And you’ve been chewing on your lower lip for the past several minutes. I’m surprised you haven’t drawn blood yet, which I would recommend you not do right now.” He hadn’t moved and his eyes were filled with repressed anger. The tats on his upper arms flared golden-red on his bronze skin and died back. 
That was good at least. If he was holding his anger back then he probably wasn’t planning to drain me dry and deal with whatever pain visited him. I quit worrying my lip with my teeth. “Sorry about that. I didn’t know the bond would do that to me.”
“Next time try to think before you do something stupid. I assume you can think before you act? Or is that not one of your traits either?” 
I ground my teeth. “Was there something specific you wanted to talk to me about? Or did you just want to meet so you could insult my intelligence?”
Caius growled something under his breath, and it was a growl. “I wanted to talk you out of the bloodbond if you were considering it. Since you decided to ignore me when I told you not to agree to anything, this meeting is rather pointless.”
“If you didn’t want it, you could have refrained from donating your blood for it, you know. Or refrained from drinking mine.” Why was he taking this out on me when he started it?
Caius suddenly stood straight, towering over me. I had to tip my head back to look at his face or be left staring at his chest, but I would be damned if I backed down. He leaned closer. “I gave my blood because there was no other choice.” 
He stepped back and ran a hand through his inky hair. “You, on the other hand, were given a choice. I thought you would be sensible enough to at least think about it. To talk to me first. You didn’t have to drink the blood. You could have refused.”
I opened my mouth and then closed it. What could I say? I’d dragged him into this bloodbond with my choice. One it sounded like he didn’t have. “Did I really have a choice? Demonborn aren’t known for their self-control. This offers me some protection.”
“Young demonborn have little self-control. I’m the oldest surviving son of Eisheth. I, like the rest of her older children, can control my desires.” He shot me another molten glare. “Which you would have known if you had spoken with me before you did something stupid.”
“Well, excuse me for thinking of my own safety before worrying about your feelings on the subject,” I shot back. “And you can talk about your amazing self-control all you want, I’ve heard and seen enough about demonborn to take the ‘believe it when I see it’ approach.”
I swear I could still feel the brush of the blonde demonborn’s teeth on my neck. Granted, Caius stopped her, but I still wasn’t convinced.
Caius stared at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Hopefully, he wasn’t debating whether or not to kill me and end the issue with the whole thing. 
“This is going to be impossible,” he finally said, his cold gaze never leaving my face.
“What’s impossible?” I folded my arms, prepared to bring my power to bear. It wouldn’t make a difference with a demonborn as powerful as Caius, but I would at least go down fighting.
“You are too headstrong.”
Headstrong? “And what am I supposed to be? The little Reaper woman who just does as the big strong demonborn man says? Sorry, I was born in the wrong century for that.”
“Like I said, impossible.” 
“Guess you should have thought of that before you drank my blood, Mr. ‘I’m the perfectly controlled son of Eisheth.’ Now you’re stuck with me.” I turned and walked away calling over my shoulder, “See you tomorrow.”
I managed to resist the urge to look over my shoulder as I walked back to my apartment. Though I didn’t think Caius would actually follow me onto reaper grounds and eat my soul or suck my veins dry, or both, it didn’t stop the hairs on the back of my neck from standing on end the entire time. Mocking a demonborn like Caius probably hadn’t been the best idea. As usual, my mouth spoke ahead of my brain. Oh well, he would get over it. Hopefully.
***
“Though her mouth was going to get her into trouble one day, her refusal to back down impressed me again. Even so, I contemplated killing her myself despite the cost.” ~Caius





Chapter 16
 
I perched on the light pole above a busy street corner. I could have stood on the ground, but watching people pass through you could get unnerving when there were so many. Especially since I was at the utmost edge of the veil, where I would be able to feel them passing through me. Ruffling the inky black feathers of my wings I settled in to wait above them.
Cocking my head, I looked down the street with one beady green eye. The world looked different when I was in my raven form, but it was better than standing in the crowd that flowed down the sidewalks. 
Though I was in the veil, I could also become a raven in the mortal world. The people hurrying by on the street had no idea that a lot of the birds in their skies were residents of Midtween. I wasn’t sure who was who, that was kept confidential; though I was pretty sure guardians like my sister were probably doves. All peace and love and whatever.
As I waited for the last person on my list, my mind wandered to Caius and the rest of the day I would have to spend in his company. To say I wasn’t looking forward to it was an understatement. Spending time with an arrogant, temperamental, irritating demonborn was not at the top of my fun list. 
If I was lucky it wouldn’t take us long to figure out what, or who, was causing the Lost and I could be done with Caius and this stupid partial bond crap. I wondered what bird form demonborn took when they shifted. Probably something annoying. 
A car skidded around the corner at the end of the block, its tires squealing across the pavement. The engine roared as it sped toward the intersection I kept watch over. Almost time.
The car dashed across the lanes as two police cars, their sirens wailing, careened around the corner in pursuit. Below me, the car flew into the intersection without even pausing for the red light. The driver of a semi-truck coming from the other direction didn’t have a chance to react before his rig plowed into the driver’s side of the car.
Glass shattered, metal crumpled, and a split second later, the smashed car crashed into the light pole. I took off with a squawk, losing a few feathers as the pole fell violently from beneath me, reflecting the mortal world this close to the edge of the veil. People were crazy, that’s all there was to it.
I dove for the ground changing into my human form as I landed and stepped onto the sidewalk as the last of my feathers became my reaper cloak. 
After settling my cloak that was almost as messed up as my feathers had been from my forceful departure from the pole, I turned to the wrecked car. Confusion filled me. Where was the soul? I pulled the list from the inside pocket of my cloak and looked at it another time to be sure. Yep, there should definitely be one Michael Miller standing beside that car. It happened so fast there would be no guardian here to try and save his life. That ended the minute the truck hit him. So where was he?
I circled the wreck several times, so distracted by the missing soul I didn’t even notice people passing through me on the other side of the veil. Miller’s body hung partway out of the door on the passenger side. The driver’s side, where he’d been before the wreck, was smashed so bad it wasn’t recognizable as a car. Glancing again at Miller’s body, I realized all of him wasn’t even on the passenger side. Some of him was mixed up in the twisted metal. He was definitely broken beyond repair.
A cold feeling settled in my gut and I searched the wreck site once more even as my stomach rolled at the site of the carnage, something I still hadn’t gotten used to seeing. Not again. Already nine of the souls on my list were Lost and three had been taken by soul eaters who ganged up on me. With their food supply in danger, the eaters were desperate. Miller was nowhere. 
I looked at my list. His name was still there, but faded now. What in the nine hells? I turned and ran to the nearest shop. Without the soul, the elevator wouldn’t be available. Opening the door, I stood impatiently on the threshold while I waited for everything to shift. After a bit, the world around me began to shimmer like I saw it through heat waves. 
Finally, everything disappeared altogether and the river bank began to materialize. By the time it was clear enough for me to step onto the sand, Michael Miller was already in the water. The river boiled as the screams of the Lost filled the air. I caught one glimpse of his face before he disappeared beneath the surface for all time.
Clenching my jaw, I spun back to the doorway. After several long seconds, I appeared in one of the freestanding doorways in the huge room that was the Incoming Office. I marched past the drop-offs for my stuff and stormed into Alaric’s office. “What in the hells just happened out there?”
Alaric blinked up at me. I wasn’t sure if he was surprised to see me or surprised by the fact I’d barged into his office yelling. He set down the papers he was going over and gave me an aggrieved look. “More Lost?”
“Right from under my nose no less!” I paced the width of his office. “Not only did nine others on my list became Lost, somehow, in the split second it took me to shift, someone stole a soul from me. How is that possible, Alaric? It’s bad enough that whoever it is has been able to hide deaths from us, or whatever they’re doing; now they can steal them even when a reaper is right there? The human race will be extinct inside the next hundred years at this rate.”
“Alaric?”
I turned to see Ryan standing at the doorway to the office. Alaric sighed and motioned him in. Probably hoping another person there would keep my outburst down to a dull roar. Ryan came into the office, a grim look on his face. “Though I hate to be the bearer of bad news, eleven of the souls on my list became Lost today. Two just disappeared. One moment they were breathing their last and the next, nowhere to be found.”
I threw my hands in the air. “See?”
Ryan glanced at me before turning his attention back on Alaric. “There’ve been numerous reapers reporting the same thing since shift end. Nearly seventeen thousand souls total became Lost this shift. A few reapers lost their entire list.”
I blanched. That was nearly a third of the shift’s total souls, give or take a few thousand, on any given day. Almost a sixth of the souls in a twenty-four hour period. The numbers were staggering. 
A sick feeling turned my stomach. There was no getting out of finding who was behind this. And even if there was, I knew I would never take it. A lot of innocent souls would never return. It wasn’t fair to let it happen to more, not if I could stop it somehow. 
Alaric sighed and rubbed his eyes, the strain the news caused clear on his face. “The numbers have continued to climb with every shift. Yesterday there only a few hundred.”
Ryan glanced at me one last time before leaving as if curious about what I was doing in Alaric’s office.
I shifted uncomfortably as Alaric’s gaze settled on me. After a long moment of silence, he said, “You see how important your task is?”
When I nodded, he continued, “Most of the Lost never even showed up on the Death Rolls. They were not slated to die. Someone is ending their lives prematurely. How they are stealing them from reapers at the time of death, I have no idea. Between the two issues, I fear your prediction will come true.”
“I don’t even know where to begin,” I said, flopping down in the chair across from his desk. “Unless Caius has some mystic knowledge I don’t, we’re just going to be fumbling in the dark.”
“This is why I wanted to speak with you today.” Alaric leaned forward and rested his arms on the desk’s surface, his expression grave. “There is a dagger that will set this right. It will lead you to the culprit.”
“A dagger?” 
“Forged by the combined powers of the Heavens and the Hells, it is a powerful tool. You must find it.”
“And how am I supposed to do that?” 
“The dagger is sealed in a box with two locks. You will have to retrieve the keys first.” Alaric lifted an old piece of parchment. “I can tell you how to find the first key. The location of the second will be revealed where you find the first.”
It sounded like this was going to take longer than I hoped. “I don’t suppose it’s hanging on a convenient key ring, or hidden under a fake rock somewhere?”
“No. And I cannot even tell you the exact location of it. That knowledge lies with the key’s Watcher. One determined by the Heavens as a guardian. Only she knows the location of the first key.”
“I guess this means there’s a Watcher for the second key as well?”
Alaric nodded. “As far as I know, the Watcher for the second key was chosen by the Hells.”
Oh, this just got better and better. What a complicated mess. “Tell me how to find the first Watcher then,” I said with a sigh.
“The first is in the mortal world, though she is not entirely mortal. I’ve been able to sort out that she is in what is called the Yukon.”
“That may narrow it down some, but the last I checked the Yukon was still a big place. What am I supposed to do, get a team of sled dogs and run all over the place asking everyone if they’re the Watcher?” 
I had a sudden vision of myself as Sigourney Weaver asking everyone if they were the gatekeeper. A Sigourney dressed in a heavy cloak instead of a filmy dress though because it would be cold in the Yukon this time of year. 
Alaric sighed and rubbed his temples. I couldn’t tell if it was because of the situation or if I was annoying him. “The rest reads like a riddle. It says, ‘She dwells next to a jewel in the church of a natural cemetery.’ I have not been able to decipher it.”
“Well, that just pinpoints it. Were the writers of whatever document you have there unable to just say it plainly?” 
“It is all I have to give you.” Alaric shrugged. “You and Caius are both intelligent. I have every faith you will figure it out.”
Unwilling to debate Caius’s intelligence, I stood. “Why can’t you get this dagger?”
“The keys can only be turned by full hybrids. One of the Heavens, one from the Hells.”
There it was again, my angel half causing problems for me. “No point in hanging around then. I guess I’m off to find a lady who is a little too attached to cemeteries.”
Without waiting for Alaric to say anything else, I stalked out of his office. Because Elijah couldn’t keep it in his pants I was about to go on a ridiculous journey with a stupid demonborn.
***
“I’m not looking forward to the time spent with her. It would be better for us both if there was another way.” ~Caius





Chapter 17
 
I slammed the door to my apartment when I returned home, making Bethany jump and nearly drop the plate of food in her hands. 
“What’s with you?” 
“Nothing.” I shrugged then told the kitchen what I wanted to eat. 
“Well, something’s wrong.” Bethany frowned. “You aren’t usually this grumpy, even after a bad shift.”
“Yeah well, I’ve never had a soul stolen right out from under me either. A soul which became a Lost, by the way,” I said as I snatched my food off the counter and walked over to the couch. It was only a partial truth, but it wasn’t like I could tell her everything that was going on.
“You too, huh?” Bethany said as she sat next to me. “I couldn’t believe it. One minute she was dying and the next, just gone.”
I nodded and mumbled something that sounded like agreement as I bit into my giant cheeseburger, my annoyance with losing my last soul rising to the surface. Chewing hastily, I swallowed the bite. “I don’t even understand how it’s possible.”
“No one does. It’s never happened before. I mean, there has always been the occasional missed death, but souls have never been Lost from an attended death.” Bethany eyed me as I took another huge bite of food. “Geez, Jo. Hungry much?”
“I’m just trying to hurry up and stuff my face before I go.” 
“Go where?” She took a far more dainty bite of her own food.
Uh…my mind scrambled to come up with a plausible place for me to go where she wouldn’t want to come too. “I promised to meet up with Victoria and spend some time with her.”
“Oh.” Bethany grimaced. “You’re on your own then. I’m not much for the holier-than-thou attitude that seems to run so strongly in the guardians. Like they’re somehow so much better than us because they have the power to save a life. Most of them would probably pass out cold if they had to see a soul become Lost, or watch one get dragged away by the collectors.”
“Or battle an eater,” I said before shoving the last of the cheeseburger in my mouth in a most unladylike manner. It really wasn’t going to be enough, despite the size of it. With the amount of energy I’d already expended, I could really have used at least one more cheeseburger and maybe a couple of vials of replenisher. It would have to be enough for now. I didn’t have any replenisher and no time to eat more.
Bethany studied me. “You seem awful eager to put up with it tonight, though.”
I shrugged. “She’s my sister and it’s been awhile since we’ve spent any time together.”
She pursed her lips like she wasn’t sure she believed me. Finished with my food, I went to change out of the clothes I’d worn all day. I was going to the mortal world, so I should probably wear proper clothes for it, but I couldn’t leave here dressed like that or Bethany would know something was definitely up. After our last experience othersiding, she wouldn’t believe me if I told her I planned to go with Victoria. Rowen had made it clear no one was doing that anytime soon. 
After a bit of thought, I put on a pair of blue jeans, a cami, a t-shirt over that, and a long-sleeved shirt over that. Then I pulled a clean Reaper cloak over it all. I glanced in the mirror. Yep, that would work. I didn’t even look any bulkier. The long- sleeved shirt wasn’t exactly heavy, but I didn’t have any that were. I didn’t have to worry about the cold while inside the veil and we didn’t otherside in northern cities during the winter. 
I ran a brush through my hair then glanced around my room one more time. From the rumpled covers on my bed to the book collection I’d rebuilt since coming here, this place was home. I’d grown attached to my room and the apartment I shared with my friend. Not knowing when I would be back made me hesitant to leave in the first place. Sighing, I forced myself to walk away.
“Have fun,” Bethany said in a tone that said she didn’t believe it was possible to have fun in the Guardian section of the city.
I gave her a halfhearted wave on my way out the door. What I really wanted to do was give her a huge hug and tell her I was going to miss her since I didn’t know how long it would take, how long I would be gone. But I couldn’t and didn’t.
Just like I didn’t stop to see my sister, though I wanted to. Victoria and I had our differences, but she was still my big sister. As I faced a journey into gods knew what, I wanted her. And I wanted my mom. I wanted to tell her all of it and listen to her as she told me everything was going to be okay. Unfortunately, none of it was possible. So I pulled my big girl panties up, stepped into the elevator and told it to take me to the ground floor.
I headed for the front of the building as soon as the doors opened, keeping my eyes forward hoping nobody stopped to talk to me. 
“Jo,” Rowen called from the doorway of his office. “Come in here a minute.”
So much for hoping. I turned and trudged into his office. I couldn’t very well ignore my guide. 
“I wanted to talk with you yesterday. Unfortunately, you left for shift early and made yourself scarce afterward.” Rowen settled behind his desk, motioning toward the chair in front of it. Reluctantly, I sat down as Rowen eyed me across his desk. “I know you aren’t big on sharing, but I wanted to make sure you are okay. I know the rumors of war are hard on you. Add almost being killed a couple of days ago on top of that and it would shake most people up.”
“I’m fine. I guess it’s good I’m not most people.” What was I supposed to say? That the thought of othersiding anytime soon scared the crap out of me? It did. I wasn’t going to admit that any more than I was going to tell him I was getting ready to go to the other side with a demonborn. Not just any demonborn either. I was going with Caius. 
“You don’t have to be brave with me, Jo. All of us older reapers have been there at one time or another. Possibly not with the rumors of war, but we’ve all had our near brushes with demonborn.” Rowen’s critical gaze studied my face as if searching for a crack in my façade. 
He wouldn’t find it. I’d worn a façade all of my life, not being normal quickly teaches a person to hide it. And during my mother’s illness, I had perfected it. “I’m good.”
“Where are you off to then?”
Bad enough I lied to Bethany, now I had to lie to my guide too. Hopefully, it was as good as my front because Rowen wouldn’t be easily fooled. “I promised Victoria I would visit her today.”
He remained silent for so long I thought for sure he’d seen through it. Apparently, I did better than I thought because he finally said, “Good. Some time spent with your sister will probably help you.”
I nodded, unsure of how time spent with Victoria would help even if I wasn’t sneaking away. I hadn’t seen her since that day in the hospital. Victoria might seem cool and detached, but I knew her well enough to know she was going to freak out over the othersiding incident. “Can I go now?”
“Certainly. Stop by before you go on shift tomorrow.” Rowen waved me away.
“Sure thing.” I left the office as quick as I could without looking suspicious. 
Great, just great. Not only was Bethany going to be wondering where I was in the morning, now Rowen was going to be expecting me as well. It wasn’t going to take them long to realize I hadn’t left for shift early.
In moments I was walking the sandy path to the Demonborn Bridge. I didn’t have a way of contacting Caius, so I hoped he would assume that was our meeting place as well. If he wasn’t there, I could always stand in the middle of it and shout toward the other side. I wasn’t sure how he would feel about me yelling into his section of the city that he better get his “well-controlled” butt to the bridge, but I didn’t care.  
Luckily for me, it wasn’t going to be an issue. When I rounded the curve in the path, Caius was leaning against the railing in the same place he had the evening before. Well, that was a relief at least. Kind of. The stony expression told me he still wasn’t happy about any of this. 
“Well join the club, buddy,” I whispered under my breath. Caius’s scowl deepened and I wondered if he’d heard me.
“It’s about time, Reaper. I was beginning to wonder if you were planning to actually show up. Do you typically keep people waiting?”
I sent him a venomous look. “First of all, I actually had duties to attend to. Not everyone gets to lounge around doing whatever it is you do all day. Second of all, I had to lie to not only my best friend, but also my guide. Thirdly—”
“Is this list going to be much longer?” he snarled.
“—since you have Superman control, surely you can control your impatience. Fourthly, I’ve had an epically bad day and I’m in no mood for your attitude.”
Without waiting for him to answer, I stalked around the end of the wrought iron railing until I reached the sandy shore. Glancing up to where he still stood on the bridge, I snapped, “Well, are you coming or not?”
I’m pretty sure I heard his teeth grind together and wondered if I possessed a death wish I wasn’t aware of. Was I trying to provoke him?  He finally joined me on the shore and, bonus, didn’t kill me when he did.
“I hate to assume anything with you,” Caius began, “however, I’m assuming Alaric spoke to you when you returned from your shift.”
“Yep.” I gave him a curt nod. “We’re going to the Yukon where we will search randomly for a lady who likes graves a little too much.”
Caius snorted but said nothing as we stepped forward together until we stood beneath the arching edge of the bridge. Though it wasn’t ideal, it wasn’t like we could stroll into one of the Outgoing Rooms and ask to use one of the doorways to leave. We weren’t even supposed to be together. 
***
“Her temper was as endearing as it was prickly and annoying. Like watching a kitten hiss and spit. I could only hope I managed to keep my sanity.” ~Caius 





Chapter 18
 
Midtween shimmered and undulated, slowly blurring from our sight. When the world came into focus again, a cold breeze swept past the twisted branches of a single tree that bent over until it made a lopsided natural arch, the top of which barely accommodated Caius’s height. 
My anger washed away with the wind that raised goosebumps on my arms and made me shiver. As I moved away from the tree, I hugged my arms close, wishing I’d wore more layers or that my cloak was thicker. Tall, barren mountains rose all around us, their peaks hidden by dark gray clouds. Trees, a mix of pines and those in the process of turning bright yellow, grew close around the one we’d come through but didn’t extend much to the slopes. Through the branches, I caught a glimpse of a road.
“Here, this should keep you from freezing to death since you didn’t see fit to wear appropriate attire for the weather,” Caius said, pulling off his heavy, deep crimson cloak and draping it over my shoulders. 
I was so much shorter than him that it dragged on the ground. The sudden warmth made me tug it closer rather than shove it back at him. A spicy, earthy scent filled my nose. I resisted the urge to lift the fabric closer to my nose in order to breathe more of it in. It was just part of the appeal of demonborn that helped lure their human prey in easier. I knew this. My human side must be what wanted to smell more of it. 
“Won’t you freeze now?” I shot a glare at him standing there in his black jeans and snug black t-shirt. He had unusual tattoos inked on his forearms that I hadn’t noticed before. Half-moon in shape, they extended from wrist to elbow. A closer look made me think they weren’t tattoos; they were more like the markings his kind were born with, except those only came out with the demon in them. These were black like the rest of his ink, but were definitely natural. Strange.
“I’m half-Archdemon, Reaper,” He said in response to my question. “My body temperature already runs several degrees hotter than yours and I can regulate it if need be. I’m in no danger of freezing. It’s only autumn after all; not the depths of winter.” 
Could have fooled me. Fall wasn’t supposed to be this cold with a cutting wind. I shoved my arms through the sleeves of his cloak, which were too long but I didn’t care. “Other than the imposition of dragging my body back to Midtween, why do you care if I do freeze to death?”
Caius regarded me with his liquid gold eyes. “We’re bloodbound. I have no desire to partake in the kind of pain that will visit me upon your death.”
I started walking toward the road. Caius’s dark red cloak dragged, catching on the low-growing vegetation colored in reds, deep browns, and more yellows. “Not that I particularly want to die or anything, but I’m surprised a little pain would stop you.”
“A little pain,” Caius said the words as if tasting them as he grabbed my arm and steered me away from the road so that we headed toward the forbidding mountains. He walked beside me with a predator’s grace, not even seeming to notice the way the ground began to climb steeply. “Try several years of pure, burning agony. Breaking a bond with a mortal human without taking the soul is extremely painful. I can’t take your soul, not with it…the way it is. Breaking the bond with you would make a broken bond with a pure human seem like a minor headache.”
“I wonder why that is?” My breath came out in puffs as I tried to keep up with his longer strides. 
“Your soul…doesn’t have enough human in it.”
The way he kept referring to my soul made it seem like there was something more he wasn’t saying. I huffed a little, working harder to keep up with him. Though he said nothing to acknowledge my struggle, he slowed enough that I didn’t feel like I needed to start jogging. 
“Yay me.” I couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice. I despised this whole ‘you’re a special case’ thing. Again, I was torn between being happy to be alive and wishing Elijah had kept it in his damn pants. 
Caius shot me a sharp look of surprise. “You don’t like your parentage?”
“Why would I?” Why did he think it would be something wonderful? “First a freak in the mortal world, then a freak in the immortal world. And, as if that isn’t enough, now I’m sent on this bizarre journey to find keys and a dagger like some sort of cliché ‘chosen one’ crap. Nope, don’t see anything to not like about any of that. And why do you care how I feel about my father?” I asked, shooting him a glare.
I probably should be a little nicer; he had given me his cloak, which really was wonderfully warm. It didn’t matter that he only did it to save his own skin in a roundabout way. I couldn’t bring myself to apologize, though it wasn’t his fault I wasn’t in a mood to discuss the angel who sired me. 
No more than I was in a mood to discuss my mother who I loved so much only to lose too soon. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to talk about her, I couldn’t. It had been a little over a year and her absence hadn’t gotten any easier. I kept her locked up tight in my mind and refused to think about it.
“Don’t mistake idle curiosity for caring, Reaper.” His voice held all the warmth of the wind swirling around me as he broke into my thoughts.
Never mind, I shouldn’t apologize for anything. 
Still irritated that he’d brought up my reckless angel of a father I asked, “What about you? Are you happy with your demon heritage?”
He snorted. “Why do you care?”
When it became clear he wasn’t going to answer, I threw his words back at him, “Don’t mistake idle curiosity for caring, Demon.”
He chuckled darkly, but made no other comment.
After we’d been trudging through the sometimes knee-high—to me anyway—vegetation for about an hour, slowly climbing higher up the mountain, I asked, “Do you have any idea where we’re going?”
“I do.”
Impatient, I glanced at him as he strode next to me. “Well?”
Caius sighed and stopped. “Inside my cloak on the left side is a pocket. There’s a map in it.”
I fished down in the deep pocket until my fingers closed on a thick piece of folded paper. After pulling it out, I unfolded the parchment. It didn’t look anything like a Rand McNally to me. In fact, it looked more like something one would find in Lord of the Rings. 
Squinting as if that would help me understand it better, I turned the map on its side to see if it would make sense that way. “What am I looking at?” 
With a sound of impatience, Caius righted the map. “Did Alaric tell you the riddle?”
My brain scrambled to remember the exact words. “Um…something about a lady with a jewel living in a graveyard.”
“She dwells next to a jewel in the church of a natural cemetery.” Irritation still shadowed his voice. 
“Yeah, that.” I looked up from the map. “What about it?”
His long index finger pointed at the map, drawing my attention back to it. The tip of his finger rested on a spot listed as Tombstone Territorial Park. Ah, natural cemetery, Tombstone, got it. Then he slid his finger until it pointed to a mountain peak with the name Cathedral Mountain underneath. Well, okay, duh. I should have looked at a map or something before getting all worked up about it. 
“Are these real places?” When I glanced up and saw his scowl, I clarified, “What I mean is, would one find these on a map in the mortal world or only on maps like this?”
“They are on both types of maps.” His scowl remained in place. “Why?”
I rolled my eyes and sighed. “I was just trying to decide how stupid I am. Looks like I’ll be up for an award if they ever have a contest.”
“You don’t believe me?” An edge that went beyond irritation entered his voice.
I looked up at his face, startled. “Of course, I believe you. Why do you think I think I’m stupid?”
The wording made it a loaded question. Thankfully, he didn’t take the bait. When he continued to scowl without answering, I handed the map back to him. “I didn’t think to look at a map. I figured we would be running all over the place for who knows how long trying to find this woman.”
Caius refolded the map and held it out to me. “Put it back in the pocket.”
As I stuffed it back in the pocket of his cloak, he continued, “You didn’t think it prudent to do any research before setting out?”
I shrugged. “It’s not like there was a lot of time. Alaric told me about the dagger and the keys no more than an hour before I came to the bridge.”
“Interesting.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I pulled the cloak closer as the icy fingers of the wind worked to find a way under it. Looking around at the bleak but beautiful landscape, I tried to figure out where we were in relation to Cathedral Mountain. 
Caius shrugged. “Only that I’m surprised Alaric didn’t give you more time to think about the information.”
He started walking again without even a glance back at me. I hurried after him, frustrated I didn’t have any choice other than to follow. I had no clue where the mountain we needed was. They all looked the same with their tops cloaked in clouds. 
As we hiked, I watched the light sink slowly toward the horizon with growing worry. It was getting dark a lot earlier than I would have expected, but then we were pretty far north. Would we reach this Watcher before nightfall? I thought about asking Caius and then decided against it. I would not appear weak or worried. I was half-angel, a reaper of souls, for Charon’s sake. If I had to sleep on the ground, in the cold, with whatever wild animals populated this area then so be it. 
One of the many rocks rolled out from under my foot, dumping me on the ground and eliciting a curse. I kicked the rock in frustration and scrambled to my feet. Caius hadn’t slowed or turned. In all likelihood, he wouldn’t even notice if I fell and bashed my head in until the pain from the bond breaking hit him. 
As I worked to catch up on my stupid short legs, I cast a nervous glance at the trees that grew more numerous the farther we traveled. Were there wolves up here? Reaper powers or not, I didn’t want to confront a pack of meat eaters who thought I looked like their late night snack. 
After about another hour, the sun finally gave up the battle and surrendered the sky to the night. The lack of light wasn’t a problem for either of us, however, the fact that my legs were giving out was. I simply couldn’t cover the same amount of ground as him, not when I took at least two strides to his one. Stupid demonborn. 
One moment I was walking just fine, okay maybe stumbling a little, and the next, I flopped on the ground, my legs feeling too weak to move. Groaning, I pulled my weary limbs into a crisscross position, tucking both cloaks around me so that everything was protected from the wind.
Caius paused and looked back with a frown. I scowled at him. “You can keep going if you like. I’m not moving until morning.”
With a low growl of something between frustration and irritation, he trudged back to where I sat and gracefully lowered himself to the ground. He held his hand out between us. Flames bloomed in his palm. He turned his hand, letting the fire fall. It continued to burn, hovering a couple of inches off the ground not so much as charring the grass around it. 
Stunned, I stared as the warmth from the flames filled the air, warmer than a normal fire would have been. Could all demonborn do that? “How…?”
“I’m a child of the Hells, fire is my element.”
“At least you’re useful,” I said, unwilling to let on just how much I appreciated the flames. “I don’t suppose they have a lot of chickens in the Hells?”
Confused, a frown returned to his face. “Chickens?”
“Well, since there is a lot of fire in the Hells, which makes fire an element you can use, I was hoping there would be a lot of chickens there as well. Then maybe you could conjure up some fried chicken for us to eat.”
His jaw flexed as he regarded me with a cold gaze. Okay then, fried chicken must not be a menu choice. 
“Did you not bring any replenisher with you?” he said, his voice flat. 
“And how would I do that? I’m not even supposed to be out here with you. I pick up replenisher when I go on shift. I can’t get it otherwise.”
“Alaric certainly sent you out unprepared. I wonder why that is.”
I rolled my eyes. “And I wonder why you keep trying to find something sinister in Alaric. Is it because of your origins that you expect foul play from everyone?”
“Did you ever consider that it’s because of your origins that you’re out here?”
“Of course it’s because of my origins,” I scoffed. “Alaric made no secret my half-angel status is the reason he chose me.”
“And…”
“And what?”
“Half-angel. That’s what they told you.” He eyed me suspiciously.  “All they told you?”
“What else would they tell me?” I held my hands out to the side. “My mother was a mortal human, my father an angel with an uncontrolled libido. What else would there be?”
Caius stared at me for a long moment, his liquid gold gaze searching my face, before abruptly breaking into laughter. Deep and rich, it grated on my nerves. “What in the nine hells is so damn funny?”
Curbing the laughter, his gaze turned speculative. “I seriously begin to wonder about your side. Isn’t it my side that is supposed to be deceitful?”
If he was going to talk in stupid riddles then I was done. I wasn’t about to play games. “Whatever. Just shut up and leave me alone.”
“As you wish. Probably best anyway.” Caius turned his gaze to the flames, somehow managing to ignore me so completely I could have been alone. 
I leaned over and curled up on my side, fully enveloped by the dark crimson cloak. It still seemed to radiate heat. Despite my mind’s attempt to focus on whatever information Caius alluded to, that I was apparently unaware of, exhaustion pulled me under. 
I hadn’t been asleep long before deep snarls jerked me awake. 
***
“Unprepared, inexperienced, unfiltered, irritating, and unafraid to push my buttons. It’s been a long time since any other than Malik as has dared goad me in such a way.” ~Caius





