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


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue
 
   Kevin paused for just a moment to read the “Cash Only” and “Restroom is for customers only” signs on the glass door of 4357 N Western Avenue in Chicago. It was just after 3 a.m., and of course the diner was open. Apparently there was a phone inside, and a massive sign on one entire wall of the establishment highly recommended ham on the bone.
 
   But that wasn’t what Kevin was after.
 
   His green eyed gaze slid from the signs to the glass itself, and his vision adjusted. There were two couples inside and a group of five kids, teenagers. The couples had that traveling look about them, worn from the road, red-eyed and frizzy-haired. They were clean but for that inside-of-the-car residue that sticks in the pores and gums up the joints and smells like exhaustion.
 
   The kids, on the other hand….
 
   Kevin lowered his head. His gaze sharpened, his green eyes shifting into yellow, then orange and finally red. He peered hard – and listened. Three boys, two girls. They weren’t speaking to one another, but their bodies told a story without words. Bouncing legs, hands that combed through sweaty hair, eyes that darted to one another, then out the windows, and throats that worked nervously were side-bars and footnotes to the truly telling side-effect of their night. Their hearts were beating with a terrible restlessness, hard and painful and full of desperate life that was begging to hang on but was overworked.    
 
   Kevin would guess meth, from the smell of it. There was some cocaine in there somewhere too, and a shit load of hard liquor. But it didn’t matter. None of it would have any effect on him.
 
   All he wanted – all he needed – was the beating heart. The fact that it was beating for all it was worth, as if there were no tomorrow, was even better.
 
   Kevin glanced over his shoulder at the shadows moving in the street behind him. Lightning sizzled across the sky overhead. Chicago was in turmoil and had been since around the time Michael and his slut had done the deed. But it wasn’t the Culmination. 
 
   Not just yet. In fact, the big “C” was what he and the others were supposed to prevent from happening. By killing the last of the archesses. Whoever she was.
 
   Later. Right now, Kevin was hungry, and he could sense his brothers were too. They moved closer to the diner behind him, creeping from their places in the darkness as if unsure. They were undergoing epiphanies, the lot of them. And they were suddenly as drawn to this edible pain relief as he was.
 
   As he’d always done, he led the way, pulling the door open and stepping inside. 
 
   It was relatively quiet inside; the sounds of traffic and thunder were muted from behind the glass. But the quiet didn’t last long, as the other Adarians piled in slowly one after the other behind Abraxos. Little by little, the conversation within the diner stopped. All eyes were on the newcomers now.
 
   Kevin didn’t wonder why. What a scene they must have made.
 
   There was a time, what felt like an eternity ago, that Kevin had gone by another name. He’d sported it proudly, as proudly as his wings. He’d been handsome then, and he’d known it, and those who’d followed him in what would eventually become an uprising in the angel realm, were just as beautiful. Angels always were. And the more powerful they were, the more glorious that beauty.
 
   Outwardly, their appearances were little different now. They were minus their wings, and their skin was a tad more pale. Perhaps their eyes burned with fire rather than light; their expressions held a wealth of emotion, and their gazes were trapped in memory. Every single one of them had known murder from both sides of the coin. Most of them knew betrayal, and that was worse. 
 
   But they were still beautiful. Very much so. It was just a scary beautiful now.
 
   The waitress behind the bar looked at them warily and back-stepped a bit. Her hand slid into her apron, where Kevin could see the outline of some sort of touch screen phone. Good instincts, that one. He ignored her, though. Even in this new fear of hers, her heart beat too slowly.
 
   The couple at the far end of the diner were seated on the vinyl spin chairs up against the dining bar, and those chairs turned slowly beneath their tense bodies. Their exhausted faces adopted looks of fear. Kevin recognized the look so well, he ignored it.
 
   He’d wager around seven of the men who’d formerly been Adarians had managed to come into the diner by the time Kevin reached the table with the ravers. The five kids stilled in their seats, as much as their bodies hated to do so, and five pairs of eyes stared up at him. The kid nearest to him was unfortunately the cleanest. His heart beat more slowly than the others, more calm. There was not nearly as much blood racing through its chambers as there was in the heart next to him, not nearly as much life as hers.
 
   The girl beside him had blonde hair with blue streaks in it and was wearing way too much eyeliner; it choked the skin around the eye and drained the blue out of the iris, dimming its color. What was it with kids like this and eyeliner? It never looked good. What possessed them to think it actually did? No matter, though. In the end, the caretaker would wipe it all off and attempt to make her look like a kid again for her grieving parents. She would accomplish in death a post-mortem appearance of innocence that she’d long-since lost in life. Kevin supposed that was the silver lining.
 