Chapter 19
 
Through bleary eyes, I stared at the shapes closing in. Oh this was going to suck. Twisting I searched for Caius, certain he’d left me to be eaten. He hadn’t. Caius stood with his arms crossed and a murderous look in his eyes.
I turned my gaze back to the circling demons. Scuttling on six legs and looking like pony-sized armored beetles, they stared back through glowing, acid green eyes. The clacking of their mouths, beaks, whatever they were, filled the night as an icy wind swept past me tugging at the cloaks. 
I held out my fist. My staff, glowing bright, appeared in my hand and I braced myself to fight…hell beetles? 
Caius hadn’t moved, though the storm raging in his molten eyes made me glad he wasn’t looking at me that way. And then he morphed. The gorgeous creature that he was in his human form dissolved in less than a second and the Archdemon half of his heritage stood before me.
My hand trembled on my staff and my mouth went dry. Holy hells. I had seen young demonborn embrace their heritage before and that was scary enough. Seeing one as powerful as Caius embrace it was truly terrifying. His whole body seemed to swell with extra muscle. The golden-red tribal markings overlaid the tattoos on his upper arms and climbed his neck. Thick, sharp nails replaced his short, human looking ones. His eyes remained the same liquid gold though they glowed. His face widened, the forehead and brow area taking on an almost animal quality. A demonic animal. His mouth opened and…the wicked fangs put those of the young demonborn to shame. It wasn’t just the eye teeth, though those were the longest. All of his teeth came to sharpened points.
I blinked against a sudden dizziness before realizing I hadn’t taken a breath since his change. Sucking in air, I tried to focus on the creatures and keep Caius in my peripheral vision at the same time. Please gods, don’t ever let me be on his bad side. 
Caius let out a furious roar that silenced the clacking of the beetles. For a moment, I thought maybe he scared them off. It appeared hell beetles were stupid. 
I brought my staff up as they rushed forward. Wielding it like a quarterstaff, I struck at the first to reach me, spun and sliced through a second. It dropped in half, slimy innards spilling everywhere and filling the air with the putrid stench of rotting flesh. 
Leaping back from another, I swung. Its head fell to the ground and rolled away even as its body kept coming. I cut its segmented legs from beneath it and whirled, ready for the next. 
The night was empty. Caius stood in a circle of about fifteen or so ripped apart beetles, breathing heavy and obviously far from calm. In fact, it looked like he was still searching for something to kill. 
My dwindling energy screamed for replenisher or food, my staff flickered. I pulled on what I had left and fed it into the staff, feeling a small measure of relief when it glowed bright again.
“Put that away before you deplete yourself more.” Caius’s voice was rough and thick in his demon form. “I have no desire to deal with a broken bond because you foolishly kill yourself.”
I shot him a glare and snapped, “I’m not putting it away as long as you’re like that. You don’t want me using up any more energy? Then stop looking like you still want to kill something. In fact, stop looking like…that, altogether.” 
His upper lip lifted in a snarl. 
“Don’t you snarl at me. It’s not my fault you don’t know how to use bug spray in the Hells.”  A small part of me tried to remind my mouth that I really didn’t want to piss him off right now. 
Huffing another low growl, Caius rolled his shoulders and let out a slow breath. The demon dissolved and the human-looking Caius stood before me. My staff wavered. This time I let it go. 
The reek from the beetles filled the air. My stomach lurched as I snatched the red cloak and pressed the fabric over my lower face. The scent clinging to it covered the dead beetle stench completely and I breathed a sigh of relief. 
“What in the nine hells were those things?” I said through the cloth. I had only been taught about the denizens I would normally be facing. Devil beetles were definitely not on that list. 
“Exactly.” Caius waved his hand and doused the fire. “We need to move.”
“Exactly? What is that supposed to mean?” I glanced at the shredded bodies. “And yeah we need to move; no way I’m hanging out with that smell.”
Ignoring my question, he started walking. “The smell is the least of my worries. This was my mother expressing her irritation at my involvement. She knows these creatures couldn’t possibly bring me down.” He glanced in my direction. “Just as she knows they could easily take you down if enough were sent. This was her saying she is displeased.”
Wait, what? How could she know we were out here? Only the two of us, Alaric and…figures. The Head of the Demonborn probably ratted us out. It was the only explanation. Should I point out it was likely his demonborn brethren that had almost gotten us killed? Sighing, I trudged after him. He probably wouldn’t believe it anyway. 
***
“I don’t believe I’ve ever had someone, who wasn’t a sibling, snap at me while in my demon form. Though I smelled her fear even over the dead, she did exactly that.” ~Caius





Chapter 20
 
When I caught up to Caius, I said, “Thank you.”
He looked at me, clearly startled. “For what?”
“For not ditching out and leaving me alone back there.” I watched the ground in front of me as I walked. “And for taking care of most of those things.”
“What gave you the impression I would leave you?” There was a hard edge to his voice as if I had insulted him.
I shrugged. “I seem to have a talent for pissing you off. When I first woke up and didn’t see you, I thought maybe you decided you’d had enough of me.”
“If I hadn’t drawn the majority away from where you slept, you would have been in the middle of the fight.” He let out an irritated sound. “I’m not denying you test my nerves. Even so, you must have a pretty low opinion of me to assume I would leave you alone and asleep in the middle of nowhere.”
For the first time, I felt kind of sorry for letting my mouth run away. Granted, he’d been rather moody and surly, but that didn’t excuse my own behavior. It wasn’t his fault that I tended to hide behind snarky sarcasm or anger. Those emotions were just easier to deal with when things got tense. “Sorry I test your nerves.”
Caius snorted. “You may be. However, I think it’s your natural inclination.”
“I’m not sure if you just complimented me or insulted me.” I tried to read his expression.
“A compliment. Always be yourself, Reaper.”
A yawn threatened and I stifled it, not willing to admit how wiped out I was. It was nice, for at least this moment, to not feel like Caius and I were complete enemies. We walked in companionable silence for the first time.
Darkness pressed in around us while overhead the clouds cleared. The Milky Way stretched across the sky in a brilliance rarely seen. With no city lights to compete against, the stars filled the darkness above the mountain peaks. Cold air huffed through my lungs, coming out as vapor as I struggled to keep up with his pace. Exhaustion weighed my limbs down. So intent on keeping up and watching where I was going, I ran right into him. 
“What…?” I stepped around him. His gaze was on the night around us, stance tense and ready. What now? I strained to see and hear whatever it was he did. The whisper of the wind in the grass was all I heard. Wait, there wasn’t any wind. It had died down at some point. Something else moved through the knee-high grass.
Turning in a slow circle, I stared at the wide paths being cut through the grass all around us. “What are they?”
“Another irritation,” Caius said. “She does like to needle me.”
Oh great, his mother again. I wasn’t sure how much more I could dish out tonight. One day, I would be able to handle a lot more than this, but I was still young for a reaper and only a year into this world. I’d only been harnessing and using the energy inside me for eight months, and never as often or as sustained as I had today between the eaters on my shift and the earlier fight with the beetles. 
Even so, I couldn’t just stand there. I moved a few steps away to give Caius fighting room and braced myself, waiting until the last moment to call my staff. I didn’t know what was coming, but I’d be damned if I hid behind Caius. 
I was unprepared for the giant snake-like things that burst from the grass. At least thirty feet long and thicker than me—my slim body would be easy for them to swallow whole—their heads were adorned with several small horns. Most went after Caius, but a few broke away from the pack, moving with surprising speed and agility toward me. 
My staff appeared as the closest lunged at me. The double row of teeth in its wide maw dried my mouth. I twisted away and swung the staff as terror dumped adrenaline into my system and lent me a burst of strength and speed. 
The first snake lost its head. I swung my staff at another, it dodged with ease. Its beady black eyes watched my moves with eerie intelligence. The creature lunged, dodged, feinted and lunged again. It took everything to keep up with it. My breath rasped in my throat. This was nothing like fighting eaters or even the hell beetles which had seemed about as dumb as eaters.
“Watch the tail, Reaper,” Caius called and I could tell by the sound of his voice he’d brought his demon half forward. 
I looked away from the snake’s head long enough to see that it had been slowly coiling around me while it kept me distracted. If I was like Bethany, I would be able to do a backflip right out of the coils. But I wasn’t. A year wasn’t enough time to master those kinds of fighting skills. Unsure of what else to do, I stabbed the coils with my staff, piercing through two layers of the snake’s body. 
The thing shrieked like a banshee and came at me so fast I stumbled backward over the tail, landing hard on my back. Pure terror that I was about to lose my life filled me even as the staff flickered and disappeared. I threw my hands up in front of my face, my eyes squeezing shut. 
When the impact never came, I looked to see why. Somehow, a translucent bubble surrounded me where I lay. I didn’t have a clue how I had created it. I’d never achieved anything more than the staff. However it happened, I was grateful as the enraged beast plunged its head repeatedly at the shield, its double rows of teeth raking across it each time.
Caius appeared outside the bubble. Grabbing the snake in both hands he hauled it back. I looked away, bile rising in the back of my throat, while he ripped the thing in half. My shield wobbled and faded as I drained the last of my power. I struggled to stand only to smack into the ground once more as a snake sank its teeth into my leg and pulled me off my feet. Sheer agony burned through me, tearing a scream from my lips. I couldn’t summon my energy no matter how hard I tried. My hand scrabbled across the ground and found a sharp rock. 
Lurching up, I smashed the rock into the thing’s head. It didn’t release me. Panic took over and I beat at the head. The sharp edge of the rock tore through its skin. Black blood splattered my hand. So focused on bashing in the snake’s head, I didn’t notice when it quit moving until Caius’s large hand caught my wrist and stopped my next swing. 
“It’s dead, Reaper.” 
Dazed, I stared at the creature. My rock hadn’t killed it, hadn’t done more than slice up its skin. The head was detached from the rest of its body. I finally released my death grip on the rock. Caius pried the jaws open, extricating my leg from the double rows of hooked fangs. 
Gritting my teeth, I breathed in gasps through them. I’d never experienced pain like this. Clawed occasionally by an eater, but nothing like this. I’d never even been bitten by a dog in the mortal world. 
Caius shoved the cloaks up to look at the damage. “It’s bleeding well. Shouldn’t take too long to heal. It would be better if you’d brought replenisher, but you’ll live.”
I stared at where a double row of punctures oozed blood in a half moon pattern that started on my thigh and ended on my calf. More tired than I’d ever been, I was ready to curl up and sleep right there. Unfortunately, that was neither safe nor a possibility. 
Caius held out his hand. “Can you do this?”
Clamping my jaw shut against the pain, I nodded and took his hand, letting him pull me to my feet. Blood stained his leg in a pattern that matched mine exactly. I guess Alaric was right about a partial bond being a physical one. 
“We’re going to have to keep going, Reaper.” He watched me as if waiting to see if I could stay on my feet. 
Alaric had been right about the other part he’d told me as well. I could sense Caius’s reflected injury. If he could keep moving, so could I. “Then let’s go.”
He appraised me for a moment then nodded and started off. I limped along behind him. Despite the throbbing ache in my leg that brought tears to my eyes, I made no complaint as we continued to move through the darkness. 
When we came across a well-traveled trail that led into the woods and he began following it, I let out a sigh of relief. The worn path was a lot easier to navigate than the ground we’d been covering. Wrapped up in my misery, I almost ran into him again before realizing he’d stopped. I limped up beside him and gazed at the sight below. 
We stood atop a large hill. Below, the lights of a small town lit up the night. A river flowed past the far side of the town. It looked like the main road ran right up to the water and stopped. My eyes zeroed in on the place and my stomach rumbled with the certainty of food nearby. “Are we going down there?”
Caius started down the hill. “There will be places to sleep and food to eat.” He glanced at me. “You might even get that fried chicken.”
I snorted but didn’t comment as I followed him. It took me longer than it should have to negotiate the terrain, even on the maintained trail. Once we reached the road, it was easier as we followed it in, though my leg ached to where I could barely put weight on it. 
Though it appeared most of the town was pretty normal, they had gone to great lengths to make the buildings along the main road look like it hadn’t moved much out of the gold rush era. It was quaint and cute. 
I was sure in the warmer part of the year it drew quite a few people. Now that the cold was settling in, it was fairly quiet. I was also sure I would be able to appreciate it more if I wasn’t about to fall on my face and sleep in the middle of the street.
Caius took in everything as we walked. “It’s changed a bit since it was a gold rush town.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You were here?” 
“With my younger brother, Malik.” He flashed me a smile that held a hint of fang. “It was good hunting.”
“Of course.” What was I expecting anyway? “That’s what everyone thinks of when they think of the gold rush.”
“No,” his smile faded, “they think of the gold, the numbers of people. how fast towns grew and died. What they don’t consider are the number of terrible people who migrated with the rest. Those willing to do anything for the gold.”
“Let me guess, you only ate the bad people.” I rolled my eyes. The exhaustion and constant pain were making me cranky. 
He gave me an unreadable look before answering, “That’s exactly what I did. Why take the blood and soul of a decent person when it was practically a buffet of those who festered with evil and greed? There were so many that disappeared to find their gold and never returned.”
His answer wasn’t what I expected. Unsure how to respond, I chose to remain quiet. We walked in silence until we reached a large white building looking as if it had popped straight out of the old west. 
I hobbled along behind him. Now that we were safe—or as safe as we could be—the pain, extensive power use, lack of food, and lack of sleep came crashing down. I barely paid attention to Caius paying for a room. The lady behind the counter gave my double layer of cloaks a strange look that turned to concern when her gaze finally met mine. I could only imagine how I looked.
“Come on.” Caius pulled on my sleeve to get my attention. 
I followed him like a zombie to the room. The two queen sized beds were all I saw as I stumbled to one and fell into it. The last thing I was aware of was the throbbing in my leg and the quiet sounds of Caius moving around the room. 
***
“Her fortitude surprised me. Not many can take the bite of a seran and keep going.” ~Caius





Chapter 21
 
Bright light flashed through my closed eyelids and I ducked my face under the covers.
“Up.”
Caius’s voice penetrated the haze of heavy sleep. I rolled slightly and moaned. “What?”
“Get up.”
“No,” I mumbled, snuggling deeper into the pillow and clutching it.
“You can’t sleep all day; we still have a Watcher to find.” 
Cool air brushed my skin as he yanked the covers away. Groaning, I pried my eyes open and sat up. The cloaks were draped over the back of a chair. I didn’t remember taking them off. Or my socks and shoes…and how did I get under the covers? I blinked up at Caius. 
He pulled me off the bed and pushed me toward the bathroom. “Take a shower then we can get food.”
I glanced at the window that was full of sunshine with the curtain pulled back. “What time is it?”
“Almost noon. Get a move on, Reaper.”
My sluggish body got me to the bathroom, out of my clothes, and into the shower, though the effort of washing was almost too much. It was good to see the injury to my leg was almost healed. The marks were nearly gone, leaving only a faint ache that lingered deep in the muscles.
After shutting off the water, I grabbed a towel and did my best to dry off before wrapping it around my hair. My legs were weak and shaky as they carried me from the shower. I reached for my old clothes and paused when I found a clean pair of jeans and a t-shirt folded on the sink.
I picked up the deep burgundy shirt, the material soft against my fingers. Where had it come from? Under the shirt, was a pair of panties and a bra. Frowning, I picked them up. Too tired to look a gift horse in the mouth, I got dressed. A simple comb was on a shelf above the sink and I used it to get some of the tangles out of my hair, though a brush would have worked better.
I left the bathroom and headed toward the bed. 
“Nope.” Caius steered me toward a chair with my boots sitting next to it. 
I flopped into it and grudgingly pulled my socks and boots on while I gazed longingly at the rumpled bed. It looked so warm and comfortable. I wanted nothing more than to crawl into it and sleep again. 
Unfortunately, Caius was ready to be on the move. He grabbed our cloaks and I followed him from the room. A minute later, when he led the way into the hotel restaurant, I was glad I had. 
As soon as we were seated in a booth, I snatched the menu with the idea of ordering everything on it. The scent of food filled the place, making my stomach cramp. Everything looked good, but then I was ready to start eating the table. 
We ended up ordering every appetizer they had available. I went on to order their biggest hamburger piled with caramelized onions, mushrooms, cheddar cheese, and bacon. I also got their crispy chicken burger to go with it. 
Caius ordered two of the same type of hamburger, a bowl of salmon chowder, which I thought sounded good so added it to my order. He also selected a chicken avocado burger. The waitress gave us a dubious look as we gave our order then asked if we were waiting for anyone else to arrive. She seemed doubtful when Caius informed her it was just us. 
I was too busy chugging on my soft drink to say anything beyond my order. The high sugar content of the soda was already making me feel better, but it didn’t stop the desperate hunger. I tapped my foot impatiently while we waited for her to return with the food. 
It took two of them to bring it all. Soon our table was completely covered in dishes. I took a huge bite of my hamburger before diving into the crisscross fries that were piled amongst layers of cheese, bacon, sour cream, onions, tomatoes, and salsa. 
There was nothing lady-like about my eating. Not that Caius remarked on it. He was just as ravenous as me. I’m sure to anyone looking on we were like a couple of starved wolves as we tore into the food with a vengeance. 
After the initial rush, I slowed down enough to consider the man sitting across the table from me. “Where did the clothes come from?”
“I acquired them while you slept this morning,” he said, though his attention remained on his food. 
“Thank you.” It was the least I could say. It was nice of him to think of it and I was glad I didn’t have to wear blood-stiffened jeans. 
He glanced at me, a flicker of surprise in his eyes. “You’re welcome.”
Thinking about how my clothes got bloody reminded me of the creatures Eisheth had sent after us and his comments about them. “Do you and your mother disagree often?”
“Most of the time.” He picked up his second cheeseburger. “I’m both her pride and joy, and her eternal disappointment, at the same time. She had plans in mind for me.”
“And you don’t share those?” I couldn’t imagine Eisheth finding joy in her children and realized it was just a figure of speech. 
Caius took a long drink then said, “No.”
I could tell by the way he answered that he wouldn’t tell me what those plans were. Not that it bothered me. I wasn’t going to ask anyway, even if I did find the rift intriguing. I’d always just assumed all demons and their offspring wanted the same things. 
“Did you often find yourself at odds with your mother?” he asked.
I shook my head, wondering if he really cared about the answer. But he had answered my question. “No, we got along great.”
“What about your sister?”
“I love Victoria, but we don’t see eye to eye on much. We’re too different.” I eyed him, wondering why he cared. Or maybe he just didn’t want to sit there in absolute silence. “What about you? Do you get along with your siblings?”
“Most of them. Some prefer Eisheth’s way of looking at things. Others are loyal to me.” He shrugged like it was no big deal. For him, it probably wasn’t.
“Loyal to you? That seems less brotherly and more leaderly.” I took a big bite of the nachos and started on my chicken sandwich. 
Caius paused and regarded me. “I’m their older brother. I am also their leader. They follow where I go.”
Sounded cold to me, but what did I know of demon families. 
By the time we finished, there wasn’t a single scrap of food left on the dishes and I was working on my third glass of soda. The waitress cleaned the plates off the table while looking like she was trying to figure out where all of the food had gone. I gulped down the last of my soda while Caius paid for the meal and checked us out of the hotel. 
Though completely stuffed with food, I didn’t feel overfull. My body was already burning through it trying to catch up. It wasn’t like I was fueling up for the day. I was restoring what I had used up yesterday.
The sun was shining when we walked outside and it felt good on my arms, though the breeze was still chilly. I took my cloak from Caius and slipped my arms through the sleeves, but let it hang open down the front. Caius led the way down the street. I was content to follow. For one, I didn’t know which direction to go so it would make no sense to try and lead. And for another, I was enjoying taking in the cute little town. 
I would have liked to explore it more but I didn’t get the chance. We soon left it behind and began trekking into the mountains. The temperature dropped as we climbed in elevation and more clouds moved in, smothering the sky and the mountain tops. Though hiking kept me fairly warm, it still wasn’t long before I closed the front of my cloak. 
A cold wind picked up. It moaned through the tops of the trees and I pulled my cloak closer. After another hour or so of steady walking, a few flakes of snow began to drift around us. I glared at the sky. Yay, snow. That always makes for a perfect hike through the mountains. Icy tendrils of wind worked their way through my cloak. Though the t-shirt was amazingly, and strangely, warm as if it held its own heat somehow, I shivered. I’d never done well with the cold.
Without saying a word, Caius pulled off his crimson cloak and draped it over my shoulders. The spicy, earthy scent was stronger this time and it filled my nose as I put my arms through the sleeves. His cloak was so much warmer than mine as if, like my new shirt, it held its own heat. 
Eventually, we left the foot trails behind and began to make our way over untamed terrain. The day crawled by in endless walking while tiny white flakes fluttered around us, obscuring the landscape. Though the food initially energized me, it became clear that I could have used stopping for another large meal and sleeping for several more hours. 
A couple vials of replenisher would have helped immensely. I silently cursed myself for not thinking to ask for some before I left Alaric’s office. And I cursed Alaric for not thinking to already have some to take with me. 
We stopped for a rest well after the sun had set and darkness claimed the world. When I tried to offer Caius his cloak back he refused to take it. So I curled up at the base of a tree in the double layer and allowed myself to doze. 
I wanted, no needed, a deeper sleep, but was afraid to attempt it. My mind kept trying to bring up the images of the snake thing biting into my leg and yanking me off my feet and I wasn’t about to let it go there. The night before, I was so depleted it was more of a collapse than sleep. This time, my mind was much more active.
I don’t know how much time passed before Caius urged me to my feet and I resumed plodding along after him. The light snow finally came to a stop. Little by little, the clouds cleared and the night sky revealed itself in all its star-filled wonder.
Ahead of me, Caius stopped and scanned the area around us. My heart jerked as I searched for what he sensed. I didn’t normally scare easy, but I didn’t normally fight hell beetles, or snake things that were big enough to swallow me whole either. All day I had carefully avoided thinking about the double row of teeth that had latched onto my leg. Now it was all I could think about. 
“What is it?” I hated the tremor in my voice but couldn’t help it. I had been raised in a normal world where this kind of stuff was nothing more than imagination. And my year in Midtween hadn’t prepared me for any of this.
“More seran demons.” He held out his hand. “Give me my cloak.”
I yanked off the crimson cloak and handed it to him. It was noticeably colder without it. “Seran demons?”
“The snake-like demons that attacked us last time.” His tattoos flared faintly as Caius pulled the cloak on. Golden eyes glowing, he turned to me. “Shift. We need to get there faster so I don’t have to spend the rest of this night trying to keep Eisheth’s minions at bay. You are in no shape to fight them.”
“I’m not sure I’m in good enough shape to hold the shift. That takes a lot of energy.” 
“Flying will take less than fighting all night. Hold it for as long as you can, Reaper. Otherwise, serans await.”
I closed my eyes, seeking the raven. My cloak became my feathers and when I opened my eyes, I saw the world through different, far sharper eyes. My form trembled a moment but held. It was going to take every shred of energy left to stay in the raven. 
Swiveling my head, I turned to see a massive bird of prey next to me. With a squawk, I flapped my wings, jumping back a little. Caius turned his sleek head in my direction, golden eyes regarding me. Massive in size, his black feathers were tinged with crimson. 
Leave it to a demonborn to shift into a bird that didn’t exist naturally. I rolled my beady eyes. Figures. If nothing else, he would give any bird watchers lurking in the north end of nowhere a shock.
Turning away from me, Caius opened his wings and ran forward. After a few yards, his twelve-foot wingspan caught the wind and he soared gracefully into the sky. At least I had that on him; it didn’t take near as much to get my raven body off the ground. 
Once in the sky, my sharper vision had no trouble picking out the seran demons that halted their movement through the grass to watch our flight as we left them behind. My small bird heart fluttered as if caught in a cage and I was grateful I could shift in the mortal world. I could have done without seeing those things ever again. 
Just like when walking, Caius moved faster than me, his wings easily catching the updrafts and wind closer to the peaks. My wings could do the same, but no matter how much I soared, it wasn’t with the lazy ease he did. 
As we moved north, the sky to the east began to lighten. I gave an inward sigh of relief. Though glad I could escape the seran demons, I hated flying at night. Ravens didn’t naturally spend much time in the air after dark and in this form that tended to affect me. 
Maybe that was why the demonborn choose to make up birds rather than using what could be found in nature. If the bird didn’t exist, then there were no natural characteristics to deal with. 
Holding my bird form was easier than I’d hoped it would be, but staying in the air was becoming more of a problem. Exhaustion seeped in around the edges of my mind. More than once I had to correct my flight path thanks to dozing off mid-soar. 
Up ahead, a mountain stood guard over a small lake shimmering an impossible shade of brilliant blue in the morning light. Caius glided in wide circles as he descended toward it. I took a more direct route. It didn’t help. A few feet off the ground I lost the raven and fell the rest of the way, landing in a tangle of black cloak. 
I laid there for a moment, trying to decide if I should be embarrassed then or if I should just roll over and go to sleep and be embarrassed later. My eyes slid shut. Later would work. A large wing brushed over me. A moment later Caius’s hand closed over my arm as he hauled me to my feet. “Get up.”
I blinked and looked around through blurry eyes then swayed, my eyes falling shut once more. “I’m up.”
With a curse, he put one arm around my waist and practically dragged me forward. Coherent thoughts evaded me as I stumbled along next to him. The last couple of days had certainly not been my best. I couldn’t even figure out where we were going. This must be the place where the Watcher lived, but all I saw were the lake and the mountain. 
It wasn’t until we stood right in front of it that I finally noticed the finely crafted door in the side of the mountain, right at the base of it and only a few feet from the shore of the lake. It looked so much like a rock I wasn’t entirely certain it was a door until Caius knocked on it. 
It opened without a sound and in the doorway stood an old woman. She scowled at Caius. “What are you doing here?”
“Looking for the Watcher. I must say, I’m surprised to find it’s you, Nadia.” 
Caius didn’t sound surprised, he sounded irritated. If I wasn’t so tired my eyelids had fallen shut again, I would have checked his expression to be sure. 
“You are not welcome here, Demonborn,” Nadia said.
“Maybe not.” Caius pushed me forward. “But she is.”
“Is that a Daughter of—” Nadia gasped.
“She is.”
I had no idea what they were talking about. Maybe my irresponsible father? My knees buckled and I sagged, barely catching myself. 
“You have half killed her. Did you truly think bringing her to me in this condition would endear you to me?” Nadia’s voice was sharp. 
If they would just let me sleep for a bit I would be okay. Well, and if they let me eat when I woke up. 
“Don’t put this on me, old woman. I didn’t do this to her.”
“Not his fault,” I mumbled, unsure if it came out clearly.
“Bring her in and…”
The rest of Nadia’s words were lost as my head swam. I was vaguely aware of Caius catching me and then I was lying on something soft and narrow. Sleep wanted to drag me under; my memories of the seran wanted me to stay awake. I could admit it, I was afraid to fall asleep. 
I sensed Caius moving away and reached out to grab his hand. Where was he going? I didn’t want to be alone. “Don’t go.”
“What?” He sounded irritated and I wished I could pry my eyes open long enough to see his face. 
“Please.” It came out as a slurred murmur.
I heard a long sigh, then the sound of something dragging across the floor. His hand didn’t leave mine. “Sleep, Reaper. I’m not going anywhere.”
The old woman spoke, anger in her voice, “Caius, what is this?”
Caius didn’t answer her. Certain I was safe as long as he was nearby, I finally gave in to sleep.
***
“She was barely coherent when she asked me to stay. I didn’t refuse.” ~Caius





Chapter 22
 
I woke slowly, pushing through layers of fog and the lingering dream of my mother’s voice, the feel of her hand on my brow. I almost reached for her before reality set in and snatched her away from me. It jarred me from my sleep just enough realize my hand was engulfed in Caius’s larger, warmer one. He had stayed. 
Hushed voices drifted to me.
“How could you do this, Caius? You have done some foolish things in the past, but this? You know this is not permitted,” a woman whispered.
“I didn’t do it, Nadia. Josephine chose to complete the bond.”
“Even so, I am not sure you will be given forgiveness if this is discovered.”
“Lucky for me, I’m not in the habit of seeking forgiveness.”
What on earth were they talking about? 
“It’s not just the bond that will anger them,” the woman whispered. “You have sat there unmoving all this time. I’ve seen that look in your eyes before.”
“And how did that work out?” Caius hissed. “The bond is bad enough. I have no intention of making that particular mistake again.”
“Caius, I—”
“Enough.” It was spoken in a low growl that raised the hairs on my arms.
“You should tell—”
“You are finally awake.” Caius cut in, his hand giving mine a slight squeeze before he let it go. I heard him stand and walk away.
Damn. So much for listening long enough to make sense of the strange conversation. Stretching, I yawned and struggled my way to a sitting position on the narrow padded bench I’d been laid on. I felt weak as a newborn kitten. Caius pulled out a chair and sat at a tiny table with the old woman, his expression wary. 
I glanced between the two of them. “Who should tell who what?”
The old woman pursed her lips and regarded Caius a moment before turning to me. “Nothing for you to worry yourself over, my dear. I am Nadia, the Watcher.”
I vaguely remembered Caius saying that name before I passed out. “I’m Jo.” 
“Yes, the demonborn told me your name, young one.”
Caius shot Nadia a glare. Maybe he didn’t like being called demonborn.
“How long did I sleep?” I rubbed my eyes and looked around. There were no windows to tell me the time of day. I only knew it had barely been dawn when we landed. 
“You slept nearly twenty-two hours, Child. You were quite exhausted when you arrived.” The old woman studied me like I was something under a microscope.
 “Now that she’s awake,” Caius said, “perhaps you could tell us where the key is.”
“There is time enough for that after Josephine has eaten. If she does not replenish her energy soon, you will have no need for the key.” Nadia stood and moved with surprising grace to the tiny kitchen marked only by a couple of cupboards, a sink, and cast iron wood stove. Where she got the wood for a fire I couldn’t imagine since there hadn’t been many trees on our flight here. 
Yawning again, I pushed to my feet and stumbled to the table, my legs almost too shaky to hold me up. “You don’t have to fix me anything, I’ll be fine.”
“You fancy dying much, Reaper?” Caius asked, a frown on his face.
“Obviously not, but Nadia shouldn’t have to do anything for me.” 
“And she wouldn’t have to if you had thought to prepare even minimally.” He regarded me with irritation. 
“Nor would she have to if a bunch of demon beetles and snakes hadn’t crawled out of the Hells and tried to kill us. Maybe you should be thinking about who decided to blab about our journey before jumping all over me.” Yeah, I should have brought replenisher. I should have thought to ask Alaric for that before I left his office. I should have done a lot of things I didn’t, but did he have to point that out over and over? I wasn’t sure why he was so grumpy.
While Caius and I bickered back and forth about replenisher and whose side was responsible for the demons coming after us, Nadia moved around the kitchen cooking. It wasn’t long before she interrupted our discussion by placing a large bowl of something that looked like lumpy, off-colored oatmeal in front of me, along with a thick piece of dark bread and a wedge of white cheese. 
She set more down in front of Caius. We looked across the table at each other, our expressions both doubtful. Well, food was food and I desperately needed it. Dipping my spoon in the…oatmeal, I placed a tiny bite in my mouth. Definitely not oatmeal. Some other grain. It was tasty even if it didn’t look appealing. The bread and cheese were likewise flavorful. I finished it all in huge bites, torn between getting it in my stomach as fast as possible and slowing down to enjoy it. 
Following my lead, Caius began to eat as well. Like me, he must have found the taste good because it wasn’t long before he finished it all. Feeling immeasurably better, though a good dose of replenisher would have been nice to go with the food, I pushed my empty dishes away. 
Caius turned to Nadia who perched in the third chair. “The reaper has been fed, you even fed the demonborn. Now, where can we find the key?”
“Why do you want it?” Nadia countered.
“Damn it, Watcher, do not play games with me.” Caius stood, towering over her, tattoos glowing faintly.
Nadia snorted. “Do you think I fear you, Caius?”
Before I could do more than stand up, Caius snatched the old woman by the throat and slammed her against the wall. “You should! This is not what it once was, I have no reason to let you live.”
“Whoa! Caius, let’s not kill the Watcher, okay?” I moved to help Nadia but as I reached for Caius, unsure how to make him stop, her eyes glowed white and he flew across the room, slamming into the opposite wall with enough force to crack it. 
Pain lanced through the back of my skull and warmth trickled down my neck. Reaching with a shaking hand, I felt into my hair. My fingers came back wet with blood. Nadia stared at my fingers, then at Caius who stood in nearly the same position as me, blood on his hand and markings glowing bright. “What is this?”
“One bleeds the other bleeds,” Caius said. “You might consider that before damaging me too much.”
“That is not the way it is supposed to work.” Nadia glanced between us again. 
“When both sides enter it willingly, that is exactly how it works. Especially given what she is.” Caius growled.
Nadia straightened her dress. “Be that as it may, I will not allow you to abuse me in my own home.”
“You think your little trick is enough to stop me?” Something dark and dangerous hovered behind his eyes.
 “Frankly, I am a little surprised at your lack of patience.” Nadia squared her shoulders. “You used to have more.”
Caius sent her an icy look. “I used to trust you too.”
“That was a long time ago. A decision I have often regretted, one I can no more change than the time of day.” Nadia sighed. “The key is not something I just hand out freely. It is for only one thing and that is to be kept from use, especially by two such as you. Why would you ask me for it?”
Before Caius could start throwing her around again, I said, “We were sent by the Head of Reapers and the Head of Demonborn to get it. We need to get the dagger.”
Nadia’s face paled. “Reapers and demonborn working together? What has become of the world that something like this could happen?”
“Souls, thousands of them every shift, are becoming Lost. We need the dagger to stop that.”
Confusion clouded Nadia’s expression as she moved to sit down in the chair. “It must have more than one purpose then. Did they bother to tell you of the dagger?”
“Only that it can find the one causing the Lost,” Caius said, pushing away from the wall and returning to the table. The markings faded and he seemed calmer. “What do you know of it?”
“Less than you might imagine considering I’m to guard it. The true nature of the dagger is broken into three pieces. I have one, the other Watcher has another, and the last piece resides with the dagger itself,” Nadia said. 
Alaric hadn’t mentioned any of this. Was it because he didn’t know? “What does your piece say?”
Nadia hesitated as if unsure she wanted to reveal it. After a long silence she finally said, “In blood and sacrifice, the Key of Worlds will open…”
“Open what?” I asked. What was with all of the cryptic crap? Did the powers that be have an issue with clarity? In blood and sacrifice. That didn’t give me any warm fuzzies.
Nadia shrugged. “I have no idea. That is all my piece says.” 
“Why didn’t Sinmar tell me this?” Caius stood and began pacing across the small space. He shot a sharp look my direction, his eyes glowing slightly. “Did Alaric tell you any of this?”
I shook my head. 
The tiny home seemed to shrink the more Caius paced. When he neared the door on his fifth pass, he yanked it open and walked out into the dim gray light of predawn, shutting the door behind him. I stood, unsure if I should follow. Where in the nine hells did he think he was going anyway? We didn’t know where the key was yet. 
Nadia laid a wrinkled hand on my arm. “Do not fret, child. He will return.”
“What’s the point in leaving in the first place?”
She sighed, a sad look in her eyes. “Caius does not take betrayal well. And right now he is realizing either the two who sent you were ignorant of that which they sought, or they intentionally deceived you for reasons unknown.”
That hadn’t occurred to me. But…why would Alaric lie? I couldn’t believe he would have done that. It must be he didn’t know about any of this. And in the end, we didn’t even know what Nadia’s piece of information meant. 
It could be the rest of it went on to say something about opening eyes to reveal the one who was causing the Lost. Or it would open a can of Spaghetti-Os, who knows. There was no reason to assume we were being lied to. 
Since there was no point in worrying about that now, I eyed the older woman. She seemed more than familiar with Caius. “How do you know so much about Caius?”
“Once upon a time, a rather long time ago, Caius and I were lovers.”
That was not what I expected to hear at all.
***
“I might have handled the situation better if not for Nadia. There are still days I wish I had killed her.” ~ Caius





Chapter 23
 
I stared stupidly at the old woman, trying to wrap my mind around her words. “You were what?” 
Nadia chuckled quietly. “A long time ago, when I was a girl of barely twenty years.”
I studied the fine web of lines that creased her face. “How long ago was that?”
“Oh, a little over three hundred years ago now.” She nodded as if reading the next question in my mind. “I was granted a longer lifespan when I became the Watcher.”
“How did you two become lovers?” What would attract someone to a demonborn?
“Like I said, I was young. And a mortal human. At first, he simply bloodbound me, demonborn often do in order to have helpers in the mortal world. Some demonborn can also have…undesirable appetites for their bound. Caius is not afflicted with such a shortcoming. He wanted a safe haven, which my place became. Someplace he could go to if he needed to recover from an injury, occasionally a meal. Yes, he took my blood on more than one occasion.”
My eyes widened. “I thought demonborn always killed the people they take blood from.”
“Some do, especially younger demonborn. Most only take what they need and move on.” Nadia frowned as if the memory of being a snack wasn’t a pleasant one. 
I could sympathize with that even as her words caught me by surprise. “I know they crave blood, I didn’t know they need it.”
“They rarely need it. If one has been severely injured, he or she will heal quicker if they take fresh blood. I suppose even then they do not particularly need it, but they will heal much slower without it. ” Nadia absently wiped crumbs from the table. “Caius did not suffer such severe injury often, so I was rarely required to give my blood and he never took it without need.”
I mentally rolled my eyes, how noble of him. “So they can’t heal without sucking off someone. Fabulous.” 
“They can heal without it. Minor injuries heal quickly with no problem. A major injury, like a broken bone, will take a little longer. Severe injuries such as stabbed in the gut with a sword will take much longer to heal and will be quite painful while it does so. It is for those last types that Caius would take blood.” 
“How did you become more than his safety net and personal blood bank?” Wasn’t there a syndrome out there for when captives fall in love with their captors? Maybe that’s what happened to Nadia.
The old woman shook her head and chuckled. “He came to like me. Began to visit when he had no need of anything. Began to ask permission before he took my blood. And then one day, he set me free.”
“You mean he severed the bond? Without taking your soul?” This was surreal, like I had stepped into another dimension.
“He did, to no small suffering of his own. I understand the action is quite painful. It looked like it and I doubt he could have pretended such a thing.” A distant look filled Nadia’s eyes as if she saw into the past. “After it was over, he continued to visit me. Never again did he ask to take my blood or demand anything of me. I could have moved, found a man, anything. I eventually fell in love with him.”
“What happened?”
Nadia stood abruptly and began clearing the dishes. “I betrayed him in a way he could never forgive. His fury was murderous. In order to protect me from the consequences of my actions, the gods made me a Watcher over the key since the previous Watcher was at the end of his life. Or, maybe it was in punishment for what I did. Either way, here I am.”
I shouldn’t ask it. I knew I shouldn’t. I asked anyway, “How did you betray him?”
“That is between Caius and myself.” Nadia turned away, putting the dishes in the sink. Something about the action, and her body language, effectively let me know the conversation was over. 
I couldn’t help wondering, though, how someone who was half-demon could be so upset by betrayal. Granted, there was a whole lot about this side of the veil I didn’t know yet and most of what I did know was completely different than what I thought they were when I lived in the mortal world. Still, it seemed strange for those who were supposed to be the bad guys to get upset when other people played by their rules. 
Leaving the table, I wandered around Nadia’s dwelling. A small bed and wardrobe rested near the far wall. Narrow shelves on another wall held an assortment of teacups in every style and size imaginable. A collector’s delight, no doubt, if someone was interested in teacups. Myself, I didn’t understand the want, but hey, it takes all kinds and what not. 
The door opened, allowing the icy wind outside to sweep through the room. I shivered and turned. Caius stepped inside and closed the door. Though he appeared calmer now, the space still seemed to shrink with him in it. His crimson cloak covered his arms, but his eyes weren’t glowing so I assumed he wasn’t on the verge of hulking out. 
“The key, Nadia, where is it?” Caius asked, his voice rough with irritation.
The old woman turned and regarded first him, then me for several long moments before finally saying, “I will tell you. Whatever it is you two have gotten yourselves mixed up in, it is not for me to refuse its location when you have been sent specifically for it.”
She pressed her hand to one wall. A whisper of a click and a drawer opened. Nadia withdrew a small tube and then pushed the drawer shut. It disappeared completely, leaving me wondering just how many of those hidden compartments existed in the walls. 
Nadia took my hand and pressed the tube into it. “This key must be retrieved by you.” 
Yay, another thing that must be done by me, probably because of the angel blood. 
She turned to Caius. “But you will have to work together.”
What was that supposed to mean? Weren’t we already working together?”
“Thank you, Nadia,” Caius said although it looked like it pained him to say it. 
“Anything for you, Caius,” Nadia said. 
Caius’s golden eyes hardened. “Not anything.”
“No, I suppose not.” Regret weighed heavy in Nadia’s voice and in her expression. 
What had she done to leave Caius still angry with her almost three centuries later? 
I didn’t get much time to dwell on it. Caius motioned for me to follow and then turned and left. I glanced at Nadia. “Thank you for helping us, and for the food.”
“No thanks needed, child. You best hurry now.”
Nodding, I dashed out the door after Caius whose long legs had already carried him some distance from Nadia’s. I started to jog after him, trying to catch up.
***
“Nadia. Her betrayal still stung, though the years had tempered my rage. Forgiveness was something I could never give her.” ~Caius





Chapter 24
 
“Hey,” I yelled across the intervening space. “You don’t even know where you’re going.” Caius paused and waited for me to catch up. “Don’t you kind of need this? Or were you planning on just stomping all over the place with your panties in a wad?”
One of Caius’s eyebrows rose. “My what?”
I gestured at him with the short, slender tube. “You’re so busy being pissy at Nadia for something she did three hundred years ago you seem to have forgotten it wasn’t a social visit. By the way,” I pulled the stopper off the end of the tube and dumped the small roll of paper into my hand, careful to close my fingers around it before the wind could snatch it away, “three centuries is a really long time to mope around about something. You should consider getting over whatever it was already.”
“I don’t forgive betrayal. Ever.” He growled, clearly annoyed with me now. 
I shrugged. “Kind of a high and mighty attitude for someone who is part demon, don’t you think?”
Caius’s hand shot out, grabbing my wrist and wrenching the piece of paper from my grasp. “Despite what you may think, you know nothing of demonborn.”
“Yeah, you’re all a bunch of saints who never betray anyone.” I rubbed at my wrist and glared at him. 
“Not all of us fit neatly into the box you’ve placed us in.” He turned his attention on the piece of paper he’d taken from me. “We need to go this way.”
Grumbling to myself, I followed him up the side of the mountain as we made a wide circle around it. Occasional rocks rolled out from under my feet. I cursed each and every one of them. Just once I wanted to see the rocks go out from under Caius’s feet and dump him on his ass. Sadly, the rocks didn’t comply with my wishes.
After nearly an hour of steep climbing around the barren flanks of the mountain, we found what we were looking for as the sun broke the horizon. At least, I guess it was what we were looking for. Another rock that wasn’t a rock. Caius studied it and then stepped back. “Press your palm against it. I’m not permitted to open this. You have to do it.”
I trudged over to the rock, pressing my hand to the cold, smooth surface. Nothing happened. Feeling foolish, I started to pull my hand away. 
Caius’s hand came down on my shoulder. “Don’t move it.”
Rolling my eyes I held still, hand on the rock. The stone flashed hot. Startled, I jumped back. Caius’s arms caught me before I could tumble backward down the mountainside. “Try not to fall off the mountain, Reaper.”
 “I’ll do my best.” I managed to right myself and step away from him as I searched my palm for injuries. Though not burnt, it was still red from the heat.
The rock opened to reveal another tube. Wonderful. Was there some law against everything being in one place? Why couldn’t they have just let Nadia keep the key in her little house thing?
The wind howled around the mountain in an icy blast, making me shiver despite my cloak. Caius, who seemed annoyingly oblivious to it, reached in and plucked the tube from its resting place. After removing the cork at the end, another rolled slip of paper fell out. 
I waited, a little impatient for him to read it. His scowl deepened and I crossed my arms. “Well, what does it say?”
“It says it’s nowhere near here.” 
I suppressed a shiver as the wind howled past us. “Figures. So where is it?”
“Southern Russia.” Caius turned and started back down the mountain.
I hurried after him. “Russia? Why on the other side of the world?”
He glanced over his shoulder. “This isn’t supposed to be easy, Reaper.”
“Why not? It isn’t as if angels and demons work together a lot. How many pairs of us did they think would go traipsing after this dagger?”
Caius paused and turned, the look in his eyes halting me. “It might surprise you how often demons and angels have worked together in the past. You seem to think there is some moral line drawn in the sand that neither side ever crosses, and you couldn’t be more wrong. I can only attribute your misunderstanding to the fact you were raised in the mortal world with all of their misconceptions and fairytales. Whatever you think you learned there, it would be best to forget it.”
“Whatever I learned there?” I scowled. “You seem to forget that I did have to go through reaper training when I got here. They do teach us how things work on this side.”
“A biased view seen through the rose-colored glasses of those who live on your side of the river in Midtween.” He snorted and started walking again.
Unsure of what to say to that, I followed after him. Was I missing that much, or was he just jaded because of what he was? An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. Caius could be lying, but what would be the point? And he had been around a long time. Then again, so had Alaric, who could also be lying.
It was stupid to doubt everything I had learned since going to live in Midtween because of something one demonborn said. And yet, the uneasy feeling continued. The one that asked if I was really the only one who could have been sent for this task. The one that wondered if my half-angel status made that much of a difference.
I finally pulled myself from the disquieting thoughts filling my mind long enough to ask, “Are you planning to walk to Russia or something? I don’t know exactly how long you’ve been around, but you should know the land bridge between Alaska and Russia disappeared quite some time ago.”
Caius chuckled. “I haven’t been around long enough to have witnessed the land bridge. So no, I am not planning to walk to Russia.”
“Okay,” I glanced around at the treeless mountains covered in their low growth of grasses. “So how are we going to get there?”
Doorways and natural arches made it so we could get in and out of the Between, they didn’t allow us to transport ourselves around the globe on this side of the veil any more than they would let us go from one point in the Between to another. They were strictly for crossing the veils. 
“We will have to return to the otherside of the veil and then come back.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that a little dangerous given that we aren’t even supposed to be doing this and nobody is supposed to know about it?”
He shook his head. “We will have to risk it.”
He was right. I didn’t want him to be, but that didn’t make it any less so.  
“So we have to hike all the way back to the arch?” I wasn’t looking forward to that.
“We will fly. It will be quicker and with less chance of another confrontation.”
“Sleep and Nadia’s food have done wonders for me, but,” I hated to admit that I wasn’t as strong as him, however, it was a fact of life, “there is no way I can hold the shift that long. Not right now.”
“No, you’re too depleted,” he said as we came back in sight of the lake. “We will stay at Nadia’s until tomorrow. That will give you time to rebuild your energy. Her home and the area immediately around it will be safe from any attack.” He gave me a weighing look. “And it will give you time to practice that shield you made during the fight with the seran.”
“I have no idea how I did that.” I wasn’t sure staying at Nadia’s was a good idea given the obvious hard feelings Caius still harbored for the woman.
“Hence the reason you need to practice.”
“How can I practice something I don’t actually know how to do?” I frowned, as I picked my way past some rocks.
He glanced at me with a gleam in his golden eyes that didn’t bode well for me. “You just need proper motivation.”
That didn’t sound good at all. I wasn’t sure I was ready for, or if I would survive his motivation. 
***
“She can’t defend herself if she doesn’t know how to harness the energy inside her.” ~Caius





Chapter 25
 
Nadia didn’t seem to mind the two of us returning as guests. Or rather she didn’t seem to mind me. I could tell she wasn’t really thrilled to have Caius around, but since we were a package deal it appeared she would put up with him. 
She fed us another simple yet filling meal and then I listened to her tell me tales of the past three-hundred years while Caius lurked around outside as if it bothered him to be in the same room with Nadia. For her part, Nadia said no more about Caius. But there was a lot she’d seen. I could have sat there forever listening to her talk of the world. 
Caius had other plans. After a couple of hours, he opened the door and said, “Enough sitting around, Reaper. Time to practice.”
I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to practice with someone who looked like a cat with a canary when he spoke of motivation. Warily, I followed him outside. “I still don’t see how I can practice something I’ve only done once. Something that just happened without me knowing how.”
“It’s called a shield and it’s an extension of your angel side,” Caius said as he walked a distance from me. 
“I’ve never heard of anyone using a shield. If it’s something my angel half can do, shouldn’t the other reapers be able to do it?” I propped my hands on my hips and tried not to look nervous. 
Though he seemed relaxed, there was something in his stance that told me to be ready. For what I didn’t know, yet ready all the same. 
“They don’t have enough angel in their blood. To make a shield, you have to be a true hybrid.” His golden eyes reminded me of the bird of prey he could become and right then, I felt like a rabbit. 
Dark indigo shadows started coiling around his hand. I watched them warily, unsure of what they would do. They shot across the distance between us. I threw my hands up as if that would help. The shadows struck me in the chest and sent me flying backward. 
I hit the ground a few yards from where I’d been, the air knocked from me. It took a minute to get my lungs working right. I slowly sat up and rubbed my chest.
Caius still stood where he’d been. “Get up.”
Glowering at him, I got to my feet. “Are you trying to help me or kill me?”
“This is the least I can make it do.” 
“What exactly is it?” I brushed the debris from my landing off my cloak. 
“Soul energy.” The way he watched me as if analyzing the best way to kill me made a nervous knot form in my gut and I wiped my suddenly damp palms on my cloak. 
“Why haven’t you used it before? Can all demons use it?” I asked, trying to stall.
“It isn’t infinite. This,” he allowed a small amount of it to bloom in his hand, “will barely make a dent in the energy. Using it for larger things will drain it and the only way to replace the energy is to consume souls. And no, all demonborn can’t use it. Only the offspring of Archdemons can harness and use soul energy.”
I swallowed hard, my gaze riveted on the indigo ball floating above his palm. “So that’s why you take the souls of mortals?”
“And immortals. Mortal souls go a long way. Immortal souls will last even longer, but are harder to get. Enough questions now, back to learning.” The shadows curled around his hand once more as he said, “If this doesn’t work, I can also call forth serans to help you find your shield.”
His words sent panic through me a second before the energy hit me. Grumbling under my breath I pushed myself up and stood, determined to find a way to stop his next attack. 
“Imagine the energy you use to make your staff. Bring it forward in the same way only visualize it as a shield,” Caius said.
I thought of my staff, and the weeks it took for me to achieve it, in despair. Caius would probably kill me before I got the hang of a shield. When the next ball of shadows shot toward me, I held up my hands and tried to see my staff as a shield. It flickered for a brief second then was gone and I was sent sprawling on the ground. 
“Did Alaric even teach you how to reach your powers beyond making a staff?” Caius folded his arms, a scowl on his face. 
I shook my head as I stood once more. “It took quite a while before I could wield a staff.”
“What about Rowen, did he teach you anything?”
“No, Alaric did all my training in that area.” Why hadn’t Rowen taught me?
“So Rowen took no part?”
I tried to understand the sudden anger in his eyes. “No, just Alaric. He kept making me meditate until I could visualize it in my head. He said I had lots of determination and I needed to use it.”
“Determination will only get you so far.” Caius raked a hand through his hair and made a disgusted sound. “Emotion will help you connect with your energy in the beginning, help you form it.”
Alaric never mentioned any of that and I said so. When I asked Caius why Alaric hadn’t tried to teach me any of it, Caius only shrugged and said, “I have no idea, Reaper.”
“Maybe it’s just the demon way of using energy.” I was trying to find a logical reason why I hadn’t been taught more.
Caius raised an eyebrow. “Trust me; it works the same for both.”
“Does Alaric know that?” It seemed impossible that he couldn’t. My earlier doubts about Alaric’s honesty came back tenfold. 
“He knows.” Caius growled something under his breath then said, “For some reason, he didn’t want you tapping into your angel powers too much, or into anything else. It might be wise to consider why.”
“He taught me to use a staff.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to defend Alaric. And what else would there be?
“Anyone can use a staff. It’s the first and easiest thing to come to those with immortal blood whether it’s a demonborn or reaper.” He regarded me with a speculative look. “A staff is the most basic of things, just like shifting. He sent you out here as prepared as a toddler who has just learned to walk and talk.”
Being compared to a toddler made me bristle even as the sense of being thrown to the wolves settled over me. Why had Alaric sent me, someone with so little experience, to do this? Especially when it appeared I was majorly lacking in the knowledge of my power? I gave Caius a half-hopeful look. “Will you help me learn?”
“Teach you to tap into your emotions to feed your energy and form it?”
I nodded. 
He shook his head. “No.”
“How were you planning to help me practice if you can’t teach me?” Irritation threaded through me. Was everyone just going to dump this on me and let me sink or swim?
“I didn’t say can’t. I said won’t.” His expression turned hard.
I wanted to scream in frustration and cry because it hurt that no one seemed to care if I could defend myself against whatever Eisheth, or whoever else, threw at me. I didn’t do either. Arms crossed, I kept my expression neutral. “Fine.”
It was stupid to expect a demonborn to care. But Alaric should have. The fact that he obviously didn’t, left me feeling alone. At least before all of this, when I was alone, I’d always known my mother cared. I was alone by choice then because I didn’t want to bother her with my issues. This time, it was like being shoved out the door during a storm.
“But I will motivate you to find your shield.” His eyes glowed as indigo shadows curled around his hand. 
I swallowed and nodded. If this was all he was willing to do to help then I would be happy I was at least getting this much. My heart jumped at the same time the shadows came at me. My hands flew up because that seemed to work last time. Again the shield shimmered around me like a bubble then disappeared and I was back to eating dirt. 
Three more times his shadows came at me. Each time my shield flickered for a split second before they hit me. After the last one, I was slower getting to my feet. My shoulder ached from where it had struck the ground, same with my head and back.  Who was I kidding? Everything ached from being repeatedly punched in the chest by his power and thrown to the ground. 
Caius appraised me. “What are you feeling the most?”
“What?” I dusted my cloak off and set myself for his next attack.
“Your emotions, Reaper. What do you feel the most?”
“Irritated. Frustrated.” I chewed my lower lip for a second before finally admitting the last. “And a little afraid.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Afraid?”
“Not that you will kill me. If you were going to do that you would’ve done it already. But, every time you throw those damn things at me I know it’s going to hurt.” I shrugged. “So yeah, afraid.”
“It seems fear motivates your shield.” He folded his arms and regarded me. 
“I guess.” I eyed him suspiciously. He didn’t look ready to use me as his shadow punching bag anymore. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“It has to do with everything.” A dark glint entered his eyes. “We will see how much of that emotion you need right now to bring up your shield.”
I gulped. “What do you mean how much I need right now?”
“One day, when you’ve gotten used to using it, you will require little to no emotion. It will just be something you do.” He gave me a smile that looked more like a baring of teeth. “For now, it would seem you need lots of it to work with.”
In the quiet, without so much as a light breeze to disturb the surface of the lake, my ears picked up the whispery sounds of their passage with terrifying ease. I spun around. Wide gaps opened up in the grass as they ran over it on their way to me. Oh gods no, he didn’t. I turned a panicked look on Caius.
He gave me a quick nod. “Let us see just how much fear it takes.”
His body language said he was going to stand right there and leave this up to me. I was going to die. The staff appeared in my hand and I turned toward the serans coming fast in my direction.
“No staff.” Caius barked it like an order.
“What?” My heart started pounding as I looked over my shoulder at him.
“Put the staff away or I stop the lesson and go inside and lock you out here with them.” Something in his expression told me he would do exactly that.
My legs felt watery as I let the staff go. The first seran came at speeds I wouldn’t have expected. I leaped away as it lunged toward me, its teeth ripping through the hem of my cloak and spinning me off balance. 
Gasping, I managed to right myself just in time for the second to come at me. I barely got out of the seran’s way; its teeth snapping closed less than an inch from my face. The first coiled back. It hit me while I was dodging the other. The strength of the collision sent me sprawling. Both snakes lunged toward me. I threw my hands up as my heart thudded painfully. The shimmering bubble sprang up, just barely big enough to cover me. 
The two serans coiled around my shield, alternately trying to squeeze it and bite it. It didn’t flicker, didn’t fall. Caius gave a sharp whistle. The serans made a couple last attempts to break through before leaving me and moving through the grass to Caius. I watched as they coiled around his legs for a moment before slithering away from him. The two snakes both reared up and dove straight into the ground, disappearing in puffs of smoke that left two rings of charred grass behind. 
Disbelief washed over me. The shield flickered and died. I scrambled to my feet almost shaking with the anger that replaced my fear. “They were what? Yours?”
Caius seemed unfazed by my shriek. “As half-Archdemon. I can command lower level demons with almost the same ease as my mother.”
“So…you called them to kill me?” I couldn’t even begin to address him in any kind of calm, quiet voice. 
“No, I called them here to help you find your shield. Which they did.” He smirked as if he found my anger amusing. “You were in no danger of dying. The serans were under my control. Trust me, if they hadn’t been, you would have been dead the instant the first reached you.”
“You? You!” I couldn’t even articulate words. He’d practically scared the life out of me, let me think they were going to kill me…He’d…I couldn’t formulate a coherent thought. 
Without looking at him, I turned and stormed inside. There would be no more practice that day. I was too mad to think straight. Learning to use my shield was a dance I didn’t know the steps to and the only one who was willing to teach me thought dance or die was a good way to learn. 
I should be able to hold the raven by the next day. At least then we would get back to Midtween. Which left me torn. I wanted to confront Alaric and, at the same time, I wanted to get out of there as fast as possible. The confusion over Alaric’s actions left me feeling off balance and angry with him too.  Caius, wisely, stayed outside until it grew dark. When he finally did come in, he didn’t try to speak to me.  
***
The light of the rising sun barely touched the eastern sky, nothing more than a smudge of less dark on the horizon when I stood beside the lake the next morning. I reached for the raven, feeling it form in my mind before my body followed suit. At least my feathers were warmer than my cloak. Caius shifted into the giant bird of prey and we both took to the sky.
He still hadn’t said anything more to me and I hadn’t spoken a word to him either, though I’d cooled down considerably. In fact, by the time we’d been in the air an hour, I could admit that as furious as I was at the time, his method had worked. I’d found my shield. It might only come to me in life or death situations at this point, but it was better than nothing. And the memory of the way he’d rolled his shoulder after I’d hit the ground particularly hard that last time reminded me that the minor injuries I’d taken during his training session were his injuries too. 
We reached the natural arch of the tree late that afternoon. After landing smoothly, I allowed myself to shift back. I glanced at Caius who was busy settling his dark crimson cloak after the change. “Any ideas on how to get us both back to the same spot in Midtween?”
“There is no way that I know of.” He glanced at me and, for a moment, I thought he was going to remark on the fact I was speaking to him. Thankfully, he didn’t bring up my rather tantrum-like behavior of the day before. “You’re a reaper; your angel blood will take you to your side of the river.”  
“Doesn’t the bond change that?” I glanced at the arch with more than a little worry. Alaric may be the Head of Reapers, but I wasn’t sure I could trust him anymore. 
Caius eyed the bent tree. “Not a partial bond. The heaviest concentration in your veins is still angel and…”
“And human,” I finished for him.
He hesitated, turning from the arch to look directly at me. His jaw flexed as if he was purposely clamping it shut. I tried to read his expression and failed. If I had to guess I would’ve said he was suddenly furious, but not at me if that made any sense at all, which it didn’t. After a moment, he relaxed and let his breath out in a long sigh. “Yeah. Human.”
Why did I get the feeling he’d been about to say something else? “So I’m going to end up in the Incoming Office on my side of the river and you are going to end up…where?”
“Don’t worry about where I end up. Just do your best to not be seen.”
I crossed my arms. “Why do I have to worry about that? If we aren’t coming in together then there shouldn’t be a problem.”
Oddly enough, I wasn’t looking forward to the separation. Caius was still irritating, but he’d fought beside me, not against me. And so far, he hadn’t lied. A terrible feeling twisted my gut, one that doubted Alaric. It was strange to feel like the person who was supposed to be my enemy was my best ally.
“Have you forgotten you’ve been gone a few days now?” He glanced at me and took another step toward the tree. “You haven’t picked up a list, replenisher, haven’t been home. You mentioned lying to both your friend and your guide before you left. They are going to wonder where you’ve been.”
Oh crap. Bethany was going to be pissed if she saw me. I didn’t even want to think of what Rowen would have to say to me. I was surprised Caius remembered it. Surely Alaric would have covered for me. Then again, maybe not. Maybe I couldn’t trust him to do anything.
I swallowed and stepped under the arch. Might as well get it over with. The cold, windswept land wavered like heat waves and slowly disappeared from sight as the Incoming Room began to materialize in the rippling air. 
***
“Everyone had lied to her. Distrust lingered in her eyes for the first time. Strangely enough, it wasn’t directed at me. The walls closing in around her, the web of deceit, and her reluctance to be separated from me triggered something deep inside. It wasn’t something I wished to examine too closely.” ~Caius