   He leaned over, bracing one strong arm on the table. He met her gaze.
 
   The kid closest to him swallowed hard. 
 
   And then Kevin blurred into action, shoving his other hand through the girl’s chest. Bone crunched under his fist, and squishiness welcomed his searching, roving fingers as the diner exploded all around him. The waitress let out a blood curdling wail, and people tried to leave.
 
   But by that time, the rest of the Adarians had begun to feed as well. Sounds filled the small diner, most of them unnatural. Someone yelled about the Armageddon. Someone else screamed about zombies. Kevin ignored it all. He’d found the girl’s heart, and it was full and plump and he was starving.
 
   He lifted it to his lips and took a bite. Life tore between his teeth and poured over his tongue. It was something he hadn’t tasted in so very long.
 
    
 
    
 
               
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
   Storms were choking Chicago. The lightning was so plentiful, at times the night sky would turn green. Electricity existed more in the air than it did in the wires that kept homes lit, air conditioners running, and microwaves re-heating. People turned to their radios and televisions for explanations of the bizarre meteorological turn the city had taken, but often times, those weren’t working. And when they were, the weather channel had no explanation anyway.
 
   The heavens were simply angry. Even at night, the clouds gathered so thick, full darkness could not take hold. They spun slowly overhead, and seemed constantly on the verge of becoming something worse, something catastrophic. The beginnings of a tornado or the eye of a hurricane – this was what people saw when they stopped on the streets and looked up.
 
   And this is what went on all around the ‘L’ Washington/Wells station platform, where a sole African American man repeatedly slammed his body against a phone booth until the entire metal structure groaned, tipped on its side, and crashed to the ground. He chased after it, falling to his knees beside it to look down upon its shattered glass as he would a dying friend. What he muttered next would have been unintelligible anyway, but was drowned out as it was by the sound of thunder that rolled like tumbling trash cans over the infrastructure of Chicago’s elevated subway system.
 
   No one would have been paying attention to him; he was status quo. But no one was waiting for the ‘L’ at the Washington/Wells station, anyhow. This time of night, the train didn’t run from this platform any longer, and it was all but deserted. There was only the man, the fallen phone booth – and the two men who struggled out of sight just around the corner from them. 
 
   One of the men was dressed uncharacteristically in blue jeans and a light gray, long-sleeved thermal tee that hugged snugly to well-sculpted muscles normally hidden beneath the dark gray finery of an expensively tailored suit. His hair was shock white and brushed his shoulders like feathers. His eyes were a tumultuous dark gray that mirrored the troubled skies.
 
   His opponent was dressed similarly, in blue jeans and a tight shirt, but both shirt and hair were jet black. His eyes were an improbable mixture of green and gray, like a cabochon of jade shot through with steel. 
 
   The man in the thermal shirt went publicly by the name of Samuel Lambent, multi-millionaire media tycoon who happened to be the owner of the networks whose meteorologists chalked the bizarre weather up to global warming. At the moment, however, he was Samael. 
 
   Also secretly referred to as the Fallen One.
 
   His opponent was Hesperos, the king of the incubi, otherwise known as the Nightmare King.
 
   “Where. Is. She.” It was no longer a question, the way he’d voiced it the first time he’d asked. Okay, the only other time he’d asked. He wasn’t a man for repeating himself unnecessarily. Hesperos knew who he was looking for; he knew who Sam was referring to, and he was well aware of what Sam wanted. He just didn’t want to give it to him.
 
   Sam caught a double fist to the chest and stumbled back, releasing his chokehold on Hesperos, who spun with impossible agility and landed a round-house kick to Samael’s jaw. Sam turned with the impact, but caught himself and recovered just as quickly, using the momentum to drive a hay maker punch to his opponent’s jaw. An eye for an eye.
 
   “I wouldn’t tell you if I knew,” Hesperos breathed before he drove a shoulder into Sam’s chest and the two went down to the ground once more.
 
   Normally, Sam would have enjoyed a good fight. He’d had one recently with Detective Michael Salvatore of the NYPD. Michael was also the Warrior Angel, an archangel who’d been sent down to Earth two millennia ago. Every once in a while, it was nice to get a good workout in, keep the reflexes quick, and let off a bit of steam.
 
   But Sam wasn’t here to blow off steam. He wasn’t trying to prove any points, and he certainly didn’t need the work out. What he needed was Angel. And Hesperos knew where she was. It was the only reason Sam hadn’t yet killed him.
 