Chapter 26
 
The Incoming Room finally settled into being and I stepped from the doorway I’d come through. Another reaper came through one of the other free-standing doorways and hurried away without glancing in my direction. This room wasn’t used as much these days and those coming through were busy. It was the next room that worried me.
I crept to the door that led to the main reaper office beyond and peered around it. A crush of people greeted my gaze, all moving in different directions as they handed things in or picked up supplies and lists up. Shift change. Wow, I couldn’t have picked a busier time to show up. Hesitating, I debated whether to hide where I was until some of the people cleared out before realizing that lurking in the Incoming Room would look suspicious. 
I slipped into the busy room, trying to work my way to the elevators without drawing any attention to myself. Maybe the overly crowded office would help keep me from notice.
“Josephine!”
Alaric’s shout carried over the din of voices making me cringe. So much for getting out of here unnoticed. I saw Bethany’s curly red hair as her head whipped in my direction. With a growl, I stomped toward Alaric’s office.
When I reached it, I shoved past where he stood in the doorway. After being in the Yukon, it felt entirely too warm in there. I pulled off my cloak and flopped in the chair while he shut the door. I glared at him as he sat down behind his desk. “Thanks for announcing my presence so thoroughly.”
He blinked, looking confused. “Were you hoping to go unnoticed?”
I gave him a flat look and crossed my arms. “Where am I supposed to have been the last few days? Why did I lie to Bethany? Or miss my appointment with Rowen?”
“Why are you asking these things?” Alaric frowned.
“Because those are the questions I’m going to be asked by Bethany, who heard you yell my name, by the rest of my friends who are going to wonder where I’ve been, and by Rowen. Since you saw fit to announce me, I assumed you had thought of reasonable answers to those questions.”
Alaric scrubbed one of his eyebrows with a thumbnail, looking rather abashed. “I thought you were finished with your task. Why else would you return?”
“My task.” The words tasted bland on my tongue. “Do you even have any clue what you sent me to do? What a convoluted trail you’ve set me to follow?” 
“I knew it would not be easy…”
“It wouldn’t be easy?” I practically snarled. “You’ve sent me running all over the place with a demonborn chasing obscure clues, each one leading to yet another place. Did you know there was a three-part explanation for what the dagger does?”
Alaric opened his mouth as if to answer, but I kept right on talking, “And does the first Watcher know what that is? No, of course not. She only knows the first part of it. But, apparently, what we are using it for would only be a secondary use and not what the dagger was originally intended for.”
I leaned back in my chair, my glare pinning Alaric. “So, did you not know any of this, or did you intentionally keep it to yourself? And while you’re thinking of the answer to that, you can think about telling me why you didn’t teach me to use my power for anything more than a staff.”
Was I really accusing the Head of Reapers of lying? Of purposely keeping my potential from me? All of my misgivings came back to me and I realized that yes, that was exactly what I was asking him. Anger began to boil low in my gut as I watched him fumble for an answer. 
Finally, Alaric pulled in a breath and let it out in a sigh. “You might want to calm down.”
“I am calm,” I snapped. 
He motioned toward me and I glanced down at my crossed arms. Where my upper arms were exposed from the short sleeves of my shirt, faint, glowing markings appeared on my skin, matching those on Caius. 
“What in the nine hells?” I leaped from my chair, trying to brush away the fading designs. 
“Apparently, the bond is working a bit different than I expected.” Alaric rubbed his hands over his face. “I did not know anything about an explanation or another use for the dagger. As far as what else you might be able to do…you did not seem ready to learn that yet.”
The designs on my arms faded and I stared Alaric in the eye. His hesitation spoke volumes. There seemed to be too many missing pieces in the puzzle I was trying to put together. It sucked feeling suspicious of everyone. My mother’s last words floated across my mind. “Things are so different than how you think they are. Be careful who you put your trust in.”
“Is there something you know about my parents that I don’t?” I blurted out.
Alaric shook his head and began organizing the papers on his desk. “Your father is an angel, you mother a human mortal. What else is there to know?”
My heart sank even as I kept my features neutral. He hadn’t outright lied, but he didn’t answer the question either. And he hadn’t even looked at me. What else could there be? Was it something awful? All at once I wanted out of Alaric’s office. I wanted away from Midtween. 
“Look, I still have to finish tracking down the first key and I could use some replenisher this time.” I crossed my arms again, determined to keep the sense of betrayal out of my voice.
Alaric nodded and stood. “I will be right back.”
It didn’t take long for him to return. I reached for the pack he held out when he came back, but he didn’t let go even after I took hold of it. His eyes searched mine for a long moment before he said, “I hope I did not make a mistake in trusting you with this task, Josephine.”
I pulled the pack from his grasp. “I hope the same. And my damn name is Jo.”
Without another word, I stalked from his office. Bethany already knew I was there, no sense in avoiding my apartment. At least I could change clothes, maybe grab something warmer. 
When I stepped into the small apartment, Bethany stood in the middle of the room glaring at me, her arms crossed and her foot tapping ominously. With a sigh, I tossed the pack and cloak on the couch then spread my arms. “Go ahead. Yell at me. Get it over with.”
She surprised me by throwing a tight hug around me. A second later she shoved me away and unleashed the storm I knew was coming. “Where in the nine hells have you been?”
“I can’t tell you.” I glanced away, avoiding her gaze.
“You can’t tell me? First, you say you’re going to see your sister, then never come back. Your sister says she never saw you. Then, you don’t show up for shift for days! Miss an appointment with Rowen. And to top it off, Caius disappeared and has been the gods-know-where. I thought he’d hunted you down or something.” She stared hard at me, her blue eyes flashing.
What was I supposed to say? Alaric forbade me from saying anything. On the other hand, Alaric had basically lied to me. Screw it. At least if this all went down wrong, somebody would know what happened. “I was with Caius. Alaric and Sinmar have something they need us to do.”
I guess that was the last thing she expected to hear. The anger faded from her expression only to be replaced by disbelief. “Since when do the Head of Reapers and the Head of Demonborn work together?”
“Since now I guess,” I said as I took off my boots and walked to my room.
Bethany followed. “What do they have you two doing? And how can you stand to be so close to Caius knowing what he could do to you?”
I considered telling her about the bond before discarding that idea. No need to freak her out completely. A partial truth would have to do. “I guess my half-angel blood protects me or something.”
I shed my dirty clothes then headed for the shower. Even in there Bethany didn’t let up. She perched on the toilet after I stepped behind the curtain. I waved my hand over the shower head to turn on the water and let it soak me. 
As I worked shampoo into my hair she asked, “If that’s true, then why didn’t it stop that demonborn when we were othersiding the other night?”
My mind scrambled for an answer. “That’s why Caius stopped her instead of letting her eat me.”
“Nice. Go ahead and lie to me some more, Jo. I’m only your best friend but you know, what does that matter?”
“I can’t tell you everything, Bethany. Alaric forbid it,” I said as I soaped my body. “Believe me, I wish I could tell you all of it. I will tell you that we are trying to stop the flood of Lost.”
“Why you?” Bethany sounded like she wasn’t sure if she believed me. “I can understand Caius, he’s second under Sinmar. By all accounts, he could take Sinmar’s place if he wanted to. But, why you? Why not someone older, more experienced?” 
I rinsed and waved the water off, then reached for a towel. “Why do you think? My stupid half-angel parentage supposedly makes me perfect for this.”
After I dried and wrapped the towel around myself, I stepped out from behind the curtain. Bethany looked unsure but determined. Uh-oh, that look usually meant trouble. 
She followed me back to my room. “I guess there is still more you have to do since you showed up with a pack of replenisher.”
Nodding, I pulled on a pair of leggings then a pair of jeans over them. “Unfortunately.”
“I’m coming with you.”
I tugged a cami down over my head and gave her a startled look. “You can’t.”
She crossed her arms, lifting her chin. “You shouldn’t have to do this with only a demonborn for help.”
“I don’t have a choice,” I mumbled past the t-shirt I was pulling on. A long sleeved shirt went over that. It was the best I could do. I wasn’t in the habit of othersiding to overly cold places. I wasn’t even sure how to layer enough for the kind of weather we might be facing. It could be chilly and foggy where I grew up, but it rarely dipped below freezing. 
“Why are you putting on so many layers?” Bethany frowned at my clothing as I pulled on a fresh cloak.
“Because I just came back from the Yukon and I’m headed to southern Russia next. It's late fall in those areas. The latitudes aren’t that different so I’m guessing I’m about to freeze my ass off again.”
“You shouldn’t do this alone. Especially with a demonborn.” Bethany reiterated as she followed me from the room. 
I told the kitchen I wanted chicken alfredo and iced tea, grabbed the plate when it appeared on the counter, and flopped on the couch. “What are you going to do against Caius?”
“I…” She sat next to me. “I don’t know. You still shouldn’t be alone with him. It isn’t safe.”
Stuffing a forkful of hot, creamy noodles in my mouth, I shrugged. Chewing quickly, I swallowed and said, “If he wanted to kill me, he’s had ample opportunity in the last few days. Honestly, I think Caius is the one person I can count on to keep me alive.”
She let out her breath in a huff, but didn’t say anything more while I finished stuffing myself and downing my tea in record time. When my plate and glass were empty, I pulled the pack over to me and reached inside. I withdrew one of the small vials, pulled the stopper off, took a deep breath and downed the contents, trying not to shudder at the nasty taste.
When I stood, Bethany did too. Shaking my head I said, “No. I’m not completely sure what this is all about. I’m pretty damn sure Alaric hasn’t been entirely truthful with me. I need you to stay here and tell Rowen what’s going on.”
“Why don’t you tell Rowen yourself?” Bethany crossed her arms and narrowed eyes. 
“Because I have to go.” I grabbed the pack and gave her a quick hug. “I’ll be fine.”
She returned the hug. “You’d better be. James will have a fit if you aren’t. He’s been a little crazy, demanding to know what happened to you.”
“He has?” I stepped back. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”
“No, you shouldn’t. The whole crew is pretty upset. James is convinced the Heavens or Hells did something with you.”
“Tell him no such luck.” I turned and walked quickly out the door before I lost the false bravado I’d worked up and begged her to come with me. 
In truth, I would have felt a million times better with her, Rowen, and the rest of them at my back. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Caius because, strangely enough, I did. But it wouldn’t hurt to have a few more people standing with me. 
I walked alone to the elevator and told it I wanted off on the ground floor. To my relief, when I stepped off it the door to Rowen’s office was closed. Must have someone in for a meeting. Grateful for small favors, I hurried past. 
***
“They know.” ~Caius





Chapter 27
 
Once outside I walked as quickly as possible without drawing attention to myself as I headed for the winding path that led to the bridge. Please let Caius be there. A worried knot started in my gut the closer I got. What if something had gone wrong on his side? He was Sinmar’s second, would anyone question him? And why did I even care?
I didn’t. Not really. I mean, other than the fact it would take both of us to get the dagger, it didn’t matter what happened to him. Right? I tried to make myself believe that and failed. In the end, Caius had hinted at truths being hidden from me. He hadn’t lied to me, and he hadn’t tried to harm me. In fact, if not for him, I would be dead. As unsettling as it was, in that moment, I trusted Caius more than I did Alaric.
Rounding the final bend, the bridge arched before me and my breath caught. It stood empty. I stopped in my tracks, staring stupidly at it as if merely looking hard enough would make him appear. Unsure what to do, I walked slowly to where the sand of the path ended and the wooden deck began. 
Now what? I couldn’t leave without him. If we wanted to land in the same spot on the other side, we had to go together. Uneasy, I eyed the far side of the river. I couldn’t stand there all day. Though unlikely, given how little the bridge was used, someone could come along. Then I would have to come up with an excuse as to why I was hanging around it. 
I walked around the end of the railing and down to the river bank. A few feet from the bridge, tall trees stood on both sides of the river, their bases hidden in the thick tangle of underbrush. Carefully pushing aside the thin branches of a bush, I squeezed myself into the small space between it and the trunk of a tree, sitting on the loamy forest floor. 
Through the leaves, I could still see the end of the bridge. At least now I could watch for him without being seen by anyone else. I leaned my head against the trunk and stared at the bridge while the deep rush of the river soothed my nerves. 
Caius didn’t get to be Sinmar’s second by being weak. In all likelihood, he’d gone straight to Sinmar to tell him of our progress and was probably still there, chatting it up.
My eyes drifted shut as the river whispered its song in my ears. I wasn’t tired, but it was still nice to close my eyes and relax. For all I knew, Caius was busy having blood cocktails with his demonborn buddies and would be a while. Though my mind drifted, my ears still listened intently for the approach of footsteps on the bridge. 
Either the river was making more noise than I thought or Caius could move with the silence of a cat because I nearly jumped out of my skin when his fingers grazed my arm. My eyes flew open to see his, molten gold and storming with anger. His markings glowed faintly across the exposed skin of his neck. 
“Up, Reaper. Time to go.”
I grabbed the pack of replenisher then shoved my way out of the underbrush. “What in the nine hells is your problem?”
He didn’t answer and strode toward the bank under the bridge with long strides. “Hurry up.”
“Hurry up?” I crossed my arms and stood where I was. “I’ve been hanging around here waiting for you to finally grace me with your grumpy presence and now you have the nerve to be pissed and tell me to hurry up?”
Before I could blink, he was towering over me, the markings climbing his neck glowing more brightly. I held my ground, glaring at him. Caius reached out and snatched my hand in his, dragging me toward the bridge. I twisted away from him. “Don’t manhandle me.”
Caius reclaimed my hand in a grip I knew I wouldn’t be able to break away from as a shout went up on the far side of the river. “I am not angry with you, Reaper. If you value your life, hurry up.”
He turned and dragged me toward the underside of the bridge. This time I didn’t resist. We were almost under the edge when several demonborn leaped over the railing above, landing right behind me. Before I could turn and attempt to defend myself, Caius spun, sweeping me around behind him so that I stood between his back and the bridge, the arching underside only a few steps away.
The group of demonborn paused and studied us. “You know this is best, Caius,” the male who appeared to be leading the group said. “She needs to die. She’s too much of a danger to all of us.”
A low growl rumbled in Caius’s chest. “She’s done nothing to deserve it, Andre.”
“She exists, that’s enough,” Andre snarled back as the others closed in. “You are strong Caius, but are you strong enough to defeat us all? Strong enough to fight all of us at once and protect that thing at the same time?”
That thing? I was a thing now? And why in the nine hells did they want to kill me so much all of the sudden? 
Caius morphed into his demon half in answer to Andre’s question. Andre and the others with him did the same. It still made me a little nervous to be so close to Caius when he was in that form, but I was more afraid of others.
“He won’t be defending her alone.”
I turned at the unexpected sound of Rowen’s voice. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or afraid as he walked toward us with at least thirty other reapers behind him. Ryan glanced at me and winked before turning his gaze to the gathered demonborn. Chelsea looked torn between coming to stand next to me and remaining next to Rowen. I didn’t see Bethany or James, or any of the others that still required a guide among the group.
Finally recovering from the surprise of seeing them I asked, “What are you doing here?”
Chelsea glanced at me, then at Rowen. “When Bethany got to Rowen’s office to tell him what was going on, Caius was already there.”
Dumbfounded, my gaze jumped to Caius. “You went to the reaper side?”
Rowen picked up the explanation, “After some of what he heard on his side, he came to collect you himself. When Bethany told us you’d already left, Caius came straight here while I rounded everyone up.”
“I don’t understand.” And I didn’t. Not at all. 
“Enough!” Andre roared, lunging toward Caius. Searing pain cut across my abdomen. Panic surged through me and a shield of shimmering light sprang up in front of us. I sensed Andre’s claws rake across it as Caius pushed me under the edge of the bridge. 
As Midtween wavered out of view, the last thing I saw was Rowen, and the reapers with him, leaping toward the demonborn. 
***
“She won’t die, not for this.” ~Caius





Chapter 28
 
A sharp, cold wind cut across my face as I stumbled away from the arched opening of a cave. Tall pines filled my view in every direction. I pressed my hands to my stomach, feeling the warm wetness of my own blood.
Turning, I found Caius a few steps behind me. Fully back in his human form, he held one hand tight against the rips across the front of his shirt while the other hand fished a bottle of the dark replenisher demonborn used from the pack he’d dropped on the ground. After pulling the cork with his teeth, he spit it on the ground and upended the tube in his mouth. 
Yanking open my cloak, I pulled my shirts up a little and looked down at my own bleeding torso. The slashes on me weren’t as deep as Caius’s. I dug into my own pack for my replenisher, pulled the stopper off and dumped the luminescent, pale blue liquid down my throat. 
It didn’t take long for it to go to work. Within seconds, the tears across my stomach were healing and the bleeding stopped. Weird, it usually took a few minutes to work, but then they’d been pretty shallow, only a reflection of Caius’s injury. 
I put the empty vial back in the pack and turned to Caius, who already looked completely repaired. “Do you always heal that fast?”
“As deep as Andre’s claws went, it would have taken a little longer without the replenisher.” He slung his pack over his shoulder. “We should get going.”
“Wait. What in the nine hells just happened back there?” Now that I was no longer bleeding, fear for my friends rushed through me. “Why did Rowen just lead a bunch of reapers to their deaths?” 
“There was a lot of talk about you on my side of the river, a lot of demonborn wanting you dead. I figured it might be best if you didn’t go to the bridge alone,” Caius said as he straightened his cloak. 
“Why do they want me dead all of the sudden? Because of my half-angel blood?” Damn Elijah and his need to break the law. 
“It’s more than that.” He hesitated as if unsure whether or not to continue. “Did you speak with Alaric?”
I snorted. “I had to since he saw fit to shout my name across a room full of reapers. Not that it did much good. I’m pretty sure he’s lying to me and keeping things from me.”
“We’ve both been lied to.” Caius swept the area around us with an angry gaze and then started walking north. As I followed, he continued, “I asked Sinmar if he knew anything about the dagger having another purpose or a three-part explanation. He looked me in the eye and told me no.”
“And this makes you think he’s lying because…” I shifted my pack to a more comfortable position and stepped carefully over the slender trunk of a young, fallen tree.
“Though he made a good show of making eye contact, there was enough hesitation in his answer to refute his claim. After so many years, it becomes easy to tell when someone is lying.”
“What does that have to do with why the demonborn want me dead so bad? I mean, I know there’s been talk in the Heavens and Hells, but I didn’t realize that extended to Midtween.” 
“Not everyone in Midtween, or even the Heavens and Hells, were aware of your heritage. Or the bond. Someone has chosen to let both those secrets out in the time we were gone.”
I narrowed my eyes at his back and scrambled over another log. “You know, I’ve had enough lying for one day. So if you aren’t going to tell me the truth, don’t say anything.”
Caius turned and looked me full in the face. “I have not, nor will I ever, lie to you.”
His gaze was steady on mine, his voice full of conviction. Then again, he was a demonborn that had been around for I didn’t even know how long. It might be hard for others to get a lie past him, but I was sure he was quite adept at making a lie sound like the truth.
I pushed past him and took the lead. “Everyone knows my heritage. It’s what makes me a freak everywhere I go.” 
“Not everyone, not even you.” 
Something about the way he said it raised the hairs on my arms. I stopped and spun to face him so fast he nearly ran into me and had to take a few steps back to put space between us. 
“And what is that supposed to mean?” I crossed my arms, more than fed up with all of the enigmatic comments. 
Caius sighed and ran a hand through his raven black hair. “Rowen hoped to be able to explain this to you.”
“Just say it.” I couldn’t help the resigned tone of my voice. Obviously, it was something that was going to set me apart even more. 
Caius walked over to a low boulder and sat on it. The chill wind sighed through the tops of the trees while lower down birds sang about the coming of winter. Just as I was about to snap at him, Caius finally broke his silence. “You know of the Morrigan.”
That wasn’t what I expected. I searched quickly through my memories of what I learned in the mortal world. They hadn’t spoken much of her in Midtween. “I don’t know much about her. I think she chooses who will die in battle or something like that.”
Caius chuckled. “She is much, much more than that. She is the oldest of all the gods. She is the creator of life itself and the destruction of it. Powerful beyond measure, she reflects the light in the dark and reveals the dark within the light. She was the first to lead souls to the river. The one for whom the cycles of life and death turn.”
“If she is all that, then why wasn’t there more about her in the mortal world or even when I was learning about everything in Midtween?” It seemed strange that a goddess so powerful wouldn’t be mentioned.
“The mortal world has largely forgotten her. There are stories, however, most are wrong. There are plenty on our side of the veil that would like to forget her as well. She was the beginning; she will also be the end.” Caius looked at the forest around us as if she would pop out from behind a tree. “Ten thousand years ago, she grew weary from her long tenure and the constant squabbling between the realms. She brought the veils down between the worlds, to keep things balanced. Then she went to sleep and has been since.”
“As fascinating as that is, what does it have to do with me?”
Caius continued as if I hadn’t asked the question, “Though angels were forbidden to lay with mortals long before this, there were still plenty with angel heritage living in the mortal world. When the veils came down, all of those with traces of angel or demon blood became residents of Midtween. Creatures the mortals think of as fantasy took the wider realm of Between. All of Morrigan’s children also chose to reside in Midtween.”
“Morrigan’s children?” I knew that at one time angels and demons mixed freely with the mortal world, and even some lesser gods, but the most powerful goddess?
“Yes, her children. Not conceived between her and mortals. They were created from herself, each with their own different genetics so they could be fruitful with each other without inbreeding. 
“Rowen, and those that accompanied him to the bridge, are all her descendants, her children as far as Morrigan would be concerned. All of the reapers and guardians have traces of angel blood in them, except Rowen and those in his group. They have no angel blood in their veins. The blood of Morrigan runs in theirs. Not the purest, since most of her direct children also mixed with mortals.”
“With mortals, but not with angels or demons?” Despite wanting him to hurry up and get to the point, I was also completely intrigued by all of it.
“Never with angels or demons, or even those with angel or demon blood. That mix has always been expressly forbidden. And that is the true crime your father committed. As serious a crime as lying with a mortal is for an angel, lying with a Child of Morrigan is far more grievous.” Caius turned his gaze from the forest to look directly at me. “Miranda, your mother, carried some of the purest Morrigan blood we’ve ever seen. How she ended up in the mortal realm, no one knows. It was thought all of the purest lines were dead. Because of the high concentration of Morrigan blood, she must have masked herself, making her essentially invisible to us. The same way she kept you masked until her death.”
“And yet Elijah found her.” I was once again furious with him for screwing everything up. 
“It is believed Miranda found him. One touch and your father would have known what she was. He shouldn’t have been in the mortal world to begin with. I guess once he discovered your mother, he decided if he was going to end up in Hell’s pits, he might as well go there in style.”
I turned away from the sympathy I saw in Caius’s eyes. I didn’t want his sympathy. I wanted to strangle Elijah with his own damned wings. Of course, he would have to have wings for that to work. “So what does that make me then?”
“Your Morrigan blood is almost as pure and strong as your angel blood. You have a trace amount of mortal human blood in you as well. Now, with the partial bond, you also have some demon blood flowing in your veins. All of which makes you extremely dangerous,” Caius said as he stood. 
I chewed on my thumbnail for a moment and then snorted. “Yeah, I’m so dangerous. To what, an eater? I’m just a reaper. My angel half lets me draw my power for longer than a normal reaper, but I’m not anything special.”
And I didn’t want to be either. I was entirely sick to death of being something different. People who wanted to be special were stupid; they had no idea what they were wishing for. 
“You have barely begun to scratch the surface of your angel powers and, from what I can tell, your Morrigan powers are completely untapped. You are young, both in years and experience. As you grow in both, you will find your extra strengths.” He resumed walking. 
What could I do, stomp off into the woods and throw a fit? That wouldn’t accomplish much. With a sigh, I followed him. “What extra strengths?”
“Those given to you by Morrigan and those in your angel heritage. It’s why Rowen was confident in coming to the bridge. When experienced, the Children of Morrigan are a match for normal demonborn, though they would have more trouble against any born of Archdemons.” He glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “It’s why I prevented those young demonborn with me from engaging any of you that night in the city. There were a few of you, like the red-head and that other young girl, that haven’t grown into their strength yet. They could have been easily taken down by the young demonborn. 
“That, however, would have led to a confrontation with Rowen and the other older reapers in your group. Though they aren’t that much older than you, three of them have grown into their heritage. It wasn’t worth losing the young demonborn over. Not when there are plenty of mortals for them to hunt.”
I shot him a disgusted look. “You speak so easily of killing reapers.”
Caius shrugged. “In my younger years, I killed plenty of them. The traces of angel in them makes their blood like no other. And the energy from their souls lasts for years. It was a heady experience.”
“Nice to know you enjoyed it so much. Makes me twice as glad I finished the bond no matter what you wanted or claimed.” We moved into an open area and the wind tossed my hair into my face.
 I brushed it away in irritation and found Caius staring down at me. “It’s been about five-hundred years since I’ve killed a reaper. Even then it wasn’t for pleasure, though I can’t deny I enjoyed the benefits. I have only rarely taken even mortal blood since then and only killed while doing it when the person was deserving of it. Think what you will of us, Reaper. Once we mature, we are not the vicious, bloodthirsty lot you’ve painted us to be.”
We walked in silence. Honestly, I think my remark insulted him. What did he expect though? He goes on about how tasty reapers are and then expects me to just feel all warm and fuzzy about it? I still felt better with the bond as a deterrent to him suddenly getting a craving. 
As if he read my thoughts he said, “It would be incredibly unwise of me to drink heavily from you. It would strengthen the bond which would not be a good idea. Consuming your soul is completely out of the question. There is so much Morrigan and angel, your soul is almost half and half. It would probably kill me to take it.”
Not interested in discussing the demon cons of my blood and soul I said, “So everyone is ultra pissed because Elijah made babies with a child of Morrigan. Must be a pretty severe crime.”
“The highest that can be committed. If Morrigan were to wake and discover you, her displeasure would be felt by everyone.” Caius paused and held a branch out of my way.
“Great, so now I have to worry about her wanting to kill me too.” I stepped under his outstretched arm.
He let the branch go and walked beside me. “You? No. She adores all of her children. Elijah and the gods in the Heavens that didn’t keep him under control will be in serious trouble though. Because of our shared blood, so will the demonborn and all who reside in the Hells.”
“Well that’s just freaking fantabulous. So basically, everyone would like to kill me and sweep it all under the rug so when she wakes, she’ll never know it happened?” My stomach rolled with an uneasy feeling. 
“For the most part.”
“And why not you? Did you protect me back at the bridge because of the bond?” I frowned at him, unsure of where I stood with him. 
“You have done nothing to deserve a death sentence. Your only crime was being born, and that is no crime. No matter what you are mixed with.” 
He said it with such vehemence I wondered what created the strong feelings in him about the subject. Demonborn were supposed to be ruthless killers of anything they could sink their teeth into. “I hadn’t realized with all of the happy hunting of reapers and killing of mortals that you held any sanctity for life.”
“Demons don’t usually care one way or the other.” Caius shrugged. “Some demonborn don’t either. There’s bad in every group. But the majority don’t just slaughter whoever is within reach. It may seem so to any on the outside looking in, but most mortals that are killed by demonborn are carefully chosen targets. And, before you ask, children are never targeted. Ever.”
“I’m not a child.” I may still require a guide, but I was nineteen. By mortal world rules, I was an adult. Since that’s where I was raised, it’s how I still measured adulthood even if I wasn’t a part of that world anymore. Even in Midtween, I was treated as an adult, beyond the need for permission to otherside which was for my safety, not because I wasn’t old enough.
“No, you aren’t a child. The fact remains that your only crime is being born. It’s not like you were given a choice of parents.”
“Elijah was a sperm donor, not a parent.” He was an ass who left while my mother was still pregnant with me. Left her to raise me and my sister, and to fight through breast cancer without a partner at her side. 
My sister…
I grabbed Caius’s arm. “What about Victoria? They will be after her too!” 
I started to turn back the way we had come, but Caius’s hand on my arm stopped me. “You don’t have to worry about Victoria.”
“Caius, she’s my sister. If they want me dead, they will want her dead.” I tried to pull away. “We have to go back and help her.”
“She has no Morrigan blood.”
I froze, my gaze locked on his as he said, “Victoria has to contend with being half-angel, however, there is no Morrigan blood in her veins.”
My mouth opened and closed a couple of times before I finally got words to come out. “But, we have the same parents.”
“No.” Caius shook his head. “You have the same father. Victoria’s mother died giving birth to her. Elijah found your mother a couple of weeks later. She agreed to be Victoria’s mother. With the real mother dead and the father approving, it only took a short time for it to be made official. As soon as it was, Elijah left.”
“Before I was even born,” I mumbled. Caius released my arm and I let it fall to my side. Everyone had lied to me it seemed. Everyone except the demonborn standing in front of me. Everything was so confusing and twisted up. 
I started walking again. Caius fell in beside me and, thankfully, remained quiet. We trudged through the woods in silence, occasionally climbing over fallen trees. It would have been easier to fly but that used up energy faster and I wouldn’t be able to carry my pack. Besides, the walk gave me time to get the hurt I felt under control, time to build walls around it. 
***
“She deserved to know the truth. She deserved to know all of it. Most of it would have to do until she could speak with Rowen.” ~Caius





Chapter 29
 
The day crawled by. It felt like we’d been hiking forever, slowly climbing higher, when the woods finally opened up to reveal a wall of massive stones stacked on top of one another. Cut at right angles, they didn’t look like a natural formation even though several pines dotted the tops of them. I stared, trying to fathom how stones, large enough for trees to grow on them, could be moved even today, much less whenever they were put there.
Caius glanced at me and chuckled. “These were built before the veils came down. This is not the work of mortal humans.” 
The formation loomed over us as we hiked the final stretch to it. My legs were feeling the strain by the time we reached the immense blocks. The stones were stacked in such a way that, occasionally, narrow tunnels ran between them. 
My searching gaze found what I now knew would be nearby. A rock, that didn’t seem quite like a real rock. “I’m guessing we need that?”
“You need that. I can’t open this one.”
“Oh yeah, right. The whole special snowflake thing.” I walked over to the stone and placed my hand on it. It flashed hot against my palm and I started to yank it away. 
Caius’s grip on my arm held it there. “You have to maintain contact until it finishes.”
My sarcastic reply died on my tongue as the massive blocks slowly started shifting and grinding. The whole structure seemed to shudder, making the trees growing on top of many of the stones sway. Bits of soil and moss rained down as large, arching doors appeared in the side of the stones. 
The shifting of the rocks dissipated as the doors slowly opened, revealing a tunnel sloping down into the mountain. This was getting a little too Lord of the Rings. 
 I glanced at Caius. “If we find a balrog down there, you’re on your own.”
“If we find a balrog down there, it won’t be an issue. They’re fire demons after all,” he said, a smile spreading across his face.
I stared at him. It was the first time I’d seen him with a real smile. It did interesting things to his face. Good things. 
He chuckled and waved me forward. “You have no issue pushing a demon’s patience; surely you aren’t really afraid of a balrog.”
“Balrogs are real?” Yeah, I might have squeaked a bit, sue me. 
“Not exactly, but there are fire demons.” Caius walked toward the doors, drawing me along with him. 
The dark tunnel beckoned. I hesitated, almost ready to toss the whole stupid journey to the wind and say forget it, before forcing myself to follow. Taking a deep breath, I pulled away from Caius and strode forward, pretending to be brave. My insides shivered as we passed through the doors, but I managed to keep up my façade on the outside. At least, I hope I did. 
It was cavernous inside. Our breath made clouds in the air as the temperature dropped several degrees. When I shivered this time, it was from the icy chill, not fear. Though fear was still there, brimming beneath the surface.
The light from the huge doorway only penetrated so far and it grew steadily darker the farther we descended. Even to my eyes, it began to get murky and difficult to see. Our feet crunched on the gritty floor of the tunnel. 
I trailed my fingers along the smooth stone of the wall and tried to quell the nervous tension building inside. I needed a distraction. “That night othersiding, did you know what Alaric was going to ask me to do the next day? Had you already taken the vial with my blood?”
“Yes.” His voice was hard and clipped in the semi-darkness. “I had planned to find a way to speak to you that night. Unfortunately, the young demonborn with me decided to disrupt everything.”
I didn’t know what to say to that so I switched subjects. “How do you know about Tolkien?”
“I may be a demonborn, Josephine, but that doesn’t mean I don’t experience the other side of the veil when I’m there. I’ve spent considerable time there, sometimes decades at a time. I’ve read most of the mortal’s books, seen most of their movies,” Caius answered without looking at me. 
It was the first time he’d used my name since I finished the bloodbond. I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased he remembered I had one or annoyed he’d called me Josephine. 
“Jo.”
This time he did look at me as we walked. “What?”
“I hate the name Josephine. I prefer to be called, Jo.”
Caius snorted. “You’re a strange one, Reaper.”
And we were back to what I was, not who I was. What did I expect? 
The darkness continued to close in until I couldn’t even see Caius walking next to me. I took a shaky breath and was about to ask if he could do his fire thing when flames bloomed in his hand, shedding light on our path. My sigh of relief was audible in the heavy silence.
We walked without speaking until we came to what must be a room. I couldn’t see anything beyond the circle of light created by the small fire in Caius’s palm, only sense the open space ahead of me. 
Caius moved along the walls lighting the torches that were set every few feet. As the glow spread from each lit torch, a sizable room paved in large stone tiles was revealed. 
A chest, inside an iron cage, rested on a short, sunken pedestal in the middle of the space. I stared at it. “I’m guessing the key is in the chest?”
“I would assume so.” Caius shrugged.
I approached the caged chest, a flush of goose pimples covering my skin from another sudden drop in temperature. Was there some specific reason it had to be so damn cold? A small circle of iron made a hole in the middle of the cage. Inside that was a handle.
Caius and I examined the cage from several angles. “It looks like it should open if I reach in and twist the handle,” I said.
He nodded. “Looks that way.” 
I bent and slipped my hand through the hole, grasped the frozen handle and twisted it to the side. Glowing runes appeared on the cage. A loud click echoed through the room and a silver band closed around my wrist like a vice. I cried out as pain shot through my hand and arm. 
Caius appeared at my side. Grasping the bars of the cage, he tried to pull it apart. The iron didn’t give so much as an inch. As if it reacted to Caius trying to break the cage, the manacle closed tighter, drawing another cry from me. Blood oozed around my wrist as the metal cut through my skin. 
“Caius, stop! It’s cutting me!” I struggled to remain calm. It wasn’t working too well, but blind panic wasn’t going to help either. 
Releasing the cage, Caius stepped back, his expression unreadable. A glance at his wrist showed a ring of bloodied skin around it. I bleed, he bleeds. Somehow that thought calmed me down, even if his skin wasn’t as maimed as mine.
My wrist started to burn like a brand had been set to it. Instinctively, I tried to jerk away, the band dug into my skin. “It burns! Why does it burn?”
Caius’s large hand closed over my forearm, his voice grim when he said, “It’s the silver.”
“Silver has never burned before.” 
“You’ve never had demon blood in your system before.”
Startled I looked up at him. To my surprise, he looked genuinely sorry for my plight. He stepped back then circled me and the cage before turning to examine the walls. I tried to flex my hand and winced. 
“Don’t move,” Caius said without taking his eyes off the walls. 
Blinking back tears, I looked around and realized for the first time there were now runes cut into the stone of the walls. About four feet off the ground a wide area of small square stones, each with a rune cut into it, made a large pattern on the wall across from me. 
Caius circled the room three times, reading the other runes. Just as he paused again in front of the last set, the stone tile I stood on dropped a couple of feet. I bit back a scream as the silver band dug into my wrist and terror gripped me. 
Caius spun, his eyes narrowed as he stared at the floor beneath me. He turned back to the walls, his gaze sweeping across the runes. “We’re running out of time.”
“What?” I panted past the burning in my wrist and the sensation of needles in my hand from the restricted blood flow. 
“The runes are a puzzle. Nadia said we would need to work together. Now I see why.” He motioned to the walls. “These runes weren’t here until the cage cut into your wrist. Into both our wrists. This place was making sure we are bound. Now it’s making sure we both want the same thing.”
“Fascinating,” I gasped as tears leaked down my face. “How is it going to make sure we both want the same thing?”
Caius looked at me then, his troubled eyes glowing slightly. “It’s going to try to kill you.”
“What?”  I shrieked. “Why?”
“If I’m willing to let you die, then we don’t want the same thing.” 
The floor under me abruptly dropped again. I screamed and grabbed the iron bars of the cage with my left hand, unable to keep the terror at bay. Did we want the same thing? Or was he ready to throw in the towel and deal with the pain of a broken bond? 
Unable to look at him, I drew in a shuddering breath and said as calmly as I could, “I’m not ready to die, Caius. Please.”
He strode across the room and took my chin in a firm grip, forcing me to look into the liquid gold of his eyes. “I am not going to let you die.”
I nodded and he released me. It was said with such conviction, I didn’t doubt him. Since all of this began, Caius was the only one who had been truthful with me. The only one standing between me and everything that wanted me dead. The only one who even attempted to teach me more about the energy I held inside. 
 My gaze followed him as he walked to the wall across from me with the pattern of rune-etched small squares and plucked one from it. After studying the rest of them for a moment, he took another from the wall and replaced it with the first. 
The burning pain in my wrist spread all the way to my shoulder and seemed to be getting worse. “If we’re connected, why isn’t it burning you?”
Caius paused in swapping out the runes to look at me. “We will share injuries that make us bleed. Poisoning is different than a cut.”
“Poisoning?” I swallowed hard.
“Silver is deadly to demons. For half-demons, it’s a slow acting poison when it gets into the bloodstream. If the silver just cut you, the bleeding would help flush it out, though it would take longer than normal for the cut to heal. Since it remains in contact with the wound the demon in you will cause the silver to liquefy, it’s in your bloodstream now.”
“How do I get it out?” I asked then ground my teeth together to keep from sobbing as the skin around the manacle began to blister.
Caius went back to quickly moving the runes. “Once you are free of it, your body should expel the toxin.”
“Sounds like fun.” The words left me in a whispery pant and I groaned as more tears fell and the sensation of burning spread to include my back. 
The tile under me dropped another couple of feet and I clutched the bars in my left hand with a white-knuckled grip. The agony in my right arm grew to such proportions I couldn’t focus enough on the tile to be terrified of it anymore. 
“Hold on just a little bit longer,” Caius said.
My head fell forward as my muscles began to quiver and weakness washed through me. “I promise to stay right here.”
His chuckle floated to me on the freezing air. At least my cloak would hide the way my legs trembled with the effort of holding me up. The fire inside me spread to my other arm and across my stomach. The floor dropped under me, this time twice the amount it had the previous time. 
That was going to be a problem. I didn’t know if the designer of this particular torture device hadn’t expected a short person to be the one to turn the handle, but there was only so much more the floor could drop before I wasn’t standing on anything. As it was, my hand was wrenched up over my head. 
The silver cuff dug deeper into my skin, grinding into the bones of my wrist and sending a stream of blood running down my arm. It made a burning path past my armpit and down my side. 
It was then I realized how cold I’d become. So consumed with the flames from the toxin raging through my veins, I hadn’t noticed a lot of my shivering came from feeling like I was standing in a block of ice. My feet were frozen nubs I couldn’t even feel anymore. 
The floor dropped again. I was forced to stand on tiptoe to keep from hanging by my wrist. “Caius, hurry!”
Was he still there? 
“Caius?” With supreme effort, I lifted my head. I couldn’t see over the edge of the hole I’d been slowly lowered into. Oh gods, this thing was going to bury me alive! Abject horror grabbed hold and I felt something tear in my arm as I thrashed against the band. 
“Josephine!” Caius’s shout jolted me from my panic. I looked up to where he crouched at the edge of the hole. “Struggling only deepens the damage and the amount of toxin getting into your blood. I’m working as fast as I can. Be still.”
Panting from pain and the effort of my struggle, I stared up at him. His absolute calm helped settle me. Okay, he hadn’t left. I wasn’t buried yet. I could do this. 
Caius disappeared from my line of sight, probably to rearrange more runes. What if he couldn’t figure out the puzzle? What if…nope I wasn’t going think along those lines anymore. I needed to keep calm.
The burning moved to my legs. My breath came in heavy pants. The pain threatened to overwhelm me as I struggled to stay on my tiptoes. Black edged my vision and my head swam. The stone beneath me groaned and dropped away. A gaping hole of pure black yawned up at me as my weight slammed against my wrist. Bones snapped, nausea rolled through me.
The pain before was nothing to the agony now. I screamed and nearly fainted. My left hand fell from the bars and I hung only from my right wrist which slid an inch as the manacle loosened. I was going to end up down there in the darkness. 
The silver band released. My wrist came free and I fell only to be jerked to a stop by Caius’s hand clamped around my forearm. Why did his skin feel so hot? 
“I’ve got you.” Caius pulled me up, his arm circling my waist to support me once I was up far enough. He tried to set me on my feet, but my knees wouldn’t hold. My head lolled to the side and my eyes fell shut. 
“Josephine.” Caius’s voice was harsh. “You still have to get the key.”
“Mmmhum.” I tried to get my brain to work. 
Caius dropped my arm and tightened his around my waist. The sharp slap across my cheek snapped me awake. 
“Geez, Caius, aren’t I injured enough to suit you?” 
“At least you have your snark back.” Supporting all of my weight, he shuffled me across the floor to the little blocks with runes on them. One of them was folded down to reveal a key and one of those small tubes tucked into the recess behind it. “I tried to grab it; something prevents me from touching it. It has to be you.”
“Bastards didn’t even put it in that stupid chest,” I mumbled as I reached for the key with my uninjured hand, my other one was completely useless at the moment. My hand passed through something invisible to the eye, but felt like ice crystals, and closed on the key and the little tube.
A slight rumble filled the room. I tipped my head back so I could look up at Caius. “What’s that?”
“The doors. Time to go.” He bent and scooped his other arm under my knees. 
The room and tunnel blurred. Then we stood in the light of the setting sun. It was probably beautiful. I couldn’t appreciate it. My stomach rolled, the fire from the silver boiled in my veins and burned toward my middle. Caius quickly lowered me to ground. 
No sooner did I touch the grass than the lava in my stomach came up in a violent rush. I shivered uncontrollably as my insides cramped so hard it took my breath away and I vomited until every muscle ached. And still, it continued.
When it finally stopped and I started to fall face first into the nasty mess, Caius caught me and I realized he’d held my hair back the entire time. He may be half-demon, but he wasn’t all bad. I barely noticed him moving me as the darkness that had been threatening since the floor fell away, swept over me and carried me into a wonderful bliss.
***
“The trust in her eyes when I promised to save her life will be forever burned into my memory.” ~Caius





Chapter 30
 
I woke wrapped in both my cloak and Caius’s, and still shivering. Something intensely warm burned at my back, but it was nothing to the inferno that still seared its way through every fiber of my body. The agony crawled inside my skin and stabbed at my organs like a thousand needles. Groaning, I tried to roll away, maybe if I moved I could get away from the pain. 
Something tightened around my waist, holding me firmly against the heat at my back. I needed to find out what it was. My sluggish brain didn’t want to work right or respond to my commands. 
After a good deal of mental effort, I opened my eyes. Not that it helped much, I was having trouble focusing. The blurry lines of a cave entrance outlined by the sun beyond greeted my gaze. 
Slowly, I convinced my eyeballs to move and found Caius’s arm locked tight around me. Huh? Why was I snugged up against him? And why in the nine hells did it feel like my brain was trying to escape through my skull? 
I opened my mouth to ask, only a croak came out. I tried to wiggle away and failed miserably. Under normal circumstances, he was stronger than me. I was anything but normal right then. A newborn kitten possessed more strength than me in that moment.
“Be still, Reaper,” Caius said next to my ear.
 His voice had an interesting quality, one I hadn’t noticed before. The deep timbre was like silk over stone. Why was I thinking about his voice? And in such a silly manner no less. What the hell was silk over stone supposed to be? 
The sun sure looked pretty. Was that a raven sitting on a rock beyond? I couldn’t seem to keep my thoughts from fragmenting in strange directions. Caius’s arm tightened. Did I try to move away again?
“You’re burning with fever and the temperature is dropping fast.” His breath brushed across my cheek. He smelled good. “We can’t go back until you are able to defend yourself since you will likely end up in your Incoming Room.” 
The Incoming Room? Not such a big deal. The Outgoing Room was right next to it. The only reason I hadn’t used it last time was because Caius was supposed to be waiting for me at the bridge. And I had needed a shower. Probably needed one now. A handed rested on my brow and I closed my eyes. Good. Mom was here, she would take care of me; she always did. 
Something in my gut told me I was wrong. I lifted my lids once more, anxious to see her and confirm she was all right. Only the raven, bathed in sunlight, greeted my eyes. Tears blurred my vision as both the physical and emotional pain hit home. She wasn’t there, would never be again. I let my lids close as the heavy blanket of sleep pulled me under.
It was dark outside the cave when the roiling in my stomach woke me. I was alone in the cave. A fire burned on nothing a few inches above the ground, spreading delicious warmth I could feel it on my skin, now if I could just feel it in my bones. Actual warmth, not the lava that coursed through me while I froze. 
My stomach churned and I swallowed hard, shoving the cloaks away. The shivering increased as clammy sweat beaded on my forehead and dampened the back of my neck. Desperate, I tried to scramble away from the cloaks.
A cry pushed past my lips as my weight settled on my right wrist. My eyes found it. A gaping ring of torn, bleeding, and blistered flesh circled my swollen and broken appendage. My stomach lurched. I clamped my mouth shut against the threatening eruption. Almost too shaky to support myself, I used my good hand and crawled a few feet before I couldn’t hold it back anymore. 
It came up in the same fiery rush as before and filled my mouth with a metallic taste that made me shudder. My stomach heaved until there was nothing left and then heaved some more. When it was finally done, I felt like a wrung-out dishrag. I made it part way back to the cloaks before passing out. As the world faded from view, I heard a raven calling in alarm.
I slowly sank into the darkness. I tried to keep from getting too deep, but it felt like I was drowning. Every attempt to swim resulted in a struggle through thick water that was too hot and too cold at the same time. Too weak to make much headway, I wondered why I bothered. When I stopped fighting, the pain receded. The cold went away. I drifted in absolute comfort. 
“Damn it, Josephine.” Caius’s voice cut through the darkness in my mind.
Hey, he remembered my name even if he did sound irritated. Somewhere in the distance, I sensed a sharp sting on my cheek. Did he really just smack me again? I was going to kick his ass when I was done dying. 
Wait…dying? I couldn’t do that yet. I needed to be a hobbit and take a dagger to Merlin…or something like that. It was important anyway, I knew that much at least. 
I fought to reach the surface. It wasn’t easy. The water seemed to get thicker and heavier the closer I got. When I finally broke through, Caius’s blurry face swam across my vision. The cold that swirled around me left as he rewrapped me in the cloaks. I didn’t seem to be on the floor. It took me a minute to realize he was kneeling with me across his lap. A damp cloth wiped across my face. What the… oh yeah, I had thrown up. Ew. 
“I’m sorry to do this, but your replenisher isn’t working.” Caius’s voice was urgent. 
I watched in horror as fangs sprouted in his mouth and he tore his own wrist open. A wave of dizziness threatened to send me back to the dark. 
“Oh no, you don’t,” I heard Caius say. Then something hot flowed into my mouth. The taste was more metallic than what I had vomited and seemed vaguely familiar. The liquid soaked into the tissues of my mouth and throat on its way down. My stomach cramped and twisted, and I knew what he’d done. 
I tried to jerk away. The iron band of his arm held me in place as more of his blood flowed into my mouth. There was no choice other than swallow or drown. When he finally pulled his wrist away, I realized he wasn’t done shoving things down me. The glass edge of a vial pressed against my lips as he dumped the contents into my mouth before I could turn my head. 
Oh gods, I really was dying now. Someone had coated a wrecking ball with pitch, lit it on fire and then slammed it into me. My throat convulsed and closed around the scream that clawed for release as the napalm sensation I’d felt in Alaric’s office rushed through me. 
And then the pain and the fiery heat were gone from everywhere but my abdomen. Oh no. I didn’t want to—
Caius rolled me over and held me with one arm while he used his other hand to pull my hair back. I could barely breathe it came up so fast. When it was finally over, I was done. I gave all I could; now I was done. I gratefully accepted the darkness this time. 
***
“I shouldn’t have done it. Since it could condemn her, it was rather selfish of me. But, I couldn’t condemn myself. This was a dangerous line to walk.” ~Caius





Chapter 31
 
Sunshine and raven calls pulled me back to the world. I was still wrapped like a mummy in the cloaks. When I opened my eyes, I found my head pillowed on Caius’s leg. Before I could address that, I needed to take inventory. 
Thankfully, I seemed okay. No shivers, no burning, no upset stomach. Even my wrist felt fine. The relief was immense. I turned my head to look up at Caius. He leaned against the cave wall, head back, eyes closed. Though his cloak was wrapped around me, he wore another one. Must have brought an extra in his pack. A glance at the wrist I could see revealed smooth skin. Not that it meant anything. He could have used the other one. Or not. He healed faster than me. 
The raven calls got louder and more persistent. I shifted and pushed myself into a sitting position, squinting at the bright light beyond the cave opening. 
“They are waiting to see if you are all right.”
I twisted to look at Caius. “They’re what?”
He nodded toward the birds gathered in the clearing beyond the cave. “At first, it was just one. It showed up shortly after I brought you back here. The others began gathering last night. One at a time, they’ve flown in. They always get restless whenever you move or make noise.”
“Why would they think I wasn’t all right?” I slowly untangled my legs from the cloaks. “I mean yeah, I felt like I was dying, but it couldn’t have been as bad as it felt.”
“You were dying. There was so much silver in your system I could smell it on your skin. Your replenisher did nothing, it isn’t meant to purge silver from your system. It’s not a metal angels or Children have to worry about. You had just enough demon blood for the silver to infect you, but not enough to fight it off once the source of the infection was removed.”
I remembered then. The hot, metallic taste of his blood. 
Caius gave me a weary look and motioned toward the ravens. “That’s when they showed up. Replenisher for demonborn is designed to purge silver. Unfortunately, you didn’t have enough demon blood running through your veins to activate it. Enough for the silver to kill you, not enough to heal you. So I flooded you with my blood then dosed you with my replenisher. If you weren’t already so close to death my blood alone would have worked. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to wait.”
I glanced at the ravens. “Why are they here or care to begin with?”
“Ravens are the messengers of Morrigan, they are tightly tied to her. You are the last of the line of her Children with purer blood than any in Midtween. They would have sensed your impending death and came to watch over you.” He sighed. “You didn’t die, but I’m not sure they feel I saved you.”
I shuddered at the memory of the last violent hurling of my insides. “So the silver is gone from my system now?”
“It is.” His expression turned serious. “You can’t ever return the favor.”
“What?” His statement confused me. 
He ran a hand through his hair, making a mess of it. “That wasn’t a few drops of diluted blood, Josephine. It was served up straight and a whole lot of it. More than enough to strengthen the bond.”
I ground my teeth at the use of Josephine. At least he wasn’t calling me, ‘Reaper’ anymore. “Trust me; I’m well aware of that.”
“Then you are aware that if I ever need blood to heal, it can’t be yours or we’ll be fully and completely bound. No way out.” His golden gaze held mine. “I won’t be the cause of your downfall.”
“Why would you be my downfall?” 
“People already want you dead because of the mix you are now. It will be even worse if we are fully bound.”
“I already have a bunch of demon blood in me now, what’s the difference?”
Caius sighed. “If we were fully bound, given what we both are, we would both become a mix with my demon side always stronger for me and your angel and Child heritage being stronger for you. It’s not a mix either side would allow, to say nothing of Morrigan.”
“So it wasn’t that Sinmar didn’t want to take the chance of you dying that you only agreed to a partial bond?”
“Is that what Alaric told you?” He shook his head. “For some reason, Alaric went to a lot of effort to hide all of this from you. I would like to know why. He is fully aware of the chaos a full bond would create.”
“I was never too keen on being a demonborn blood bank anyway,” I said in an attempt to lighten the mood. “If you end up needing blood, we’ll find some other poor sap to take the job.”
Caius snorted in amusement. Of course, I was only joking…I think. I turned away to look at the ravens with a frown. “So why are they worried I’m not okay?”
“You only have trace amounts of mortal human blood in you. For all intents and purposes, you’re half-angel, half-Child of Morrigan. I wasn’t sure if I would save you or finish killing you with that much demon blood.” He motioned toward the ravens. “I guess they weren’t sure either.”
I stood slowly. “Guess I better reassure them.”
My body felt surprisingly strong. I expected to be weak and shaky after all of that. I felt like I could run a marathon and leap a mountain at the end. As I walked out of the cave, ravens took off from the trees ringing the clearing beyond, the air filled with the noise of their wings and calls. 
Hundreds of them took flight then swooped toward me. Perhaps I should have been afraid of that many birds coming right at me, but I wasn’t. I stood at the center of a raven tornado as they swirled all around me and then as one, they streamed into the sky, splintering off in every direction until there was only one left.
It landed on a nearby rock and regarded me for a long moment. I took a step toward it, but stopped when it flapped its wings and moved back. I got the sense that though it might be worried, it didn’t want me any closer. 
The raven ruffled its feathers then took off, disappearing into the trees. I turned to find Caius standing behind me. Glancing back at where the raven had been I said, “I’m not sure if I reassured them or not.”
“If I read them correctly they are both relieved and disgusted right now,” Caius said with a troubled look in his eyes. 
I frowned. “Why?”
“Because yes, you are healed and technically all right now. At the same time, to them, you reek of demon blood.”
“Is that why I feel like I could tear down this forest with my bare hands if I wanted to?” I asked, flexing my hands.
Caius chuckled and held out my pack to me. “While my blood is still fresh in your system, you possess more strength than you’ve ever had. Still not enough to overwhelm an older demonborn, but it will help keep you safe for a little bit.”
“While it’s fresh? You mean this feeling will pass?”
“Yes.” He nodded. “Most of the extra strength will fade after a short time.”
I took the pack from him and shouldered it. “Why did you do it? If you knew it would strengthen the bond? Wouldn’t it have been easier to let me die?”
His golden eyes were unreadable. “I told you I wouldn’t let you die. Did you think I was lying?”
“No.” I shook my head. “But when you said that, you didn’t know the lengths you would have to go in order to honor it. You didn’t know you would have to break the rules.”
“Sometimes,” he said quietly, “you have to break the rules.”
I stared at him, struggling to understand why he would break the rules for me. Why he would take the chance. How was my life worth that to anybody? Even my own father didn’t think I was worth sticking around for. 
His expression gave nothing away though something burned behind his eyes, stirring a warmth inside me that I didn’t understand. He’d once said breaking the bond with me would make breaking the bond with a mortal seem like a minor headache. Was that why he went to so much effort? Or was it something else. 
“We need to get back.”
 His words interrupted my thoughts and I shook my head at my own silliness. My brush with death must have addled my brain. Ignoring the quiet whisper of dissent in my mind, I asked, “We’re going back to Midtween?” 
In answer, he handed me a small slip of paper. In the events that followed getting the key, I’d completely forgotten about the little tube that had been in the nook as well. I took it from him and unrolled it. 
 
The Watcher resides at the edge, beyond the place where whispers wait. Follow the lights to where the red rock gathers.







 
Oh, look, more obscure babbling. “The ones who set all of this up were big on confusing riddles, weren’t they?”
“This one isn’t so confusing to those who’ve been around for a while,” Caius said as he tossed the straps of his pack over his shoulder. 
“Fabulous, so I’m the only one who is clueless once again.” Frowning, I walked toward the cave. “Please tell me this isn’t on a regular map.”
“There are no maps for the Between.”
“The Between? You mean we aren’t headed back to the mortal world?”
“Doesn’t look like it.” Caius stopped next to me right at the edge of the cave opening, an amused glint in his golden eyes. “Meet me at the bridge. You will be harder to kill now if another demonborn tries.”
The mortal world shimmered and slowly disappeared. 
***
“My actions had confused her. I knew she wanted to understand, but I couldn’t explain why I broke the rules to save her life. Not without looking closer at things better left alone.” ~Caius





Chapter 32
 
The Incoming Room shimmered into view. Except it wasn’t the room I was expecting and I wasn’t alone. It looked a lot like the one I was used to with a myriad of freestanding doorways in every style imaginable. However, the dark carpet covering the floor should have been gray. The glossy wooden door in one wall was not only in the wrong place, it was the wrong door.
I turned toward the man next to me and gasped. “Caius?”
“What in the nine hells are you doing here?” he hissed at me.
“Don’t ask me!” 
“Shut up.” He walked away to listen at the closed door, then turned and whispered, “It must be the blood. You have enough for us to end up in the same place.”
I hurried over to stand next to the door with him. “At least I don’t have to worry about avoiding Alaric.”
“No, just a roomful of demonborn. Most of which would like to see you dead.”
“Yeah, no big deal.” I did my best to show none of the fear flooding my system. Fear was a weakness I couldn’t afford right now. I tried to think of a way out of this, but came up with nothing. “What do we do?”
Caius glanced at me. “Take your reaper cloak off.”
I wasn’t sure how that would help, but I pulled it off anyway. Caius took it and stuffed it in my pack, then pulled the extra crimson one from his pack. At my questioning look, he said, “Put it on.”
I took the cloak and shoved my arms through the sleeves. It was made for Caius, which meant it puddled on the floor. “Do most demonborn run around in cloaks that are a foot or so too long?” 
“A too-long cloak will stand out less than a reaper cloak.” He tugged the hood of the cloak up until the edge shadowed my face then grabbed the handle of the door. His golden gaze locked on mine and his voice was hard and urgent when he said, “You’re going to leave this room and turn immediately to your right. The next doorway leads to the Outgoing Room. You’re going to walk in there like you belong and get the hell through one of those doors.”
I licked my lips, my eyes on the door, and swallowed. “Alone?”
“It will draw attention if we both walk out of this room and into the other.”
“What about you?” I glanced at him. “It didn’t look like they were going to be throwing you a welcome back party the next time they saw you.”
Caius chuckled darkly as the markings began to glow on his skin. I caught a glimpse of fang as one side of his mouth lifted in something between a smile and snarl. “I look forward to anything they would like start. I didn’t get to be my mother’s longest-lived son by being weak.” He opened the door and whispered, “Ready?”
My dry mouth kept me from answering, so I just nodded, squared my shoulders and strolled past him. The room beyond looked a lot like the Reaper Offices, except for all of the crimson cloaks and the occasional snarling from temperamental demonborn. I allowed my gaze to skitter across the occupants before turning to the right.
With great effort, I kept my chin level and eyes forward. Caius’s words about not being weak rang in my ears. Instinct told me the quickest way to draw attention would be to appear afraid or hesitant. I needed to pretend I belonged here.
The next door down beckoned. Only about fifty feet away. It felt like five-hundred. A disagreement broke out across the room as two of the demonborn suddenly snarled and screeched. No one paid them any mind as they both morphed partially to their demon halves and attempted to tear each other to pieces. Lovely.
A beautiful, blonde demonborn brushed past me and stepped on my foot. She turned in false surprise. “Oh, I’m sorry.” The expression on her strangely familiar face was anything but sorry. Looking pointedly down from the several inches she had on me, she said, “I guess I didn’t see you there. I didn’t realize demonborn came in such small packages.”
Her attitude sent a rush of anger through me and brought a snarl to my lips that surprised me. 
Blondie smiled, showing a flash of fang. “Oh, so scary little one.” Her smile faded to a frown. “Where have I seen you before?”
I was trying to work that exact question out myself. I stared at her silver eyes and I knew. She was the demonborn who almost killed me while othersiding. The realization brought a wave of fear that quickly turned to rage. 
In a flash, I saw red, and then I saw Blondie crumpled at the base of a wall surrounded by scorch marks, a stunned look on her face. My extended hands trembled. I felt something prickle across the skin of my shoulders and upper arms as tiny flames licked at my fingertips. The fire hadn’t harmed her, only slammed her back. 
No one looked in my direction, any more than they’d paid attention to the earlier fight. Working to control my sudden shaking, I quickly made my way to the door I sought before Blondie recovered. 
In the Outgoing room, several dozen free-standing doorways stood at all angles. I picked one and hurried to it. Where was I supposed to go? As I stepped into it, all I could think of was somewhere warm. The room shimmered from view.
When everything settled I stood under an arch of rock in the American southwest. Heat waves rolled up off the sun-baked ground. Okay, I didn’t mean this warm. I stepped away from the arch almost feeling faint from the sudden heat. Pushing the cloak and the shoulder of my shirt aside, I was surprised to see intricate markings that matched Caius’s exactly, slowly fading from my skin. They weren’t the faint designs I’d seen in Alaric’s office. These were as bright as his and I could feel them. What in the nine hells? I didn’t have demon markings and I couldn’t wield fire. I wasn’t a child of the Hells, it wasn’t my element… But Caius’s blood flowed in my veins. A lot of it. Undiluted. 
I needed to get back, find Caius and figure out what was happening to me. Turning around, I stepped beneath the arch sculpted by nature and focused my thoughts on someplace cooler than this. My side of the river in Midtween would do nicely.
When the shimmering stopped, I stood in the middle of a small, dim chamber of rough-hewn stone walls. Water dripped somewhere and my breath misted in the air. Damn it, why did I keep ending up someplace freezing cold? The ground beneath my feet was the same as the walls, almost like someone had hacked the space out of solid rock. 
I turned around, trying to find the source of light. It wasn’t much; a normal human would likely be unable to see a thing. My short exploration revealed neither the water that dripped nor anything that emitted light. It also failed to reveal a door. Without that, or any other kind of opening or arch, I couldn’t get out of there. Wherever it was. 
“Where in the nine hells am I, and how did I get here?” I mumbled under my breath, trying to maintain my calm.
“Exactly,” a woman’s voice answered me.
I spun toward the sound in time to see a tall, stunning woman step through one of the walls, right through the rock. Her thick, golden hair cascaded to her waist in a shiny fall. Her face, unadorned by makeup, was enough to make any beauty queen weep with jealousy. 
I wasn’t one to worry too much about my looks, even so, this gorgeous and elegant woman made me feel short and grubby. Okay, I was short, but I didn’t usually feel grubby.
“As for how you got here,” the woman continued as she moved gracefully to stand before me, “I brought you here. You have brought nothing but trouble with you since your discovery. You should have been put down for the abomination you are like I originally suggested when I finally found out.”
“Sorry you weren’t accommodated,” I growled. I should be terrified of someone who could snatch me from a portal, trap me in a cave, and move through solid walls. But at that moment, I was too pissed over being told I should have been killed for having the audacity to be born. 
“I admit, even I was charmed by the possibilities at first.” She slowly circled me as if taking my measure. “However, once I learned you had a partial bond with Caius, I saw there was only one course of action to be taken. Still, my hand was stayed. All I could do was send a warning that let him know my displeasure.”
“You poor thing.” I turned my head to keep my eye on her.
She ignored my comment as she stopped in front of me once more. “I am severely disappointed with Caius for keeping your parentage from me. I expected more from him. But then, he has always been a bit contrary. Often disregarding my wishes.”
Keeping my parentage from her? How did Caius know about it when it seemed everyone else didn’t?
A frown marred her beautiful face as she reached out and took hold of my chin in an iron grasp. She turned my face from side to side. “I fail to see why. I have counseled him before on this kind of foolishness. He did not listen to me three-hundred years ago and it appears he does not listen now.”
My stomach knotted and I fought to maintain eye contact with her. Whoever she was, I wasn’t going to cower before her. I borrowed the anger that seemed to come so easily right now. 
The markings prickled across my skin and a ball of fire shot toward her, startling me. I hadn’t meant to do that. It flowed around her form and smacked into the wall behind her with enough force to crack the rock, leaving her standing untouched.
She laughed, the sound like the tinkling of wind chimes. “A reaper that can throw fire. My son truly has overstepped. Though I applaud his ambition, he has gone too far this time. A grievous error on his part. One that will get him killed and one I will remedy.”
Oh gods, the woman standing before me was Caius’s mother, Eisheth. An Archdemon, renown for her cruelty. My mouth and throat dried as a tremble ran through me. Whatever I might be in the future, I wasn’t anywhere near strong enough to take on the likes of Eisheth right then. I doubted I ever would be.
A smile played across her face. “Do not fret, little Daughter of Morrigan. None of this is your problem any longer. I have no respect for men; even most of my male children have been weak disappointments that I was forced to dispose of. Caius, on the other hand, displays none of that weakness…usually. I chose his sire carefully. He has the potential to be great. I will not see him ended over the likes of you.”
She stepped back and faded into the wall, leaving me alone in the chamber. The sound of dripping water turned into a steady stream. I turned, hoping to find it, and maybe a way out. The stream remained hidden, but the results of the increased flow became readily apparent.
Water seeped out from under the walls, though I couldn’t see a space for it to do so. It spread quickly across the floor, lapping at my boots and dragging at the cloak. My pack slid from my shoulder and landed with a splash on the floor. I took a step back and turned, my gaze sweeping the small space. There was nowhere to go, nothing to climb on. The rough rock of the ceiling was only about eight feet high. 
And then, whatever cast the dim light shut off, plunging me into a black so deep not even my half-angel eyes could penetrate it. I was left with only the soft rush of the water in my ears. My breath hitched as panic clawed frantically at my chest. Sloshing through the water, I smacked into a wall I couldn’t see. 
Pain lanced through my forehead accompanied by a hot trickle of blood that made its way down the bridge of my nose. Ignoring both, I reached out and began to feel along the walls. The sharp rock left little cuts on my fingers and palms. I continued my way around the room. Had I gone all the way around yet? Or was there an area I missed? There had to be something.
The icy water rose high enough to make it over the tops of my boots. I gasped from the shock of it as it filled them and crept up past my knees. The muscles in my legs cramped from the cold and my teeth chattered. 
As it rose past my waist, I continued my futile search. I couldn’t stop looking. I couldn’t just stand there and accept drowning in freezing water in the pitch dark. The water climbed past my chest. My hands were numb from the cold and still I fumbled around the walls, my frantic heartbeat loud in my ears. 
The water lapped at my chin, then rose to my lips. I struggled to swim with the heavy weight of Caius’s cloak. After a brief struggle with the waterlogged material, I managed to shed it, making it easier to tread water. 
The cloak reminded me of the bond. So much for his trying to avoid the pain of a broken one. At least when I finally succumbed to this, it would be over for me. Caius was going to have to deal with it for a long time to come. 
I continued to tread water as best I could with numb limbs and cramping muscles. There was no way to know how deep it was now, or how much time I had left, but I was determined to fight for every second of it. The top of my head bumped into the rough rock of the ceiling. 
Panic tore through me and then strangely faded to absolute calm. So this was it. I tilted my face up, gasping at what little air was left. Just before the water closed over my face I took one last deep breath. I’m not sure what I thought it was going to do, I couldn’t hold it forever. 
***
“Damn Eisheth. Though she is my mother, I harbor no warmth in my heart for the woman, and she wouldn’t appreciate it if I did. We have stood on opposite sides of battle lines before, it appeared we would again.” ~ Caius





Chapter 33
 
I quit trying to swim and just floated in what was going to become my watery tomb. Closing my eyes, I thought of my mother. I concentrated on the memories of her voice, her perfume, her soft green eyes that were so much like mine. I thought of Victoria and wished I had gone to see her before I left Midtween the last time. And of Bethany, Rowen, and the rest of my friends. 
As my throat convulsed, begging me to take a breath, I thought of Caius. The one person who had been completely honest with me. I was sorry my death was going to cause him pain. 
Unable to stand the burning in my lungs another second, I prepared to take a breath of water. A hand clamped down over my mouth and nose. I fought the hand as my mind dimmed around the edges from lack of oxygen. Fighting it didn’t make any sense, what did it matter whether I drowned or if I smothered? My brain couldn’t seem to wrap itself around the argument. 
The hand stayed locked over my face while an arm dragged me through the water. Eisheth already filled the damn chamber; couldn’t she at least let me die in peace?
And then I wasn’t in the chamber anymore. Bright sunlight stabbed into my eyes and I closed them tight against the painful intrusion. The hand came away from my face. Air, sweet wonderful air, rushed into my desperate lungs as I was laid on the ground.
“Oh my gods, Jo!” Bethany’s urgent voice in my ears surprised me. 
Rowen’s voice came next as a pair of warm palms cradled my face, “Jo, talk to me.”
I took several more gulps of air then opened my eyes. Rowen’s dark brown face was inches from mine. “Talk about what?”
With a relieved sigh, he helped me sit up. The cold breeze only intensified the chill in my frigid bones and I shivered violently. Rowen removed his cloak, draping it around me. 
James moved into my line of sight and pressed a square of cloth to my forehead as he asked with mock severity, “What do you mean trying to get yourself drowned?” 
Though it was said lightly, I could see the tension tightening the corners of his eyes. Shivering, I reached up and took over holding the cloth against the cut I had received from bashing my head into the rock wall right after the light went out. “Well, you know they say to try everything at least once before you decide whether or not you like it. I can say with absolute certainty that I don’t like drowning.”
James chuckled and said, “Technically, you didn’t drown. Thanks to Caius finding you, there isn’t a drop of water in your lungs.”
I looked at the group gathered around me and found Caius a few feet away, dripping wet. Standing soaked in the breeze didn’t seem to bother him as he pulled his shirt off and wrung it out. 
The tribal tattoos inked in black around his upper arms and broad shoulders also ran down either side of his well-toned torso. They highlighted the tight muscles of his stomach and the trail of dark hair that began below his navel and disappeared under the waistband of the jeans that clung to his hips. 
I watched, intrigued by the tats. Because that was all that held my interest… I cleared my throat. “You found me?”
“When you didn’t show up in Midtween, I knew something was wrong.” He pulled the damp shirt back on. “Then I got a bleeding cut on my forehead and several more on my hands. I was able to follow the bond.” He looked somewhat irritated as he took his cloak from Bethany. He must have left it behind because it looked dry. “My mother always was one for inventive executions.”
“Your mother is a bitch,” I grumbled.
Caius chuckled. “That she is. A dangerous one, though. Only the gods stand above her. Be careful.”
Eisheth couldn’t be just any demon. No, she had to be an Archdemon because I didn’t already have enough people or things that wanted me dead. Pulling the cloth away from my forehead, I was glad to see the bleeding stopped.
“The cut is already healing,” Rowen said as he uncorked a vial of replenisher. “All the same, I would feel better if you drank this.”
Ugh. With a sigh, I took it, swallowed the bluish liquid and shuddered. The energy from it moved through me with the speed of cold molasses. What the hell? It usually perked me right up. Not that I felt particularly weak. Tired from swimming in the near-freezing water, but not weak like I should have been given how long it had been since I’d last eaten. 
“You’re still too pale,” Rowen said with a frown. “The replenisher should have helped by now.”
I was always pale skinned, so I could only imagine what I must look like now if I was paler than normal.
Caius’s golden gaze appraised me. “Your replenisher can only help so much with the amount of my blood in her system. I offer some of my replenisher.”
“No!” I had no intention of burning again. “Absolutely not.”
“Then real food would do you more good at this point,” Caius sighed as if irritated with my refusal.
Real food sounded good. “I’m up for that.”
James chuckled as he and Bethany both offered me a hand. I put one of my hands in each of theirs, letting them haul me to my feet. James pulled me into a hug. “You shouldn’t scare people like that. It isn’t nice.”
“I’ll try to keep that in mind the next time a demon kidnaps and tries to kill me.” I shivered from the cold as I laughed softly at the absurdity of my statement. I’m pretty sure Eisheth could care less who she scared. Or, more likely, she cared a great deal and enjoyed every minute of it. 
James stepped away just in time for Bethany to hug me. Her curly red hair flew around in the breeze like it had a mind of its own when she held me at arm’s length to examine my hands and face. “At least everything is healed. You remember the last time you said I couldn’t come with you?” I nodded and she continued, “Well, screw that. James and I have every intention of going where ever you go next.”
“I’m afraid you will have to put up with me coming along as well.” Concern shadowed Rowen’s face. “Caius has told me you know of your true parentage now.”
“Yeah.” The word came out sour. “I’m an even bigger freak than I already thought I was. Yay me.”
Ignoring my comment, he said, “So you understand how tenuous this situation is?”
“Not much I can do about it.” I shrugged, folded my arms against my body to conserve heat, and looked around if only for a way to avoid his gaze. 
We stood in the overgrown yard of an abandoned house. The paint was completely gone, baring the gray, weathered, board siding. None of the windows held glass and it leaned at a forty-five-degree angle. Two large trees, their branches nearly empty of leaves, guarded the front corners. 
The twisted frame of what had once been an arbor stood nearby; I guess that was what Caius had brought me through. Nothing but fields stretched in every direction. The house looked to be quite literally in the middle of nowhere. 
“I would like to know why Alaric would convince me to form a bond with a demonborn knowing all of this. He did know all of this, right?” My muscles ached from the constant cold.
Rowen sighed and nodded, but whatever his answer was going to be was lost in the shocked exclamations of James and Bethany. 
“You did what?” Bethany almost shrieked. 
“How could Alaric suggest such a thing?” James’s gaze shifted between me and Rowen.
“Wait, you are bound to Caius?” Bethany glowered at me. “How could you keep such a thing from me?”
“Whoa!” I held up my hands in surrender. They still felt like ice and trembled with my shivering. “It’s only a partial bond and Alaric forbade me from telling anyone. Since Caius mentioned me having a lot of his blood in my system, I assumed you all knew.”
“Caius told me about the bond when he came to see me before you left last time. And he told me what he’d done when he came looking for you this time,” Rowen said quietly. “I don’t know why Alaric did what he did.”
The breeze felt arctic on my wet hair. Tugging the borrowed cloak closer, I rounded on Rowen. “And why didn’t you at least tell me what I am? Why let me think otherwise?”
“The fewer people who knew, even you, the better.” Rowen sighed. “There are no provisions for what should be done if a mix like yours happens. Now, not only has an angel mixed with one of the Children, the result of that union now has demon blood flowing in her veins.”
“Yeah, I know all of that. Don’t you think it would have been better if you told me all of this in the beginning?” I snorted. “Maybe some of this could have been avoided.”
“Would it have been?” Rowen asked. “The Lost are still occurring at an astronomical rate. Someone is funneling the souls away from the reapers. If Alaric is right and this dagger can truly stop that, can you look back and say you would have refused?”
Damn. He had me there. I wasn’t one to half do things. Once set on a course, I threw everything into it. I could no more step away from this issue than I could stop breathing.  “Well, maybe I would have been more careful.”
“Careful with what?” Rowen smiled slightly. “Careful with a bloodbond to a demonborn?”
“Okay, it sounds stupid when you say it like that.” My teeth chattered as I spoke, I pulled the cloak even tighter around me. “But it’s only a partial bond. It should dissipate after a while. At least, that’s what Alaric said.”
“Yes, it’s still a partial bond, though leaning closer to being permanent,” Rowen said, a frown marring his brow. “Caius had to give you so much of his blood, it has tipped the scales.”
“Tipped the scales?” That didn’t sound good. My shivering was near constant now. “What do you mean?”
“I would like to know as well.” Bethany crossed her arms. 
“He strengthened the bond, tipping it closer to permanent.” Rowen took a step forward, gripping my upper arms, his expression serious and earnest. “You can’t ever let it become a full bond. I don’t know what that would do to either of you. Beyond that, I can’t imagine the backlash from both the Heavens and the Hells. There is a prophecy regarding the mixing of four bloods and I fear that is what some are trying to push.”
Caius extracted me from Rowen’s grasp. “Since the replenisher has done little for her, perhaps we should concentrate on getting food into her right now. A complete bond isn’t something we need to worry about. It will never happen.”
Rowen watched my shivering, his dark eyes troubled. “You are right.”
 I wanted to ask about whatever prophecy he was talking about, but my chattering teeth prevented it.
“Come here,” Caius said with an exasperated sigh as he pulled me back against him, wrapping his arms and cloak around me, holding me tight. 
“What are you doing?” I managed to get out as I tried to push away. The heat coming off his body, despite the fact he was wet too, was delicious. 
“I’m the warmest thing here.” He tightened his arms, a rough edge to his voice when he said, “Just relax and accept the warmth before you freeze to death.”
I couldn’t argue with that. Still a little uncomfortable, I tried to do as he suggested and soak up his body heat. I let the back of my head rest against his solid chest. Wanting more of the warmth, I shifted until I could feel the heat of his legs on the back of mine. He was a demonborn, and yet I felt safe…cared for. It wasn’t something I was used to. I’d spent so much of my teenage years taking care of Mom, hiding my problems from her, that I’d forgotten what it was like. 
It was silly to feel anything. I couldn’t…shouldn’t, have any feelings for Caius other than maybe friendship. Just because he saved my life—more than once—didn’t mean he would ever actually return any feelings. It didn’t mean that he would ever regard me as a friend in return, or as anything more than the reaper he was bound to. Ever feel anything more than obligation toward me. 
And yet, for a few crazy moments, I let myself think that he was keeping me warm because he cared about me, and it had nothing to do with the bond. Then I pushed the errant thoughts away and tried to just take the offered warmth without hoping there was anything more to it.
The cocoon of his cloak wrapping around both of us started to feel cozy and my shivering eased. As I thawed, my eyes drifted shut and I was surprised to feel so tired. That must be why my mind was being ridiculous. 
I did realize though, that somewhere along the way, I’d stopped hating him. And I was pretty sure he didn’t hate me either. We weren’t enemies anymore. We were allies now. It was even possible we were becoming friends. Friends was good, uncomplicated. I could be happy with friends. 
Caius’s breath brushed past my ear as he said in a low voice, “When I said ‘relax’ I didn’t mean fall asleep standing up.”
My eyes popped open. Rowen appraised me as I stood wrapped up in Caius and his crimson cloak. He gave us a weighing look that made no sense to me. “We need to get you both into something dry.”
James stepped forward. “I’ll go to Midtween and get whatever Jo needs.” He looked at Caius in apology. “I would get what you need as well, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t be welcomed much on your side of Midtween. None of us in Rowen’s group are after what happened at the bridge.”
“I can take care of myself,” Caius said. “I have no need to travel to Midtween.” 
Although I didn’t want to give up the warmth, when he made no move to leave I started to step away. His arms didn’t budge and I felt him sigh. “When James returns with your things I will go get mine. I didn’t stand here and warm you up so you can freeze again waiting on dry clothes.”
“I’m warm enough now. James won’t be long.” I waited a moment then pushed at his arms. 
“See that you don’t take long,” Caius’s tone was hard. I couldn’t see his expression, but James was quick to nod.
Without another word, Caius dropped his arms and stepped away from me. The cold breeze swooped in to replace his body heat. He walked a few paces away, shifted into the giant eagle and took to the air. 
James stared after him. “Wow. What kind of bird was that?”
I chuckled and walked over to lean against the house. “One that doesn’t exist in nature.”
Rowen sent James a stern look. “It’s bad enough I have a Daughter of Morrigan bloodbound to that demonborn, I don’t need a Son of Morrigan lusting after him.”
James blushed slightly. “You have to admit, he’s quite a specimen. That said, I think I will stick with Aaron. Caius is too intimidating to think of as anything other than eye candy.” He glanced at me. “Besides, I don’t think he swings my way.”
Intimidating? I tried to think of Caius that way. I mean yeah, he’d scared the crap out of me a few times with his glowering and what not, but I would never admit to that, nor did it ever stop me from saying what I thought. But then, my mouth had a tendency to speak before my brain could pass good sense along to it. James didn’t have that problem. 
“If you are going to get something for Jo before she passes out from lack of food, you better get on it,” Rowen suggested. 
“Yes sir,” James said with a mock salute and walked into the house. 
***
“There were already enough hands against us; I didn’t need to add to the reasons.”  ~Caius
 





Chapter 34
 
My head swam and I found myself abruptly sitting on the ground. Bethany crouched beside me. “You okay?” 
“Yeah, I guess I need food more than I realized.” I rubbed my forehead, glad to find smooth skin. I sent Bethany and Rowen an accusing look. “How come none of you ever mentioned this Morrigan stuff?”
Bethany sighed and stared at her hands. “The Children of Morrigan aren’t spoken of. Although everyone knows that’s what makes up our group of reapers, they don’t acknowledge it. There aren’t many of us and all of us are kept in one group. Everyone that has Rowen for a guide is a Child.”
“Didn’t it strike you as funny that I ended up in the group then?” I asked, wondering how much my friend had known or suspected.
“I assumed it was because you are half-angel. Only the angel part of you has any training. I never sensed any Morrigan power.” She shrugged and looked at me with open sincerity in her eyes. “Rowen’s group is kind of the outcast group. With your father being who he is, it definitely makes you an outcast.”
“Why are Morrigan’s Children outcasts?” It didn’t make sense to me. “Shouldn’t you guys be something important since Morrigan was the original reaper and like the god of gods or something?”
Rowen chuckled darkly. “You would think, wouldn’t you? As the mortal population increased, the numbers of deaths outpaced the Morrigan and her Children, souls were becoming Lost. The Morrigan was no longer producing new children, and those she created weren’t overly fruitful. So she designated that the descendants of the angels, who were themselves a byproduct of other gods, fill in the gaps—when before they were only allowed to be guardians.”
“You make it sound like reaping was the more important task.” I leaned back against the wall of the dilapidated house. 
“It was. It still is,” Rowen said as he sat next to me. “A guardian helps a person to continue walking the path they are on, to maintain what is. A reaper helps that person transition. It’s easier to urge a soul to stay on a path they know than it is to take their hand and lead them into the unknown.”
“So how did it all end up with you guys as outcasts?” I snuggled a little further into Rowen’s cloak, finally starting to feel warm.
“There were a lot more of angel blood than there were of Morrigan blood. Five hundred years ago, over nine-thousand after Morrigan went to sleep, those of angel blood started to feel that the dwindling numbers of Morrigan children weren’t needed.” Anger and sadness shadowed his face. “They were jealous of our power, of our place as Morrigan’s direct descendants. A war broke out between the children of angels and the Children of Morrigan. The children of angels wanted us gone. We are stronger than the children of angels; however, they had numbers on their side. Many on both sides were killed. It’s why there are few reapers older than five hundred years.
“Convinced that Morrigan would sleep forever, the children of angels wanted to run everything in Midtween, on both sides of the river. The demonborn held their side with little effort; it was foolish for the children of angels to start a war with demon hybrids.
 “The Children of Morrigan lost and became second-class citizens for the next hundred years. It could have been worse. We came close to being wiped out. Only the fact that Caius and some of his siblings stood with the Children of Morrigan near the end saved us. It’s what finally ended the war. He and his siblings decimated the ranks of angel descended reapers.”
Rowen paused and stared at the horizon for a long moment. The way his jaw worked, I could tell talking about it made him angry. When he seemed to have his control back, he continued, “After a long while, the war was forgotten. Mostly on purpose. Those born and raised afterward weren’t taught about it, nothing in reaper training mentioned the war, Morrigan, or her Children. New reapers that are Children are quietly funneled into a separate group—mine. 
“As the number of reapers with angel blood grew, other groups were set up so it was easier to train, supervise, support, and guide them. Only a few know that the only way into my group is if you have Morrigan blood. 
“All of the purest families died in the war. I can only guess that your mother was sent away to the mortal world to save her life.” Sadness crept into the deep brown of his eyes. “Our history was essentially wiped out. Only the Children of Morrigan teach the entirety of it to our own children when we have them. We do so quietly and only when they are old enough to know better than repeat it.”
A war in Midtween, descendants of angels practically destroying the Children of Morrigan for what amounted to jealousy. It was a lot to take in. As was the fact that Caius kept the Children from being wiped out. The currents flowing under the surface of Midtween ran deeper than I ever imagined. 
“So no one ever mixes because the Morrigan said it wasn’t allowed. And now you have me and I’m one hell of a mix.” I sighed and pulled my knees up to my chest so I could rest my chin on them. “Angel, Human, Child, and Demon. What a mess I am to all of you.”
“You aren’t actually mixed with demon yet. For that, you would have to complete the bond. For now, you are a mix of the first three with demon blood in your veins. It doesn’t help that it is Caius’s blood.”
“Why does it matter if it’s him or another demonborn?” I frowned, confused.
“A story for another time, perhaps.” Caius’s voice cut into our conversation as he walked around the corner of the house wearing a dry pair of jeans and a dark gray t-shirt that hugged his torso. 
Rowen regarded him, “I wouldn’t have told her your story. That is for you to tell if you ever decide you wish to.”
I rolled my eyes. “Great, more cryptic stuff to drive me crazy.”
“At least this time it isn’t anything about you,” Caius said as he handed me a small bag.
Whatever, his secrets were his to keep. I opened the bag and the sight of food drove everything else out of my mind for a moment. An apple, a couple packages of cheese, and some crackers rested inside. Taking a bite of the apple, I turned my attention back to Rowen. “Why is the Morrigan so determined to keep the Children from mixing with anything other than mortal humans?”
Caius chuckled as he glanced at Rowen. “She asks all the right questions.”
Bethany looked away from me, worry and conflict in her eyes. Even Rowen looked uncomfortable. Uh-oh, this didn’t bode well. After a bit, Rowen cleared his throat and said, “She never said they couldn’t mix with them, not in those exact words. She said only that a mix of the bloods would bring the end.”
Nervous, I licked my lips. “The end of what?”
“She didn’t say,” Rowen answered, his gaze troubled.
“So…I’m…what?” What was I going to end? Maybe I shouldn’t have been born.
I don’t know what showed on my face, but Caius’s gaze held steady on mine as he said, “You are a Daughter of Morrigan and a reaper.”
I nodded and pushed my feelings down, bringing up my façade. The same one I’d worn as I convinced people I was doing fine when I felt different from everyone around me in the mortal world. The same façade I’d worn when I convinced school counselors, teachers, social workers, nurses and even my mother, that I was doing fine as cancer stole her from me. The one that let me shut everyone out; let me hide my pain even from myself. I tore open one of the cheese packages and stuffed the white and yellow cheddar into my mouth.
Rowen looked as if he was about to say something. I wished he wouldn’t. I didn’t want comfort; I didn’t want anything from anybody. It was easier that way. The only thing I did want was my mother. 
Suddenly, I wanted her comforting presence more than I had in months. I wanted to hear her voice when she told me everything would be okay, to feel her arms embrace me, to hear her singing in the kitchen as she cooked breakfast on Sunday morning. The only thing I wanted, I couldn’t have. 
I was saved from whatever Rowen was planning to say by James coming out of the house with a small backpack which he handed to me. Sighing with relief, I pushed to my feet and dusted the bits of grass off the borrowed cloak. “Thanks, James.”
“Anything for my girl,” he replied, kissing me on the cheek. 
I laughed and gave him a return peck. “You always make me feel special when you talk that way, sweetie.”
James covered his heart with his hands and feigned a pleading look. “Just don’t ever leave me, baby.”
I glanced over his shoulder as Aaron and the rest of my friends filed out of the house. “You better watch it; Aaron is going to get suspicious.”
“I knew it!” Aaron folded his arms, a smile nearly breaking through his mock scowl. “You are cheating on me with Jo.”
Bethany propped her hands on her hips, “Aaron, I’m shocked. How can you still care about James when you claimed your heart was mine?”
“But I thought you loved me, Bethany!” Chelsea cried with overly dramatized hurt. 
Ethan managed to laugh and look hurt at the same time. “Jo, I thought you were eternally mine.”
Rowen sighed, shaking his head. “Go get changed Jo, you can play lovers quarrel later.” 
Still chuckling, I walked into the house. A glance over my shoulder found Caius standing with a confused look on his face as each of my friends continued to claim to love someone else and another accused them of cheating.
I guess from the outside it could look a little weird. What started as a small joke over a year ago had grown to include the entire group. It was nice to see it played now. I needed the laugh. The lighthearted mood they brought with them made it easier to bury the things that bothered me.
The bedroom on the main floor still had a door I could push mostly shut, even though it couldn’t latch due to the lean of the building. A dust-covered chair sat in one corner and I carefully laid Rowen’s damp cloak over the back then peeled off my wet clothes. The chill air made my skin goose pimple. Shivering, I reached for the pack.
There weren’t any towels in the bag when I unzipped it, so I just worked to put on the clothes James brought. Pulling the new jeans on over my damp legs proved to be an exhausting job. The cami and t-shirt went on easier. I tugged on dry a pair of socks and my other pair of combat style boots, thankful James knew me so well that he could bring some of my favorite clothes. After sliding my arms into my dry reaper cloak, I stuffed the wet things into the empty bag and left them. There was no point in taking them with me. Without a way to wash them, they would just mildew. Grabbing Rowen’s cloak, I left the room already feeling much better.
Tension hung thick in the air when I stepped into the overgrown yard. My friends stood on one side, and a group of about the same number of demonborn stood on the other with Caius between them. This should be interesting.
***
“Reapers were beyond understanding. The comments and accusations being flung back and forth raised the darkness inside me, until I realized the game for what it was. The darkness was far more disturbing than the game.” ~Caius





Chapter 35
 
Caius didn’t look in my direction; he kept a wary eye on both groups. Rowen stood with his arms crossed while most of my friends held their staffs. 
“You are asking a lot, Caius,” Rowen said, his dark eyes narrowed on the newcomers. 
“No more than you are asking of me, Rowen.” Caius turned slightly in the direction of my guide while still keeping a guard on those behind him. “They are here for the same reason you are.”
One of the demonborn stepped forward, her blonde mane drifting in the breeze. I recognized her immediately. This couldn’t be good. She never even looked at me, her attention was on Rowen. “You can’t stop us from standing beside our brother.”
“Enough, Lilly,” Caius hissed, his golden gaze molten as he glared at her.
“We don’t need you.” Ryan raised his staff slightly in warning.
Rowen motioned him back. “Cooler heads need to prevail here.”
I walked forward until I stood in between the two groups and looked at Caius. “Friends of yours?”
A low growl ran through the group of demonborn and Caius sent me an exasperated look. “Family.”
I raised my eyebrows, reassessing the group. “And they think we can’t handle this without them?”
“We think you aren’t going to handle it without us,” a man with the same dark hair as Caius answered.
Rowen stood resolute. “Unlike Jo, none of the Children with me have a bond to ensure their safety. I have enough age and experience to hold my own. These with me do not.”
“They won’t need it,” Caius said, irritation in his voice. 
“Um…I beg to differ. Blondie there,” I pointed at the one he’d called Lilly, “tried to eat me when we were othersiding.”
Lilly snorted and crossed her arms. “That can hardly be compared to now.”
“Did you suddenly gain a bunch of control over your appetite or something? Because it wasn’t that long ago.” It already felt like a lifetime. 
“You weren’t bound to Caius then.” She flashed me a grin that showed off her fangs as pale markings flickered over the tribal tattoos on her skin. “I would never do anything that would harm him. Killing you would. So for now, you’re safe sweetie.”
I glared at her. “I’m not worried about you trying to hurt me. I think I already proved I don’t need to worry about that when I threw you into a wall.”
Outrage flashed across her features only to be carefully controlled. The dark-haired man pulled Lilly back, one hand clamped firmly on her arm as if he didn’t fully trust her. “Caius’s word holds. If he stands with you,” his mouth twisted in distaste, “then so do we. Lilly is only eighty-seven years, but she will honor her word.”
“We will need the numbers before this is over,” Caius said. “Your friends will come to no harm from my siblings.”
His words pulled my attention away from his family. His gaze held a warning in their depths. Okay, so he knew something I didn’t, something he didn’t want to say in front of everyone. I sighed. “Fine. If you want to let them stay, then let them. Just keep Blondie on a leash.”
Lilly snarled, but quieted under Caius’s scowl. I wanted to speak at length with Caius to ensure that my friends would actually be safe; instead, I walked over to where Rowen stood. He and Ryan watched as Caius and the other demonborn drifted away to the other side of the yard. 
It was as if the camaraderie that had developed between Caius and me had somehow dissipated. Where before it was like we actually might be becoming friends, there was now a line between us clearly labeled on each side where we belonged. Us and them. I didn’t like the feeling.
“You really think they will keep their word?” Ryan crossed his arms, his glare still focused on the group of demonborn. “You truly trust Caius?”
“He’s never lied to me.” I handed Rowen his cloak. “Sometimes I feel like he’s the only one who hasn’t lied to me.”
Ryan snorted but made no other reply as he stalked off to join the rest of my friends in what appeared to be our designated side of the yard. I turned to Rowen and lowered my voice, “Not that I’m not truly grateful to see my friends, but why aren’t there any other older Children of Morrigan? Couldn’t we use having their numbers? There’s at least sixty or seventy in your group.”
“Ninety-six, not including myself.” Rowen’s dark gaze fixed on me as he hesitated. “The older Children of Morrigan are…unsure of their place in all of this.”
“Unsure?” What the heck did that mean? A sinking feeling filled my gut. “Of their place, or unsure of me?”
“You have to understand, Josephine,” Rowen said, his face grave. “The mixing of bloods… They aren’t sure how to feel about you. And that is why you see no Children above the age of thirty here, other than me.”
“A bunch of them came to the bridge to fight demonborn with you.”
He sighed and nodded. “They helped one time, however, they don’t want to be involved any further at this point.”
I gave a slow nod. “Great. Now even those who are supposed to be on my side aren’t sure if they want to be on my side. I guess it’s a good thing Caius’s family came since I’m sure most of them are a lot older and more experienced than our lot.”
“Jo—” Rowen started to say.
I cut him off, “No. Don’t make excuses. I get it. I’m a pariah, an unholy mix of everything. Everyone wants to use me as an excuse to go to war, but none want to stand on my side.”
He reached toward me then let his hand fall. “Try not to let it get under your skin.”
“Don’t worry, I’m fine.” I gave him a false smile and walked away. 
A part of me wanted to go sit with my friends, to take comfort in their presence. The bigger part just wanted to be alone for a minute. I walked around the back side of the house where a large tree presided over the backyard. Sitting beneath the spreading arms of its branches, I leaned against the wide trunk and stared out at the empty land of waving grass beyond the yard. At least the breeze, even though it was still cold, didn’t bother me anymore now that I was in dry clothes and cloak.
Bitterness filled my mind at being abandoned by those who should be standing with me. Even within my alternate family of Children, I was an outcast. Was there no place I truly belonged? I didn’t even truly belong with Victoria and she was my sister. At least now our differences made sense. 
James found me still sitting there as the sun slowly sank toward the horizon. He sat quietly next to me. He didn’t say anything, didn’t try to offer any platitudes. It’s one of the things I liked about him. When something was wrong, he didn’t immediately try to change my mood. 
Though I loved Bethany dearly, she would have let me know, with much hand motioning and verbiage, that she was properly offended on my behalf. I knew James was as well, he just possessed a quieter way of expressing it. 
I shifted until my head leaned on him. He put his arm around my shoulders and kissed my forehead. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” The lie fell automatically from my lips. 
“Sure you are. And I’m into women, the sun sets in the east, and all kinds of other absurdities,” James said with a quiet chuckle.
“This sucks. Royally sucks, you know that?” 
“It does absolutely. No way around that.” He patted my arm. “Not likely to get any less sucky either. In fact, I imagine the suckage is going to increase exponentially in the future.”
“Yep.” I drew the word out.
“In fact, I would have to say I’m glad I’m not you because the universe seems to have it out for you.”
I laughed and pulled away from him. “Gee thanks.”
“No problem. It’s always good to put things in perspective and, let’s face it, your problems are huge.” He smiled, laughter in his eyes.
“What would I ever do without you, James?” I shoved to my feet, my muscles protesting from sitting in one place too long. 
He stood as well, brushing the grass off his pants. “I dunno, probably die or something.”
“I seem to have a knack for almost dying.” I gave him a wry grin. 
“That you do. Good thing you have someone like Caius keeping track of you.” 
I snorted. “Yeah, it’s always good to have someone whose possible agony is tied to your death, keeps them watching out to make sure it doesn’t happen.”
James studied me with a raised eyebrow. “So you think that’s all it is?”
“Maybe.” I shrugged. “I thought we were becoming friends, but now that his family is here, I think any warm fuzzies he might be feeling are fading.”
“Hmmm,” was his only answer. 
“Why?” Frowning, I tried to read James’s expression. 
“Well, and I could be wrong mind you, but usually, when someone looks at another the way he does at you—when he thinks no one is paying attention—it means more than duty or fear of retribution holds them in place.” James gave a flick of his hand as if waving away a fly. “I could be completely wrong. Still, if I was a braver person, didn’t already love Aaron, and Caius swung my way, I could wish he would look at me like that.”
“I think you are imagining things. You’ve always been a bit of a romantic you know.” James was off his rocker. There was no way Caius felt anything more than a touch of friendship for me, if that. 
 He smiled. “I could be reading things into it. Most likely am.”
“Most likely.” Had Caius ever looked at me like James implied? Not that I could recall. Would I have recognized if he did? I didn’t exactly have a lot of experience in that area. I pushed the thought out of my head. “You’re probably just crazy.”
“Agreed,” he said amicably. “Shall we return to the group?”
“Might as well. I’m sure there are no plans to stay at this rickety house forever.”
“None that I’m aware of.” He draped his arm over my shoulders and I wrapped one around his waist as we headed back around the house. 
It occurred to me that I still hadn’t eaten beyond the apple and cheese. I hadn’t even gotten to the crackers. The infusion of Caius’s blood must be holding my strength longer than expected. I still felt a bone-deep weariness throughout, but I wasn’t anywhere near collapsing. 
When we reached the front of the house, both groups were close together again. It looked like Rowen and Caius were conferring over a map. Rowen’s finger traced something across it. James dropped his arm from my shoulders and went to talk to Aaron. 
Bethany hurried over to me looking irritated. “I can’t believe none of the older Children have come. I was sure they would. Or at the very least, my parents.”
“Rowen’s here,” I pointed out. 
She sighed. “Rowen’s different. He’s your guide. He’s everyone’s guide.” She gestured to our friends and chuckled. “Not like he had a choice anyway since we would have followed Caius from Midtween with or without Rowen’s permission.”
The steadfast loyalty of my friends warmed a little of my insides made cold by the realization that even those who were supposed to be my people, weren’t my people. “Are your parents going to be upset you came?”
“I’m sure they will be.” She snorted and waved away my worry. “But once I started reaping, they no longer have a say in anything. From then until twenty-one, I’m Rowen’s charge.”
I was glad for the strange rules of the reaper world and glad at least Rowen was in my corner.
Bethany gave me a sideways glance. “I know you aren’t one to be an open book or anything, but if you need someone to vent with or just want someone to go scream in the woods with you, I’m here.”
 “I’ll keep that in mind.” I motioned toward where Rowen was folding the map. “So what are they doing?”
It still seemed strange to see Rowen and Caius together, getting along. I would never have dreamed it. I wondered what had forged the friendship, or alliance, or whatever it was between them. Had it started with the war in Midtween, or before that?
Oblivious to my thoughts, Bethany answered, “They are deciding on the best place to go next. Rowen wanted to move further away in case anyone, or anything, is tracking us. Caius refuses to budge on the idea of going to the nearest town with a restaurant.”
“He has to be getting pretty hungry too,” I said. “Probably best to keep the demonborn well fed on food rather than letting their minds wander to blood and souls.”
“True.” Bethany’s laugh held an uneasy edge. 
“Guess I’d better see where we’re going,” I said and headed toward Caius. Yeah, I could ask Rowen, but I wanted to talk to Caius and see if the rift I sensed was merely my imagination. It’s not like I expected to have something big with him, he was a powerful demonborn after all, but I had grown fond of our friendly alliance. I hoped we could hold on to it.
***
“I needed to be more careful.” ~Caius





Chapter 36
 
I kept my gaze steady on Caius’s face as I approached him, alert for any sign he was annoyed by my presence. Not that I would stay away if he was. I would probably hang around just to irritate him. I never claimed my nature was a sweet one. 
He glanced up as I approached, his golden gaze raking over me. “Food first, Rowen.”
Rowen frowned. “If what you told me is—”
“Food first.” Caius nodded toward me. 
Rowen turned his attention to me and sighed. “Fine, food first. “
After Rowen walked away, folding the map as he went, I asked, “What’s up?”
Caius raised an eyebrow, but didn’t answer. I huffed a sigh. “What did you tell Rowen that has him so ready to run far away?”
“News.” He glanced over my head and then back to me before walking a short way away from everyone. I followed. “I heard a lot of rumors and news while I was away. Knowledge of your true heritage is everywhere on the other side of the veil now it seems.”
“Well, it was bound to come out eventually. Especially with all of that.” I motioned toward the two groups.
“Unfortunately,” his voice lowered and took on a hard edge, “Sentinels have been dispatched to deal with you. They are the only beings, other than cats and ravens, able to cross all veils at any time.
“Sentinels?” The name sounded familiar and I got the feeling it was something I heard during my lessons right after arriving in Midtween. I’d had so much new information thrown at me so quickly during that time, my brain only kept what was absolutely necessary. 
“Gargoyles that have been assigned as the protectors and enforcers of law on the other side of the veil. And even this side if need be.”
I snorted. “So I have ugly looking stone statues coming after me?” 
“This is no joke, Josephine.” His expression was troubled, his arms crossed over his chest. “With our combined numbers, we can make them hesitate. Possibly even hold them off, but not without significant loss. Of my group, only Malik matches me in strength. Lilly will once she matures. Even with my strength, I would only be able to barely best a Sentinel one on one. We can hope they don’t send the entire guard.”
“How many if they send the whole guard?” As if I needed anyone else against me.
“Their entire number is only twenty. A group of five can take a single Soldier Demon or Soldier Angel.”
I shivered though I was only cold on the inside. “And how will they deal with me?”
“From the rumors I heard, it’s been decided your mixed blood is too dangerous. Especially now that my mother was so kind as to announce that you now have enough demon blood in you to tap into my powers, which is how you threw Lilly into a wall.”
“Is that why I keep getting markings that match yours on my skin?” 
He studied me for a moment. “If you are experiencing that, then the heavy dose bound us closer than I thought. Which is probably why fire is coming so easily to you. Most can’t throw a fireball for quite some time. I’m guessing you attempted to use that against my mother as well. She didn’t keep it secret.” He ground his teeth together, his jaw flexing as his tattoos gleamed in a flash before fading back to ink. “Your arrest has been ordered. They plan to send you to the Waiting until they decide what do with you.”
“The Waiting? Where people in comas go?” When he said I was to be arrested, I assumed he meant I would be thrown into some sort of cell. I had occasionally collected souls from the Waiting. It wasn’t a bad place to be. Peaceful beyond measure, it was easy to see why souls were content to sit while mortal months, or even years, passed by. 
“There is more than one side to the Waiting, like two sides of a coin,” Caius said. “The side you know is beautiful, peaceful. The other side is where the Sentinels place prisoners until it’s decided what is to be done with them. It lacks everything the other side has. You won’t find cells or bars there. The shackles they place on you disconnect you from your powers. There is no way out without being able to touch those. You are simply more alone than you have ever been in a desolate wasteland, waiting for your fate to be decided.”
He searched my face, regret filling his eyes. “Giving you my blood brought on this situation, though the other option was to let you die.”
“There were no good choices. Break the rules or live in torturous pain for a while.” I shrugged. “I’m no masochist so I would have made the same choice as you. Can’t blame you for that.”  A desolate wasteland sounded boring. As for being alone, I had been pretty much that most of my life, I could handle it for a while. “How long would I be there?”
“There’s no way of knowing. In all likelihood, if they are going to this much effort, you won’t leave the Waiting alive once the final decision is made. They were wary enough when they thought you were just a mix of angel and mortal.”
“So,” I licked my lips, “when they decide my fate it will probably be a…”
“A death sentence,” he finished.
The blow his words gave me almost felt physical, like a boulder dropped into my stomach. Almost the same feeling as when my mother told me she only had three months to live. Supremely powerful beings were now hunting me with the intention of arresting me so I could be killed at someone’s whim. 
I wanted to run and hide, or scream my frustration at the world. I didn’t. I did the same as I had with my mom; masked over my inner chaos and just nodded. 
 Caius studied my face and I got the distinct feeling that he saw through my mask though he didn’t make any effort to draw me from behind it or offer comforting words. I tried to get the chaos inside to calm down enough so my voice would sound normal. “How do we avoid them?”
“I don’t know of a way.  For now, we keep on the move, keep trying to find the other key, and hope it takes them awhile to catch up.”
“Great, sounds like a plan. Can’t have ugly stone people catching up with us.” I stuffed my hands in the pockets of my cloak to hide the slight tremble in them. 
“Josephine,” Caius began.
I held up my hand to stop him. “I’m good. Guess I better go get with my group.”
As I turned away, I thought I saw a flash of something in Caius’s eyes. Frustration? Worry? It didn’t really matter; I was a dead woman walking anyway.
Bethany and James both asked about my conversation with Caius when I reached them. I glossed over it and told them it was decided we were headed toward food, though I wasn’t sure I would be able to eat. 
***
Once we were all crowded into the small diner in the nearest town, hunger overrode everything else. Two cheeseburgers piled high with bacon, lettuce, and tomato. A massive pile of cheese fries, and two large Dr. Peppers later and the ravenous hunger was finally sated. Thinking back, I realized that other than the apple and cheese, I hadn’t eaten since before we got the first key and that all came up thanks to the silver.
Due to lack of seating, there was no way to keep the two groups separate. Bethany ended up squeezed next to the guy with the same color of hair as Caius’s, with eyes that were an impossible shade of teal. 
When Caius finally got around to introductions, it turned out the guy was Malik, his younger brother, only about a hundred years separated him from Caius which made him the next oldest in the demonborn group. 
Bethany looked decidedly uncomfortable sitting next to him. I ended up wedged between Ryan and James with Caius seated across from me in the booth with Blondie and Rowen next to him. 
Though my appetite was nearly insatiable, Caius’s was worse. I guess dumping a bunch of your blood into someone else could do that to a person. He cleaned up double what I ate. As I watched him finish, I started to wonder where he was putting it all. 
Blondie spent her time divided between eating her food and shooting glares at me as if the fact I existed offended her. Come to think of it, it probably did. The only reason she was here was for Caius.  If his well-being didn’t hang so much on mine, there was no doubt she would be more than happy to end my life. 
I returned her latest glare and then turned my attention to Rowen. “How are we going to get to Between? The minute we step foot in Midtween it will all be over.”
Rowen mopped up the last of the ketchup on his plate with a fry and nodded. “If we went in through Midtween it would be a problem. However, there are ancient archways here in the mortal world that are portals to the Between. We can get there without having to go through the city.”
“Why didn’t we use one of those rather than going back to Midtween last time?” I asked Caius.
“For the same reason I’m wary of them now. They don’t put you across in any set place, they just drop you wherever. In addition, if everyone in the group isn’t holding hands, it will drop us in all manner of different places.” He ticked off another finger. “And because we already knew we were being hunted, it was possible those portals were being watched. It’s still a possibility.”
Great, so we might have to fight our way to an arch. “How far is one of these portals?”
“North. About a hundred miles.” Caius sucked down the last of his third large drink. “We’ll all shift and fly there.”
I nodded, not really interested in how we were getting there. The heavy knot settled back in my stomach now that the need for food was taken care of. I stared out the window at the night. A thick copse of trees at the back of the diner caught my eye and I knew exactly what I needed. I was going to take Bethany up on her offer.
When I stood, Rowen started to stand with me. I waved him back down. “Just need to use the bathroom.” I turned to the next table. “Bethany, wanna come with?”
She looked relieved to get out of the booth and away from Malik. As we headed toward the back of the diner, she seemed to pick up on my vibe. “We aren’t going to the bathroom are we?”
“Nope.” I pushed through the door across from the bathroom, marched across the parking lot and into the woods beyond. 
When I finally stopped somewhere deep among the trees Bethany asked, “What are we doing out here?”
“You offered to scream with me in the woods if I ever needed it. I need it.” I gauged her reaction, hoping she didn’t think I was losing my mind. 
She raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “On the count of three?”
I could have kissed her then. Instead, I only nodded. She counted slowly to three then we both sucked in as much air as our lungs could hold and let it out in a scream. I put every shred of fear, frustration, anger, sorrow, and confusion that I’d been keeping bottled up into it. When I ran out of breath, I took another and repeated it, with Bethany joining in. I screamed at the night until my throat was raw and I sagged against a tree feeling drained, but better. 
Bethany smiled at me from where she stood. “All good?”
I could sense her ready to scream some more with me if I needed it. “Yeah.” My voice sounded scratchy. “I’m good now. Need a drink.”
She chuckled and linked arms with me as we walked back toward the diner. When we reached the parking lot, we found both groups headed our way, tension thick among the Children. With the heightened senses of the two groups, they must have heard the screaming even over the din of the diner. Only James and Caius seemed relaxed. 
James glanced at Rowen. “See, I told you.”
Rowen didn’t look happy. He didn’t sound it either when he said, “Was that necessary?”
Bethany nodded. “Absolutely.”
Chelsea let out a shaky breath. “We thought you were being killed. The only reason we didn’t charge straight in there was James and Caius insisting you were both okay.”
“I get Jo.” James shrugged and handed me the drink in his hand. “Sometimes you have to do what you have to do. I think a day like today warrants some screaming.” 
Caius stood with arms crossed, his family arranged around him. Of course, he wasn’t worried I was being killed, he would have known if I was injured. Though his physical stance seemed aloof, he watched me with something akin to concern in his eyes. Did he think I was coming unhinged from the stress?
I took a long drink, emptying the cup. The liquid soothed my raw throat. “I needed to let off some steam. No big deal.”
Rowen came closer as Bethany unlinked arms and skipped over to join our friends. “Jo, this is a lot to handle. It would have been better if Caius hadn’t shared the news with you yet. A lot has been thrown at you in one day.”
“No, I’m glad he did. I’ve had enough of people keeping things from me. Don’t worry, I can handle it.” I shrugged away from the comforting hand Rowen placed on my shoulder. “Are we going to get to this portal or not?”
A scowl crinkled Rowen’s brow and he looked like he wanted to talk further. Thankfully, he only nodded and turned to the others. “Let’s go.”
Everyone moved under the cover of the trees, we didn’t need any mortals freaking out because a bunch of people turned into birds. In moments, a flock of ravens took to the sky, followed by a bunch of too-large-to-be-real birds of prey. At least it was dark so no mortals would see the demonborn in their unusually sized bird forms. 
***
“Her ability to put away unpleasant emotions is her asset and her downfall. It allows her to cope and, at the same time, strips her control.” ~Caius





Chapter 37
 
I soared through the night sky with Rowen flying ahead of me. James and Bethany flew to either side, the others were scattered behind and below me. Somewhere above, higher than any of us could fly, Caius and his family rode the updrafts. 
We’d been in the air for nearly four hours so we had to be almost there. I searched the ground below, wondering where this arch that contained a portal would be. Nothing but pine forests sheeted with snow that reflected the ghostly light of the full moon slid by under us. 
Rowen was angling toward the ground when screeches from above shattered the silence. I rolled in flight as a couple of massive birds tumbled past me, their talons locked into each other and the wind from their passage buffeting me. 
More angry cries rang out as Caius’s family descended toward the ground in the midst of a full-fledged aerial battle with what looked like other demonborn in bird form. I made a full flip to avoid the reaching talons of another bird. Hannah, flying just below me, let out a cry as the talons of yet another dug deep into her black feathered body. The sound of her wing snapping was audible to me as it was crushed against her body. And then the bird released her. 
Hannah fell, her one good wing flapping uselessly as drops of her blood flew through the air. I dove toward her, desperate to reach her though I had no idea what I would do once I did. Even if I managed to catch her in my claws, I wouldn’t be able to lift her or slow her descent enough. If I shifted so I could hold her, we would both fall to our deaths. 
Lilly, her golden feathers streaked with crimson, plummeted past me and reached out with her claws, snatching Hannah from her fall, before diving toward the ground. I hoped Lilly didn’t go nuts over the scent of Hannah’s blood and end up killing her after saving her.
I kept up my dive for the ground. In an aerial battle against the larger demonborn, I was useless. I was still ten feet or so off the ground when white-hot pain ripped down my side. I lost the raven and fell the rest of the way, crashing into the blanket of snow. I did my best to roll with it. The snow acted as a little bit of a cushion and I came out of it relatively unscathed, other than the wound that ran from under my left arm almost to my hip. Not my wound, Caius’s.
Standing knee deep in snow, I held my right hand out letting my energy rush into it. My staff appeared, glowing bright in the darkness. I held my left arm tight against my side, trying to stem the flow of blood. The pain nearly swamped me and I had to force myself to focus on my surroundings. The quiet whisper of the breeze through the snow-covered pines filled the silence as I strained to listen for danger. 
My ears picked up the crunch of a boot in snow. I spun as a demonborn I didn’t recognize burst out of the trees. He charged toward me, changing into his demon half mid-stride. Farther away, obscured by the forest, the sounds of other battles echoed in the night. I sent up a prayer for my friends and faced my own opponent. 
He came at me with his own staff and I knew I was going to lose. I didn’t have the necessary training to take on anything more than an eater. Blood ran down my side, soaking the waistband of my jeans. 
When I had more experience, I would be a match for a demonborn. As it was, I hadn’t fully grown into my powers yet and was already wounded. I ducked a sideways swipe of his staff then danced away from another attack, barely blocking it. The strain of fighting with such a dire injury had me gasping for breath.
Frustration and fear built inside me then turned to anger because he was trying to kill me for things I couldn’t control. Markings flared across my skin as crimson shot through my staff. The borrowed power from Caius flashed through me and rolled down my arm. A fireball blasted the demonborn, throwing him into the trunk of a tree.
Staggered, I stared at my arm. It kept happening on its own and I didn’t know how to control it. It’s not like it helped me much. It didn’t stop him; he was a child of the Hells. 
Unharmed by the flames, he came back at me with a roar. Even in his demon form and roaring, he wasn’t as frightening as Caius had been that first night in the Yukon. Either that or my good sense was draining out with my blood and I was too stupid to be afraid. 
I dodged his staff, barely missed being raked by his claws, and stumbled in the snow as four lines ripped open across my thigh. Another wound that wasn’t mine. The throbbing in my leg matched that in my side. The demonborn moved with speed I couldn’t match. I brought my staff up, blocking his at the last second and got the distinct feeling he was playing with me the way a cat does with its prey.
My shield flickered briefly and then disappeared as I narrowly scrambled out of the way of his next attack and managed a lucky swipe, scoring him across the back. With a howl of rage, he twisted around. His fist caught me in the side of the head and sent me flying into a tree. A broken branch narrowly missed stabbing me, but left a slash that started at the top of my forehead and ended somewhere in my hair. 
Blood gushed from the wound as my momentum carried me past the branch and cracked my skull against the trunk. Everything spun as I staggered drunkenly away from the tree. I’d never been struck in my life, the experience left me dazed and confused. The blood pouring down my forehead blinded me in one eye. Unable to focus through my newly tilting world, there was no avoiding him when he stalked toward me and grabbed me by the throat. I couldn’t breathe as he lifted me off my feet. 
Gripping his arm in both hands, I did my best to kick him. Ignoring my struggles, he reached out with his other hand and dragged his clawed finger across the slash in my scalp. A strangled scream bubbled in my throat from the lance of pain it sent through me. When he brought his bloody fingertips to his mouth and smiled, I nearly fainted.
Lilly crashed into his back, the fangs I remembered so clearly from that night othersiding prominent in her mouth as she ripped his throat out. I fell into the snow gasping for air and trying not to moan from the agony in my side, the fire in my leg, and pounding in my head.
Lilly turned on me with a snarl. Suddenly weary beyond words, I just looked at her. The fog between my ears made it hard to focus. She stalked toward me, her gaze on the blood that melted the snow next to me.
Too tired to care, I pressed my cloak to the wound and sighed. “You know what, you want to eat me, go ahead.”
She swallowed hard, her voice thick in her demon form. “I’m not going to eat you. That would kill Caius and he’s in enough trouble as it is from trying to defend your lot.”
That got my attention. “What do you mean?”
“He bleeds, you bleed. But the injuries you suffer aren’t as deep as his.”
That’s the way it always happened. When Nadia slammed him into a wall and cracked the back of his head, he’d bled more than me. When the silver band had cut and blistered my wrist, his wrist mirrored mine but to a lesser degree and when he took claws to the stomach, his marks were deeper than mine. If one of us bled the other did, but the reflected injury was less severe than the original wound.
“Where is he?” I tried to pull myself up. “Can you take me to him without losing control, Blondie?”
She raised her lip in a snarl. “Nothing, not even the sweet scent of your blood, could induce me to harm Caius.”
I gritted my teeth and started to haul myself out of the snow when she shoved me back down. A second later, another unfamiliar demonborn charged at us. Lilly ran to meet him. 
While they snarled and tore at each other, I staggered to my feet and limped through the snow, holding my side and trying not to pass out from the pain. How I was still on my feet was a mystery to me. I should have been down and going into shock or something. 
From what I could tell, the fight still raged in the forest around me. I paused to lean on a tree, my breath coming harsh through my clenched teeth. I needed to find Caius. Someone was fighting not far from where I stood; I could hear the intensity of it. Four more long scratches opened up across my chest and stomach. 
The sudden addition of more pain made my muscles quiver. The forest tilted and spun. My stomach roiled. I doubled over, holding one hand to the new injuries, and vomited. Fighting the desire to smother my wounds in the snow and go to sleep, I managed to right myself and push forward. I froze a few steps later. 
A branch snapped. Snow cascaded off the low branches of a nearby pine as they quivered. I crouched near a leafless bunch of shrubs; the sudden fear drying my mouth lent me the necessary adrenaline to ignore the pain. 
I watched the pine through the one eye that wasn’t full of blood, and the tears trying to wash it out, with wary resignation. I was in no shape to fight another demonborn. I could only hope if it was one of them, it would be a friendly. The tree quivered again and then a mess of red curls came into view, gleaming in the moonlight. 
Relief made me weak. I let it wash over me for a moment before pushing myself back to my feet. Bethany’s eyes widened as she hurried to me. Other than a large scrape on her forehead, she appeared unscathed. 
“What happened to you?” Worry laced her voice.
“Caius.”
Alarm flashed across her features. “Caius did this to you?”
I shook my head which did weird things to my balance. “Some are his wounds. It’s the bond. One bleeds, the other bleeds.”
Bethany put the arm on my good side around her shoulders and helped support me as we shuffled through the snow. Hopefully any enemy demonborn left wouldn’t come across the bloody trail I left in my wake.  
***
“She was out there somewhere, taking the same injuries as me without a demon side to fall back on, to give her the extra strength needed. My hands were full; I couldn’t seek her out, only focus on the enemy in front of me.” ~Caius





Chapter 38
 
About thirty yards later, we came to the edge of a small clearing where Caius, his cloak gone, was in the process of ripping apart three demonborn. They couldn’t match his speed or his strength. In full demon form with his markings glowing bright, he was terrifying to watch. 
A short way from where he fought, a golden-haired man that looked like he’d been even taller than Caius and possibly just as flawless, lay on the ground with his throat ripped out. Bethany followed my gaze and gasped, her voice thick with disbelief, “He killed a Sentinel. How can he be strong enough to kill a Sentinel?”
That was a Sentinel? Not what I expected. I should have been more disturbed by the sight, but my current condition made it impossible to focus on all the death.
A fourth demonborn on the far side of the clearing from us grabbed a short, slender branch and threw the broken, pointed end toward Caius like a spear. He dodged it easily. The makeshift spear, with the power of a demonborn behind the throw, sailed across the clearing and slammed into me a few inches below my collarbone, knocking me back.
I stared at the branch sticking out of my skin, feeling kind of dazed. It hadn’t gone in that far and I was so strung out on adrenaline, the pain hadn’t hit me yet. “Well, that sucks.”
In the middle of the clearing, Caius roared in anger. The demonborn who had thrown the branch looked in astonishment at me, then at the blood blooming on Caius. A calculating smile split his face as he shifted into a giant eagle and lifted off the ground. Indigo shadows jumped from Caius’s hand toward the bird and missed as one of the three still in the clearing slammed into him. The bird disappeared into the trees before Caius could finish the three he was killing and go after him.
Bethany’s voice calling my name finally cut through the weird fog in my brain. I looked at her curiously. “What?”
The pain hit and I almost passed out. Bethany kept me from falling over. “Should I take it out?”
“Don’t touch it.” Any movement made it hurt worse.
In the clearing, bathed in the bright moonlight, Caius stood in the middle of the trampled snow surrounded by bloody chunks. He morphed back into his human form and sank to his knees, head hanging in exhaustion. I caught a glimpse of bone through the gaping tear in his side and he wasn’t breathing right. The rips across his abdomen still oozed blood down his front and his right leg was soaked in it.
I searched the clearing for his cloak and saw it laying several feet from where I sat. Panting past the pain, I looked Bethany in the eye. “Okay, never mind. Pull it out.”
“What?” Panic filled her voice. 
“I’m not going to try to walk around with this stuck in me and I need to get to him.” I gritted my teeth and tried to stay calm. 
“But it’s in your chest!” 
“I don’t think it hit anything other than muscle.” I gave her a smile that was probably more of a grimace. “If I’m wrong…you can have my sister.”
“That’s not funny.” She looked at Caius then back at me. Resolve hardened her eyes and she grasped the slender branch in a firm grip. I swallowed the moan that tried to escape. With a quick jerk, she yanked it out. Blood, held back by the branch, spilled down my chest. The world went dark. 
“Jo! Oh god’s, Jo! Wake up.” 
My eyes opened and the blurry world slowly came into focus as the shudder-worthy taste of replenisher flooded my mouth. I swallowed it down. It wasn’t enough, it would take more than one vial to fix me, but it might make me functional long enough. I looked toward Caius. I still bled, though not quite as bad, and Caius still kneeled in the center of the clearing. Good, I’d only been out for a few seconds. 
“Get his cloak.” I pointed in the general direction of where it lay. 
While she went to grab it, I forced myself to get up, amazed that I could. It wasn’t easy, but despite passing out for a second, I was still riding an adrenaline high. Taking the cloak from Bethany, I staggered to Caius’s side—my brain was having trouble with the whole balance thing—and dropped to my knees in the muck. Reaching into one of the pockets in his cloak, my fingers closed on his vials of replenisher. 
Caius turned weary eyes in my direction, his face almost gray from blood loss. And then he collapsed backward into the snow. It cut through some of the fog still clogging my head.
“Don’t you dare even think of dying, you stupid demonborn!” I yanked the stopper off the first vial and tipped it into his mouth. It trickled past his lips and I let out a sigh of relief when I saw him swallow it.
 “Fighting a Sentinel,” I growled and pulled the stopper off the second vial then poured it into his mouth. “And then taking on a bunch of asshole demonborn.”
The wounds on his leg and abdomen started to close, and the one on his side looked better. The stopper came off the next vial. This time, his hand met mine and took the vial from me. He downed the contents on his own. I opened the next one while he glared at me through narrowed eyes. 
I glared right back through the one eye I could see out of, the other was still blurry. “Don’t look at me like that. You have no right to be pissed off at me. I wasn’t the one trying to kill everyone at once. I’m not the one on the verge of death.” 
Weakness made my hand shake when I shoved the next vial at him, furious that he dared to glare at me while I saved his life. The anger took the edge off my own pain which was starting to get worse now that my high was wearing off. 
He sat up and drank the next vial. The slash in his side was nearly healed and the puncture in his chest that had mirrored mine was gone. His glare only became more intense and he snapped, “I wouldn’t have died. I would have been down for a while, but not dead. I don’t die easily.”
“Well good for you.” Ticked at his attitude, I stood on shaky legs, whirled around, took two unsteady steps and face-planted in the snow. Oh, duh. I hadn’t healed just because he had. I heard Caius getting up as I barely managed to roll over.
“Josephine.” Irritation filled his voice. “It doesn’t help to try and save me while you continue to bleed.”
He knelt and held my head in his lap while he dug in my pocket for replenisher and opened the first vial. “You know, you could have stopped and taken some of this.”
I swallowed when the nasty liquid hit my tongue. “Bethany gave me one.”
“She should have dumped several down you.” He gave me another of mine then opened one of his own vials. At my questioning look, he said, “You are going to need both to fully heal. Too much demon blood.”
I nearly gagged when he dumped his replenisher down my throat, the taste of tar familiar from when I completed the partial bond. I also had a vague memory of it from the cave. He poured another dose of his into my mouth. The two doses of demonborn replenisher burned through my veins like a flash fire. 
Thankfully, it didn’t last as long or hurt quite as much this time. Then the napalm sensation faded and I was able to sit up on my own, the pain nearly gone as everything finished healing. Even my head felt normal except for the sticky mess of blood all over one side of it.
“Well, at least we’ll both live.” I tried to stand and ended up back on my butt. “I thought that crap healed.”
“It heals wounds and can tide you over if you’re in need of food. It doesn’t put blood back in your veins,” his voice was heavy with the weariness from his own loss. 
I leaned on him. “How short-sighted of the people who concocted it.”
He chuckled and slowly got to his feet, shrugged into his cloak then pulled me up beside him. Together, we managed to support each other as we staggered to the edge of the clearing where Bethany stood watching us with wide eyes. Caius flopped down in the clean snow next to a tree and leaned his back against the trunk, resting his head on the smooth bark. 
I sank next him, leaning on his arm. “Where is everyone?”
Silence reigned in the forest as Bethany scanned the area around us. “I don’t know.” She used the bottom edge of her cloak, wet with snow, to wipe the blood off my face. “Do you think it’s safe to go looking for them?” 
“I don’t think any enemies are still around,” Caius said. 
I looked up at his face, his eyes were closed. “What about the one who threw the branch? He took off while you were still fighting the others.”
“I know.” Caius didn’t open his eyes. “I saw him shift and then take to the sky. Probably to take the news of our biggest weakness to the others who want to see us dead.”
“Our biggest weakness?” I frowned.
He opened his eyes briefly to look at me. “If they attack me, they hurt you and the other way around. If they kill one of us, they incapacitate the other.”
The implications hit me hard. He was right. I might have done better against the demonborn that attacked me if I hadn’t already carried his injury and then been inflicted with his others. Likewise, he would have been better off not getting the same stab or scalp wounds as me. All they needed to do was get one of us, not both.
Bethany gave a weary sigh and said, “I’m going to go traipse around the woods then and see if anyone else made it.”
I nodded. “Don’t get eaten by wolves.”
She stuck her tongue out at me and walked away. I chuckled and moved closer to Caius. Now that the adrenaline rush was all over, the fact I was sitting in snow started to register. I closed my eyes, too exhausted to hold them open. I didn’t sleep though. Tired though I was, I kept my ears tuned to the forest around us, listening for signs of my friends. And even Caius’s family. Lilly had saved my ass, twice, after all.
The cold seeped around me as we sat there in the dark, my breath coming out as vapor. I tried to keep any shivering to a minimum so I didn’t bother Caius. Apparently, I didn’t do a good enough job because, without a word, he opened his cloak, dragged me onto his lap and wrapped the cloak around both of us, his arms locked over me. 
I was too tired to protest. I just laid my head on his chest and let the heat radiating off his body soak through my own cloak and warm me. With the sound of his heart and even breathing in my ear, and the spicy, earthy scent that was uniquely his in my nose, my lids drifted shut. As I faded into sleep, I thought I felt the brush of his lips on my forehead.
***
“Her determination to save my life, even when I didn’t truly need it, warmed me even as her disregard for herself irritated me.” ~Caius





Chapter 39
 
I came back to awareness slowly, though I didn’t bother to open my eyes; they still felt like lead weights were attached to the lids anyway. Something had roused me. Talking, that’s what it was and it was still quietly going on. 
“Didn’t work out too well last time,” someone said. Malik? It sounded like him.
Caius’s voice rumbled in my ear that was pressed against his chest, “It’s under control. There is nothing for you to worry about.” 
“Doesn’t look like it from where I stand.” Malik’s tone was a mix of amusement and apprehension. “And what happened last time will be nothing to what will happen if you do this.”
“I didn’t ask for your opinion. Or for you to remind me of the consequences.” The rough edge of anger entered Caius’s voice. “Like I said, I have it under control.”
“And, like I said, doesn’t look like it.”
“What was I supposed to do, let her shiver half to death?” 
“Ah, brother, if this was all I wouldn’t say a word. But I’ve seen the way—”
Extra heat flared off Caius as a low growl rumbled deep in his chest, cutting Malik short. 
I heard a frustrated sigh. “Fine, brother. You have this under control.”
Was Malik upset Caius was keeping me warm? I ran through their conversation once more and I knew what Malik had been about to say because James had mentioned the same thing. I tried to think of a time I’d seen Caius looking at me the way James and Malik seemed to think he did and couldn’t remember one.
What I could remember was how I felt when I thought he was dying and grudgingly admitted to myself that he was growing on me. He wasn’t just some powerful demonborn I was bound to. And for me, he wasn’t just an ally or friend anymore either. I didn’t know exactly what he was to me or how I felt about him, but it ran deeper than that. 
I drifted back to sleep while still trying to identify what he was to me now. 
When I woke next, it was light. Voices filled the area around us, conversations overlapping each other. Caius had shifted away from the tree at some point and stretched out. Still wrapped in his cocoon of warmth, I was flat on my stomach on top of him, my cheek resting on his chest, my legs on either side of him, and his arms still around me. Heat crept into my face at the intimate position. I lifted my head to look around.
Rowen stood several yards away, his eyes on me and a scowl on his face. 
“Good morning,” Caius said quietly.
“Morning.” I started trying to figure out the best way to get up without making it more compromising than it already was. To distract myself from that thought I asked, “How long did I sleep?”
“About five hours.” Amusement threaded his voice and I looked at his face. His head rested on someone’s balled up crimson cloak as he watched me with the same amusement reflected in his eyes.
More blood rushed to my cheeks as I tried to shift to the side, there had to be a way to untangle myself from his cloak without…touching anything.
With a chuckle, Caius opened his cloak, gripped me around the hips and lifted, dumping me in the snow next to him. The shock of the sudden cold drew a gasp from me and I scowled at him. 
He chuckled again and said, “You looked overheated. Your face was flushed; I thought maybe you needed to cool down.”
The reminder of what had me blushing in the first place raised another one and I looked away before Caius could witness my face spontaneously combust. I tried to convince myself it was no big deal that I’d been sprawled on top of him when I woke. We were both completely clothed. Just staying warm. Never mind that I’d never even come close to a position like that. 
“Hmmm, guess being too warm wasn’t the problem.” I heard him sit up.
The teasing note in his voice only made me blush worse. For once, I didn’t have a sarcastic remark to fling back at him. I wanted to run and hide. Unable to be a complete coward, I schooled my expression into something neutral before finally looking at him. He sat with one knee up, his arm draped across it. I cleared my throat and said, “Thanks for letting me sleep with you.”
 His lips curved into a slight smile and he arched an eyebrow. 
Heat completely filled my face when I realized how that sounded. Retreat was the best option. Especially with the way his golden eyes turned molten and sent unfamiliar, yet not unpleasant, warmth curling into my stomach. I got to my feet, mumbled something about checking on my friends, and walked quickly away.
The churned, bloodstained, half-melted snow and scorch marks in the center of the clearing showed where the shredded demonborn and dead Sentinel had been burned. The sight was like a bucket of cold water. The night before came rushing back. I scanned the people around the edge of the clearing, spotting Malik and Lilly among Caius’s family. It looked like they all fared well.
My thoughts jumped to Hannah, James, and the rest of my friends as I hurried to where they were resting in a melted area among several fires that burned a few inches off the ground. It seemed Caius’s family was taking care of mine.
Rowen’s dark gaze followed me as I drew closer to them. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Hannah, curled up in a pile of crimson cloaks and sound asleep. I guess the demonborn decided to let my side use their cloaks since the cold didn’t affect them. My side. Their side. I wasn’t so sure there were sides dividing our groups anymore. 
Rowen moved to intercept me as I walked toward the fire that Bethany, James, and Aaron sat near. I could guess from the scowl I’d seen when I woke up, he wasn’t happy about me warming up with Caius. Heat crept up my face again at the way that sounded in my head and I tried to correct it. Sleeping with…Sleeping on. Oh for Charon’s sake. It was better if I just didn’t think about it. 
“I need to speak with you, privately,” he said as he strode past me and farther into the trees. 
With a sigh, I followed him. I decided to act like nothing was wrong because technically it wasn’t. Yes, I’d been embarrassed when I woke up. And I was pretty sure Caius flirted with me only because he found my embarrassment funny. 
Rowen finally stopped when we were far enough away the others couldn’t easily overhear and said, “This can’t go any further.”
I frowned, stuffing my hands in my pockets. “What?”
“Whatever is happening between you and Caius. It has to stop, right now.” His dark eyes bored into mine as if he could lift how I felt about the demonborn from my mind. 
I shrugged. “There’s nothing happening.”
“Then what was that?” He pointed in the direction of the clearing and I assumed he meant the way I had slept.
“It was cold. I nearly died. Caius nearly died. We were exhausted and I was freezing. He kept me warm.” I crossed my arms, feeling defensive. 
“He could have started a fire for you, just like the other demonborn did for the rest of us.” Rowen paced in front of me. 
“He was in pretty bad shape before I dumped replenisher down him, so maybe he didn’t want to use his energy creating fire when he could keep me warm with body heat.” 
Rowen came to stop. “This kind of relationship isn’t allowed. Children, angels, and demons do not have relationships with each other.”
“Yeah, well, that didn’t stop Elijah.” He was starting to irritate me now. It wasn’t that I thought I was ever going to have a relationship with Caius. It was the fact that he was telling me I couldn’t that raised a rebellious streak in me.
Rowen took a step closer. “And look how that turned out.”
“Yeah, I exist. I know that sucks for everyone.” Rowen opened his mouth to speak, but I overrode him. “Look, I’ve already been marked for arrest and likely death by someone with the power to make that decision. At least one bitchy Archdemon wants to kill me, and a bunch of demonborn would like to do the same. I broke all the rules just by being born. There were plenty who thought maybe I shouldn’t be allowed to live just because of that. I played by the rules, became the best reaper I could be, and did what the Head of Reapers requested of me and it got me this.” I motioned toward the clearing. 
“So,” I continued, “whatever I decide to do, or not do, in the future will not be based on the rules set by people who want me dead because I exist.”
Without waiting for his reply, I turned around and headed back through the trees until I reached the fires at the edge of the clearing. I hadn’t meant to say so much to Rowen, but his attitude got the better of me. Still fuming, I flopped down next to Bethany and glared at the flames. None of them said anything for a long time, which was good. I needed to stay angry for a little while longer or I would cry and I wasn’t about to do that in front of everyone. 
Finally, Bethany glanced at me. “What’s up with you and Caius?”
I let out an exasperated sigh. “There is nothing up with Caius and me.”
“Okay, okay.” She held up her hands in surrender. “It just looked…”
“He kept me from freezing to death. That’s it. Everyone is free to let it drop now.”
James bit his lip and I could tell he wanted to say something. I shot him a glare. He wisely kept his mouth shut. I was already tired of everyone assuming Caius and I were a thing. Other than that bit of flirting, Caius gave no indication he wanted a thing with me. And, honestly, I didn’t even know how I felt or what I wanted. Or if what I wanted even mattered. When he was just the demonborn I was bound to, it hadn’t been so damn confusing. 
Silence filled the space around our fire and I found myself sorry for stifling the conversation, but I wasn’t sure how to fix it. Or if I wanted to fix it. My friends were all out here in the woods because of me. Some, like Hannah, were still recovering. They nearly died because they made the mistake of standing with me. A chill that had nothing to do with the cold worked its way down my spine as I realized I was a danger to everyone around me.
The pall I’d cast over everything finally broke when several of the demonborn in their giant bird of prey forms coasted into the clearing, dropping bags from their talons before settling into the snow a little further on. 
James turned to watch them with interest. “Looks like the food is here.”
“At least once we’ve eaten, everyone will have enough energy to fly.” Bethany examined a lock of her hair that was stuck together with blood. “Then we can get cleaned up.”
“How are we going to get cleaned up?” I couldn’t even imagine what I must look like. 
“One of Caius’s clan has a safe house about an hour straight flight from here,” Bethany said as I watched Caius and a couple of his siblings walk into the clearing and gather up the bags. He handed several to Malik who came over to our group and gave them to Ryan and Rowen. 
Rowen divvied up the contents of the sacks between all of us, waking Hannah to give her share to her. He said nothing to me as he handed me three cheeseburgers and a bunch of fries. Ryan came by and gave me a couple cans of soda out of another sack. 
Even with the fire, it was still chilly sitting in the icy air with snow all around us, but it didn’t seem too bad as I dug into my food. 
Strength flooded back into my system with each bite swallowed and there was nothing lady-like about the way I ate. Despite the guilt hanging over me, I started to feel better. 
A glance at Bethany showed her to be just as unladylike as me. Chelsea, Hannah, and Fran also tore into their food. In fact, the lot of us reminded me of a pack of hungry, wild dogs at a fresh kill. I chuckled to myself as I shoved another huge bite into my mouth and stuffed some fries in after it. 
By the time the food was gone, I felt like a new woman. Not that it would hold any of us, demonborn or reaper, for long. We were all recovering from the fight; we would burn it off quick. 
After everyone finished and tossed their trash into the fires, which pretty much incinerated all of it on contact, Caius announced it was time to go as Lilly went around putting out the fires. When she finished, she shifted into the golden bird of prey with crimson streaked feathers. 
I sought the raven and shifted easily, the world changing as I saw it through my bird eyes. Caius was the last to shift, his onyx feathers shaded with crimson shimmered in the sunlight. Of the demonborn, only Malik and Lilly matched him in size. I wondered what made the difference between those three and the rest of their siblings. 
We all took off together; the sound of so many wings beating the air at once ricocheted among the trees. Once we cleared the treetops, Lilly led us almost straight west. It was nice to be the raven for a bit. My black feathers shielded me from the frigid air and soaked up the weak warmth of the sun. 
Though the demonborn soared above us, they didn’t keep to the same high altitude as before. I was surprised to feel relief at having them closer. 
***
“Her blushes were amusing. It had been a long time since I’d been around someone so innocent.” ~Caius 





Chapter 40
 
We were in the air for just over an hour when Lilly folded her wings and plunged toward the ground at an incredible speed. The rest of them followed in the same fashion, each one throwing out their wings and drawing up just short of the ground before landing. I got the feeling they were showing off. 
Rowen and the rest of us took a more leisurely path down. I eyed the house as I dropped gently toward the back of it with everyone else. It looked huge with a long driveway that curved off into the trees. The nearest house I could see was a good mile or so away to the south. No power lines crossed the landscape, but solar panels lined the roof and a wind generator stood off to one side.
 Rowen left the raven before he touched down and hit the ground walking. I waited until my feet were resting in the sheet of deep snow before changing. I’d had enough of falling out of the air.
Once shifted, I took a look around. The ‘safe house’ turned out to be a sprawling two-story log cabin with a walkout basement and decks that ran all the way around it.  Smoke drifted up from the two chimneys. I wondered who lived there and if they knew who, or rather what, was coming. 
A couple stepped out of the basement entrance as the last of us were shifting. Their lack of surprise led me to believe they knew exactly who had literally dropped in. They smiled in welcome, but it seemed guarded. 
Lilly stopped to speak a few words to the couple before turning and saying, “Everyone, this is Sarah and Peter.  Treat them well.”
 They nodded and followed her into the house.
I raised an eyebrow at Rowen. “I guess we don’t need to hide what we are?”
“They are…Lilly’s.” His mouth twisted in distaste. “They will never speak of anything they see.”
Ah, she’d bound them to her. It gave us a safe place to clean up, but still made me uneasy. These people, although free to go about their lives when she wasn’t here, were basically her slaves when she was here. They would do what they were told, no matter what. It creeped me out. 
Creeped out or not, there wasn’t much choice so I followed everyone in, shedding my cloak into the hamper Peter placed by the back door. 
The house was immaculate inside and I kicked off my boots next to the door in a row with everyone else’s while Sarah told us the house was equipped with heat on demand so cloaks could be washed at the same time showers were taken in the three full bathrooms.
I hung back, sitting at the wide island in the kitchen so I wouldn’t get anything dirty, waiting to take my shower until others had a chance to use them. I may be icky, but most of the demonborn did more fighting than any in my group. They were just as bad, or worse, than me. More than a few cloaks were going to need to be repaired after they were washed. 
Sarah placed snacks and food all over the counter while her husband carried dirty cloaks to the laundry. I didn’t want to eat any of the food; it felt like I was contributing to the bond forced on the couple. The giant plate full of chocolate chip cookies overruled my good intentions. 
I wasn’t alone in digging in, everyone in both groups that weren’t showering descended on the arrayed food as if we hadn’t just eaten an hour ago. The soft cookies, packed with plenty of chocolate chips were unbelievably delicious and for a few minutes, I lost myself in the simplicity of them while I let my gaze take in the house.
From where I sat, it appeared the ground floor was covered in large, pale tiles. Warm woods trimmed the doors and made up the cabinets. The counters under the piles of food were a pale rose marble. It combined into a whole that was welcoming, bright, and open. For some reason, I still kept expecting demon crash pads to be dressed up in cliché blacks and other dark, dungeony colors.
By the time I stuffed myself full of both sugar and real food, most of the others had filtered out of the kitchen, having eaten and showered. Their voices drifted in from the living room. Bethany came in the kitchen wearing a shirt and a pair of sweats I’d never seen before, her damp curls a little wild around her head. “Oh, yum, cookies!”
I was just about to reach for another sumptuous morsel when Sarah approached me. “It’s your turn, dear.”
A couple of demonborn and a few reapers still lingered over the food while they chatted good-naturedly. I glanced at them and shook my head. “I’ll wait until everyone else is done.” 
After all, it was my fault everyone was in this condition to begin with. If not for me, they would all be going about their normal lives. 
Sarah stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Forgive me, but I have been informed it is your turn.”
“By who?” I folded my arms.
“Lilly. Her brother requested it and she made it an order for me to show you to the shower.” Sarah twisted her fingers together.
“Fine.” I ground my teeth together. How dare Caius have Lilly order these people about on my behalf. I was quite capable of getting to the shower when I was ready. Sarah didn’t need to get in trouble over it though, I’d already done enough damage to the people around me as it was, so I slid off the bar stool at the island and followed her through the house.
The demonborn reclined around the living room in various states of dress. Apparently, modesty wasn’t a big deal among them. One of the demonborn women, I couldn’t remember her name, strolled through the room in her bra and underwear much to the consternation of several reapers.  
Lilly curled against the arm of one of the sofas in a pair of tiny shorts and a soft pink cami with a bunny, of all things, on the front. She had the same half-moon design on her forearms that Caius did. 
Although they all sported pretty much the same tattoos around their shoulders with only minor variations, a glance around the room on my way by showed Malik was the only other one with the forearm designs. I wondered what it meant as I made my way up the stairs.
The tile flooring was replaced with plush carpeting on the second level. I padded quietly after Sarah as she led me down a short hallway and pointed at one of the doors. “This is the bathroom. Fresh towels have already been placed in there. You will find clean things to wear through the next door down.” 
I thanked her and stepped through the first door. The bathroom was roomy with the kind of shower that was tucked around behind a wall, so no curtain necessary. My shirt was glued to my body with dried blood, my jeans the same. It took a bit to peel everything off. 
The hot water ran red while I got wet and began the task of rinsing the matted mess of my hair. Fruity scented shampoo went a long way to removing all of the blood from my hair, but it still took three washes before the suds quit turning pink. By then, the water and shampoo running down my body during rinse broke loose most of the dried muck on my skin so washing the rest of me went faster.
A stack of towels rested on a narrow table just outside the shower. I exited the bathroom with one around my hair and one secure around my body and made my way to the room next door.
I found my cloak, freshly washed, on the bed. A deep red, long sleeved t-shirt and a pair of black pants were also folded on the bed, a pair of lacy underwear discreetly tucked between them, and a pair of socks next to the stack. A plastic bag with a small hairbrush, unopened toothbrush, and sample sized toothpaste rested next to the socks. I held up the underwear. Lace? What in the nine hells? Oh, well, I guess I should just be glad there were any. At least they looked brand new.
 The shirt hugged my body close, showing off my narrow waist. The V in the neck dipped lower than I would have normally worn, but beggars can’t be choosers. I was just glad my chest was a modest size or the V would have felt more revealing. The pants fit well too. Somehow, they weren’t too big or too long. Since I was the shortest person in the house, I wasn’t sure how that was possible. I brushed out my damp hair then made use of the wonderful toothbrush and paste. I finally felt normal again as I pulled my cloak on. Well, as normal as I ever have anyway.
After placing the towels and my soiled clothes in a hamper, I turned to leave the room and then jumped back. Zane, one of Caius’s brothers, stood in the doorway. 
I steadied myself, refusing to back up any further. Trying to sound unconcerned that a demonborn who had never spoken to me now blocked my exit, I asked, “What’s up?”
“You should set him free.”
“What?” Confused, I waited for him to answer.
I held my ground as he took another step into the room and said, “You should set Caius free. His attempt to help you has every possibility of him ending up dead, or pushed to play cards that should be kept off the table. You have split the demonborn. There was a time, not so long ago, that any of the demonborn would have stood behind him. But you, you are too much even for them.”
“If you think I’m so horrible, then why are you here?” I crossed my arms and rested my weight on one foot, irritated that he was hitting a sore spot in me. Not that I would let him see that.
“I am here for Caius, not you. I may not agree with my brother, but I will always stand with him.” He glowered at me. “That doesn’t mean I think any of this is a good idea. Caius would be better off dealing with the broken bond than the events building around you.”
I scowled back at him. “The only way for me to break the bond is to die.”
“Then so be it.” He shrugged. 
Stunned, I almost backed up a step. Forcing myself to stay still I asked, “You want me dead?”
“I care only for my brother. I couldn’t care less what happens to you. Right now, all I can see is you going down and dragging Caius with you. I’m sure you don’t care about what happens to him, but you should think about your friends. I have a lot of respect for Rowen and you will drag him down as well. Him and everyone who stands with you.” He shook his head. “This won’t stop. Your mix of bloods combined with your bond to Caius has started a chain of events. Neither side can afford to turn a blind eye.”
“So I should just die because of what I am?” 
“We are lucky it’s only you who the Sentinels are after at this point.” His expression turned colder, though I wasn’t sure how that was possible. “Although, after the one Caius killed, I doubt that will be the case for long. An action he took on your behalf. Just like when he gave you his blood to save your life. You are at the center of everything that has happened to those in this house.”
When I didn’t have an answer to his accusations, his expression turned considering. “Perhaps, you are too selfish to care who dies trying to defend something that shouldn’t exist in the first place.”
His words sparked anger inside me. “Something? I’m not a something. I’m a person.”
“No.” He shook his head and moved toward the door. “You aren’t a person. You’re a catalyst. You bring destruction with you everywhere you go. Even your mother died because of you.”
Fury whipped through me and I could feel the markings prickle across my skin. “My mother died of cancer. I didn’t cause that.”
“You didn’t cause the cancer, you caused her death. Miranda could have returned to Midtween when she was diagnosed. A good dose of replenisher and a couple of months in Midtween and she would have been fine. She couldn’t come back because it would have exposed you.” He pointed a finger at me. “Victoria as well, but her mix is far less damaging than yours. The fact your mother kept you shielded up until the moment of her death shows she knew that. So, yes, she died because of you.” He turned and left, the door shutting behind him with a light bang.
***
“Words have more power than most understand.” ~Caius





Chapter 41
 
I stood rooted to the floor. If his words hadn’t lined up with my own thoughts, I could have brushed them away. If he hadn’t pointed out the fact my mother could have come back—something I hadn’t even considered before—but didn’t in order to try and keep me off the radar… He was right. I was endangering all of my friends, Caius, and all of his siblings. I could even be endangering Victoria. They could use her against me. 
I hadn’t forced any of them to be a part of this, but they still showed up because of me. Hannah had nearly died because of me. The image of Caius’s bloodied form on his knees in the snow came unbidden to my mind. It wasn’t fair, but the fact remained that by merely existing, I brought trouble to everyone’s doorstep. 
Caius hadn’t said a word to me, or even looked at me, since we got up that morning. Maybe now that he’d had time to think about it, he was realizing the same thing. I was forced to face the fact that if Caius determined he was done with this and decided to kill me, there was nothing I could do about it. Even Rowen seemed wary of a direct confrontation with Caius.
I wasn’t ready to die. In fact, everything that had happened made me all the more determined to live. If nothing else, just to spite everyone who wanted me dead. Even so, I couldn’t find it in myself to blame Caius if he was thinking about breaking the bond. Like me, he was led to believe we were going to fetch a dagger to stop the Lost. He hadn’t bargained for this mess. 
Anger and hurt from the sharp truth of Zane’s words coursed through me. The older Children, who were supposed to be my family, had turned away from me. Plenty in the heavens had turned away from me before I’d ever become a problem. Even Elijah had walked away before I was born. 
A problem, a mess, a catalyst. Those were the words that described me now. None of it applied to me as a person, just to my mix of genetics. In the end, I didn’t matter. Just my genetics and those were dangerous.
Tears threatened to rise; I tried to blink them back. I couldn’t hide out in this room forever and I’d be damned if my expression gave away the turmoil in my mind. Unfortunately, James came looking for me before I could get everything under control.
“Jo? You still in here?” he asked as he cracked the door just enough to speak through it.
I blinked furiously, trying to get the tears to go away. Normally I was better at covering this kind of thing up, but between almost drowning to death, the fight in the forest, and Zane, the last twenty-four hours had rubbed my nerves and emotions raw. “Yeah, I’ll be out in a minute.”
“Hey, what’s the matter?” James poked his head around the door, concern on his face. 
“Nothing. It’s all good.” I wiped at my eyes and tried to plaster on an expression that said I was okay.
“Are you…crying?” The incredulous tone of his voice reminded me that none of my friends had seen me cry. Ever. 
“No.” I wiped another traitorous tear from the edge of my eye before it could fall.
“What’s wrong, babe?” James came into the room and pulled me into a hug.
I shook my head. “Nothing. Just something Zane said. I’m fine.”
“Jo, you’re crying,” he pointed out. “You never cry.”
“S’okay,” I mumbled into the shoulder of his newly cleaned cloak. 
“No, it’s not.” He stepped away from me, anger blooming on his face. “What did Zane say?”
I shrugged, unwilling to go into it with him. “Nothing, don’t worry about it. He was right anyway.”
He spun on his heel and marched out the door. I followed behind him. “It isn’t a big deal, I’m just tired.”
James glanced over his shoulder at me, but he didn’t stop. “I’ve seen you exhausted and wounded from eaters and never cry. I’ve seen you pulled out of nearly dying in a watery grave and you didn’t cry.”
As we neared the living room, voices floated up the stairs.
“—was guarding the arch. I guess the Sentinels decided that was the best way to catch us.”
“How did you manage to kill a Sentinel?” I heard Bethany ask.
Whatever Caius’s answer was going to be, he never got a chance to say it. James stormed into the room full of righteous indignation and planted himself right in front of Zane. “What did you say to Jo?”
Irritated, I hung back. Why would I want to confront Zane when I felt he was right? Aaron moved to stand near James as if worried about his safety. 
Zane merely glanced in my direction before returning his attention to James. “The truth. What I’m sure everyone is thinking, but no one wants to say.”
Zane held everyone’s attention. Caius asked, “What truth?”
I slipped into the kitchen. My boots were still lined up by the back door along with everyone else’s.  I pulled them on and stepped out the back door while Zane answered. 
The shutting door cut off the sound of a bunch of voices raised in argument. The fact I could easily pick out my friends defending me before it fully closed only raised my irritation to a slow-burning anger. I would never be able to make them see sense. 
Whether Caius continued the bond or not, I couldn’t allow them to traipse all over who-knows-where with me. I couldn’t let them keep putting themselves in danger to help me. This mess wasn’t their making. It wasn’t my making either. Regardless, I was at the center of it whether I wanted to be or not.
Though there wasn’t any breeze, it was still freezing cold. The weak sunshine did nothing to offset the air temperature or the icy chill of the piled snow. I pulled the hood of my cloak up and moved away from the door since I could still hear everyone’s voices filtering through it. Listening to the argument would only irritate me more and anger seemed to come too easily to me since the heavy infusion of Caius’s blood. 
Maybe the cold would cool off my emotions. I walked through the snow until I stood at the edge of the forest that stood thick around the perimeter of the yard. Taking deep, slow breaths I tried to calm my inner turmoil. My heart still ached from what Zane had said about my mother. Anger at the truth of everything else battled with the hurt. 
Lifting the neck of my cloak and shirt, I peered at my shoulder; markings that matched Caius’s glowed as they prickled over my shoulder and made their way down my upper arms. They were brighter since he’d given me his blood. 
I let the fabric fall back and glared at the forest. I really was a mashup of it all. And dangerous because of it. There were too many lies, too many unknown players, too much I didn’t know. 
Shifting into the raven, I took to the sky. The arch must have been near the clearing since it seemed a Sentinel was standing guard there. I couldn’t find the other key without Caius. That would have to be figured out later. Right now, I needed to lose my friends. Caius too. Between seemed the ideal place to do it since no one went there. It wasn’t familiar to me, but it wouldn’t be to any of them either. All the easier to get lost in it.
Fueled by the negative emotions I still hadn’t gotten a handle on, I flew faster than I ever had before. The forest practically streaked by below me. I was so intent on watching for the clearing, I nearly missed the massive shadow skating across the snow just behind me. I glanced over my back. The sunlight reflected off the familiar black and crimson feathers.
Damn it! I dove into the forest, using the trees for cover as I swerved in and out of them. The shadow shifted as Caius matched my every move. Being followed by him only stoked my anger. Why couldn’t he just leave me alone? 
The clearing flashed by. I made a sharp turn, scanning the ground frantically. There it was. The arch of ancient-looking stone stood in a thick grove of pines. I darted among them, thankful for my smaller wing span. The close-packed pines would make it difficult for Caius to follow with any speed. 
A shrill, whistling cry made me glance back. Apparently, he was as agile in the trees as he was above them. The arch loomed in front of me. It would be easier if I shifted back to my human form and stepped through it, but I didn’t have time. Only a few more feet and I would be in the portal.
A blow from the side and slightly above sent me cartwheeling wing over wing into the snow. I shifted as I rolled and came up coated in white and seething mad. How dare he knock me out of the sky! It was hard to storm back to the arch while wading through knee-deep snow, but I managed. 
Caius stood in front of it with vivid golden-red markings slowly climbing his neck, his eyes glowing, and a dark storm of fury on his face. His cloak hung open and I could see the markings, overlaying the tattoos that ran down the sides of his body, flaring through his black t-shirt. 
Not even a hint of fear coiled through me at the sight him on the verge of losing it to the point of his demon half taking over. My fury matched his and I could feel the reflected markings prickle across my skin as I stalked toward him.
He glowered at me, his face a stony mask of rage. “Do you truly wish to die?”
Was he offering? The thought only whipped my anger into a frenzy. “You should have let me go.”
“Do you have any idea what trying fly through a portal at that speed would have done?” His voice was a low growl.
I didn’t have any idea because I’d never tried it, but that wasn’t the point. 
It seemed Caius thought it was the point because he continued, “You might as well have been flying straight into the front of a semi going highway speeds.”
Okay, so trying to fly through the portal like that hadn’t been a good idea. So what? I wasn’t in the mood to discuss the pros and cons of my attempted escape. “Get out of my way.”
“No.” He planted his feet. “You want to get yourself killed because of what Zane said? Then go ahead and try to move me.”
“Zane was right!” I spat, furious that he wouldn’t move and more so over the fact that I didn’t have the strength to make him. “I bring destruction wherever I go and endanger everyone. Let me pass.”
He folded his arms. “No.”
The word bound up my frustration and fury into a white-hot brand and fire exploded around me in a swirling storm. It roiled in an expanding ball of flames. Out of control, it scorched the trees and melted the snow. 
It built like a pressure inside me, threatening to overwhelm me. I couldn’t squelch the anger feeding it any more than I could halt the flames. My skin felt too tight. Through the sphere of fire, I saw Caius blur and then he stood inside it with me. 
“Let it go.” He shouted over the roar of the flames. “You can’t handle this much yet.” His next words came out as snarl, “Let it go before you kill yourself.”
His order only made the blaze more intense as I glared at him, the pressure inside my head made it hard to keep anything under control. Things I hadn’t meant to say spilled out when I yelled, “Why does it matter? It’s just a broken bond. It’s better for everyone. I don’t matter!”
 His hands shot out. Grabbing the sides of my face, he dragged me against his body, his voice rough as he said, “You matter.” 
I felt some of the pressure drain off me and into him the second before his mouth crushed down on mine. Shock flooded my system as his tongue teased my lips open and swept inside. His lips, hard and soft at the same time, ignited a whole different kind of fire that had nothing to do with the real flames that raged around us. 
My eyes closed. I leaned into Caius, my hands gripping the front of his shirt as my own tongue mimicked the movements of his. Timidly at first, and then with growing confidence as he led the seductive dance between our mouths. 
Beneath my hands, a tremor ran through the hard muscles of his abdomen. My pulse quickened and my stomach fluttered, my knees growing weak. Our breathing grew ragged. One of his hands dug into my hair, holding my face to his as the kiss deepened further. Heat flared off Caius’s skin as his other arm pulled me tight against him.
And then as abruptly as the kiss began, it ended. I staggered forward a step into the place he’d been, my eyes flashing open. The flames were gone. Only blackened trees, scorched earth, and a wide ring of melted snow remained as evidence. Confusion, shock, and a whole host of other feelings had doused the anger inside me as I stared at Caius who now stood several feet away.
My lips tingled. “What was that for?”
“You needed to calm down before the power got out of hand any further.” Though he sounded calm, his eyes were molten and stormy and he stood absolutely still, as if he forced himself to remain in that spot. 
“And you decided kissing me was the best way to achieve that?” I wrapped my arms around my middle. My insides were so muddled and tangled up I hadn’t even begun to process how I felt about his tactic. His words, “you matter,” echoed in my thoughts.
“It worked, didn’t it?” 
Without the anger to sustain me, despair attempted to crawl into the space left behind. “Please, let me go. There are too many things going wrong. Too many lies. Only you, me, and the Heads were ever supposed to know about this. We barely left Midtween the first time and already your mother knew. A few days later, everyone knew. Outside of those at Lilly’s, we don’t even know who we can or can’t trust, who’s with us and who isn’t. We don’t know what to prepare for. What I do know is that I have a giant target painted on me and I can’t endanger my friends anymore.”
He glanced around at the destruction I’d wrought, the tension easing from him a bit. “I’m not disagreeing with you about the lies and unknowns, but we could use having at least Malik and Lilly along.”
I shook my head unable to endanger even them. I looked away from him. “You should stay too. I’m the one everyone wants dead.”
 “Not a chance.” 
When I didn’t respond, I heard him move through the muck the melted snow left behind. He hooked a finger under my chin and tipped my face up. “We share a partial bond, everyone knows that too. The target is painted on both of us.”
“What are we going to do?”
Caius sighed, dropping his hand away from my face. “We’ll keep trying to find the keys to the dagger. Whatever else is going on, we still have to try and stop the Lost. And, once we get done hunting for keys in the Between, we come back and try to find out who decided to get us killed by talking when they shouldn’t have been.”
What? Come back? No, that wouldn’t keep anyone safe. When I started to protest, he interrupted and said, “I’m not the only one who was searching for you. If you truly want to keep your friends out of this for now, get through the portal.”
I looked at the woods around us, still reeling inside from the kiss. It wouldn’t take them too long to find the evidence of my being here. Arguing wouldn’t do much good anyway, it’s not like I could force him to stay. I walked toward the arch. “Fine.”
Caius joined me beneath it and I was surprised when he took my hand just before the scenery started to waver. Then I remembered we needed to be holding hands in order to end up in the same place in Between. Confusion over his kiss tumbled through my mind. At the same time, guilt for just disappearing without a word to my friends filled me, even though I knew it was the best thing I could do. I’d been told how dangerous Between was, I couldn’t drag them into that. And I couldn’t make them targets alongside me either. 
As the snowy forest faded from view and gave me my first look at Between, I could only hope they would forgive me someday. 
 
***
“Words may be powerful, but actions speak far louder. As we set foot on the path that put us back to traveling alone, I hoped I could remember we don’t always get what we want.” ~Caius
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The path widened enough the next day we were able to walk next to each other. Although neither of us said anything, the moodiness seemed to have left Caius and it was a comfortable kind of silence. 
It was late afternoon when Caius stopped abruptly, his entire being almost humming with tension. I froze; all of my senses on high alert as I scanned our surroundings for whatever it was that had tattoos starting to glow on the half-demon at my side 
A man leaned against a tree not far ahead. The contrast between the sunlight and the deep shade made it difficult to make out his features. Something about him dried my throat as fear knotted my stomach. 
Caius took a step forward and in doing so placed himself partially in front of me. Now, I could say that I’m a strong female and don’t need a man to defend me, but nope. Not even going there. I hadn’t even gotten a clear look at the guy and it was enough to make me happy to let Caius take the lead on this. 
One day, when I got a handle on things, I would supposedly be formidable. This was not that day and I wasn’t too proud to admit it nor stupid enough choose this moment to get all woman-hear-me-roar.
The man stepped from the shadows and walked toward us. Or maybe he glided, it was so graceful. Black hair hung to his waist in a straight, shiny fall. Though Caius had always seemed perfection of the human form to me, this man could almost make Caius seem average. Almost. 
When he came to stop in front of is, his height held my attention. He had to be head and shoulders taller than Caius, which made me feel absolutely shrimpy. Caius inclined his head slightly. “Hades.”
I nearly choked and my heart rate jumped into a gallop. Hades? As in the Greek god, Hades? I couldn’t help the tremble that started in my knees and worked its way up my body. Sentinels and demons wanting me dead weren’t enough? Now I had a god after me too? If he wanted me dead, I was screwed. Not even Caius could defeat a god. Without realizing it, I had reached out and snagged a handful of the back of Caius’s shirt. I didn’t know why, only that I needed some connection to keep the sudden terror at bay.
In my fear, I had missed part of the conversation. 
“…relax, Caius.  I’m not here to kill you.”
“Maybe not, but there are very few I trust these days.” Caius shifted, putting me behind his back a little more. 
“Now, Caius, is that any way to behave with an old friend?” Hades said smoothly and moved to where he could see me better. My trembling increased under the weight of his black eyes. “I merely wanted to get a look at the one who has everything in chaos. Shame on you for hiding her heritage.”
I glanced up at Caius’s face. I could only see the side, but if the tension in his jaw was any indication, he wasn’t pleased to see Hades. I couldn’t blame him. I did envy his calm as he faced someone who could obliterate him. Or maybe he wasn’t completely calm, but he seemed more pissed than scared. I would take that, too. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find any anger in myself to latch on to. Only quivering fear. Then again, I was facing a kind of devil.
Hades’s expression became one of affront. “I am not a devil.” 
I stared at him in shock. Could he read my mind?
“Yes, I can.” He glanced at Caius. “Does she really believe all of that forked tail and pitchfork stuff?”
“She was raised in the mortal world, with all of their stories.” Caius’s voice was still guarded as he moved his arm back to block me a little more. I placed my other hand on the rock-hard muscle of his forearm. 
“Oh yes,” irritation flashed across Hades’s face, “those.”
He took in Caius’s stance and me tucked behind him and raised a perfect eyebrow. “Protective aren’t we?”
“We share a partial bond, what happens to her happens to me.”
“Except death.” Hades held up a finger. “That you would survive.”
A growl rumbled low in Caius’s chest and I could feel the vibration in his arm.
“Just a correction of your statement, nothing more.” Hades smirked and turned his attention back to me. “Such a little thing to cause so much trouble.” 
Heat flared on Caius’s skin when Hades walked around him, reached toward me and hooked one of his long, perfectly manicured, nails under my chin, forcing me to look into his black eyes. I fell into them, drowning in their dark depths as they filled the world around me. My hand tightened on Caius’s arm until my nails dug into his skin. 
“Enough.” Caius’s command was sharp.
Hades chuckled and suddenly the world was normal again. He gazed down at me with interest. “She’s fantastic. I can’t wait to see her grow into her powers.” He placed his finger against his lips as he regarded me. “I won’t even have to wait that long. Your blood is maturing her faster.”
Okay, terrified I may have been, but the way he continued to talk about me like I was a show dog was starting to irritate me. I welcomed the spark of anger that welled inside. It helped to balance the fear. 
Hades smiled down at me. “And she has some spunk. If you two finish the bond, you will be unstoppable. And it would have to be you, Caius. Though I suppose Malik, or even Lilly, could do it.”
If I had thought Caius was tense before it was nothing to now. Heat rolled off him as the tattoos glowed bright and I knew he was close to becoming his demon half. I dug my nails in harder, feeling the crescent marks form on my own skin as blood welled in them. I couldn’t worry about that now. I needed to remind him he was facing a god. 
“Do calm down, Caius. I wasn’t seriously suggesting Malik take your place in this. And I would never dream of revealing your secret to the world.” Hades took a step back, putting space between us. “I’m having far too much fun watching everyone scurry around like a bunch of frantic ants. I can’t wait to see the looks on their faces when it comes out, and eventually, it will. With the kind of enemies you have now, you will have to play that card at some point.”
He glanced at me before turning his attention back to Caius. “I always liked the Morrigan. We had many nice chats. I won’t stand in the way of the Child or tip your hand.”
If he liked the Morrigan, then why was he okay with my existence? Shouldn’t he hate me because I was going to destroy her?
Hades’s black eyes came back to me. “My dear little one, you haven’t a chance in the universe of destroying the Morrigan. End her yes, but never destroy.”
I finally found my voice. “If you aren’t the devil, what are you?”
“I’m a god, young one. I thought that was clear.” He flicked his eyes at Caius. “She isn’t lacking in intelligence, is she? That would be unfortunate.”
Another growl rumbled through Caius and Hades waved a hand at him like one would a dog. “I didn’t mean anything derogatory by it. Merely a question. I wasn’t aware the mortal world had fallen so far in their knowledge. I really should pay more attention to it.
“To answer your question, little Morrigan, I am not the devil. Even in the mortal world, I believe that title belongs only to Lucifer who isn’t a pointy-tailed, pitchfork-wielding kind of guy.” Hades sighed as if disappointed I didn’t know this. “He isn’t even the evil thing the mortals believe him to be. Merely a high-ranking angel that fell because he disagreed with some of the politics in the Heavens.”
Yeah right, because non-evil people regularly keep pits of eternal fire to torture souls in. If I were braver I would have rolled my eyes. Or at the very least scoffed. 
Hades gave me an indulgent look. “Every soul needs a place to go, even the sadistic and evil ones. I mean really, would you suggest that a child molester go to the Heavens? No, you wouldn’t. No soul reaches the pits without cause. And only the most despicable ever see the pits anyway. You forget, there are many levels to the Hells in the underworld.”
He shook his head and sighed. “It really is a shame they have forgotten so much in the mortal world.” He fixed me with a firm look. “Politics, my dear, are the only thing that separates the Heavens and the Hells, nothing more. There are plenty of good people who belong to the Hells, like Caius here. And just as many who aren’t good who belong to the Heavens. Remember that, little one.”
Looking back at Caius he said. “It was good to see you, my friend. Perhaps when we meet next, it will be under circumstances that don’t generate so much distrust.”
“Perhaps it will.” Caius still hadn’t moved and heat still bled through his shirt along with the glow of the tattoos. 
Hades gave me one more appraising look before disappearing into the shadows under the trees.
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