   Well, almost the only reason.
 
   For one thing, he didn’t actually want to kill Hesperos. The incubi needed a king, and they’d never had a better one than the one they had now. Hesperos had morals, he displayed ethics, and he was by far the strongest and most practiced amongst them. Who knew what would happen if Sam unseated him from his throne? 
 
   Surprisingly, he actually cared. But this was happening more and more to him of late. This caring thing. It wasn’t just the king he cared about. He would rather engage in fisticuffs with Hesperos and avoid breaking out the big guns in a battle that might see surrounding humans harmed or take down their buildings. It was distracting, this blasted concern of his – but there it was. 
 
   For another thing, Hesperos was proving difficult. He was the very essence of a warrior, having led armies into battle thousands of years ago, and truth be told, this fight was a little less cut and dry than Samael had assumed it would be. The man was strong. Sam had underestimated him. 
 
   The two men rolled, each of them choke-holding the other, until they crossed the blue line of the platform and toppled hazardously onto the tracks several feet below. Sam landed across the metal rails, Hesperos on top of him. 
 
   The pain of broken bones would have overtaken a human body, but Sam barely noticed the impact. He’d lost no constitution in the fall. What he was losing, on the other hand, was patience. There was a tug on his spirit that left him feeling permanently stretched thin. He felt as if he’d been chopped in half inside, and the half of him he actually needed was the one that was running. No matter how fast he ran after it, no matter how hard he hunted for it, it slipped away. 
 
   Of course, it would. Because it was just as good at all of this as he was. Because in a way, it had been a part of him all along. 
 
   Now Samael fully understood the true meaning of the term, “soul mate,” for better or for worse. Hesperos wasn’t the only one he’d underestimated of late. Angel was giving him a run for his money – and his sanity.
 
   Gritting his teeth with renewed fury, Sam raised both legs and kneed his opponent in the lungs, shoving the Nightmare King’s strong body off his own to send it flying several feet down the tracks. He didn’t wait to hear Hesperos land before he, himself, jumped to his feet and was running along the rails after him.
 
   Hesperos was up nearly as quickly, and the two slammed into one another with so much force, a shockwave emanated from the impact, creating an invisible ring of audible force that rushed outward, knocking chipped tiles loose in the platform walls before it dissipated. 
 
   A pair of boots crunched those tiles somewhere up on the platform.
 
   Sam had sensed the newcomers. He could feel everything that approached or retreated, especially those that weren’t exactly normal. No one surprised him, not ever. Lilith came close from time to time, and if he was tired or distracted and gazing out the windows of his 66th floor office in the Sears Tower, he wouldn’t notice she was there until she was standing in the doorway behind him, clearing her throat politely.
 
   But she was the only one. These rambling morons that were now pouring out onto the platform above them? Hell, he could even smell them coming. They smelled like death. It wasn’t the sick stench of buzzards circling, or the smell of road kill, but of a deeper kind of death. They smelled like dead souls.
 
   He and Hesperos separated, pausing in their struggle. Hesperos could obviously sense the newcomers too. Incubi inherently recognized both the beauty and the ugliness inside a person. The newcomers above were the very essence of internal ugliness. 
 
   The two of them seemed to come to a collective decision. They ceased fighting one another, and their forms straightened at ease, their gazes locked, their fists unclenched, and their eyes promised to continue this at a later date. 
 
   Then they turned as one, leapt up onto the platform above, and struck out against the Adarians with the full fury of their combined magic and skill.
 
   Overhead, the sky let loose with a barrage of lightning, and somewhere in the city, more sectors were suddenly without electricity. Chi Town had become no more than a living reflection of the Fallen One’s unloosed rage.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Max looked up from the desk at the sound of someone approaching his office door. But he blinked repeatedly, and hurriedly removed his glasses when he saw who it was. 
 
   “Lilith!” It was a shocked whisper. He was up and out of his chair so fast, it toppled behind him. She wasn’t supposed to be there. His office was in the Mansion, and only the archangels, archesses, and he alone, were supposed to be able to traverse the corridors of the Mansion.
 
   But a moment after the initial surprise washed over him, it was gone. It vanished with one look at her face, her eyes, and the small smile that played about her full lips. Of course she could use it. He should have known.
 
   “Hello Max,” she greeted softly. Then her smile became strained. “I’m afraid I’ve come with unpleasant news.” As usual, she was dressed like the parody of a sexy librarian, in a woolen pencil skirt, black heels, a silk blouse of some sort, open at the collar, and a dainty necklace that brought his eyes to her neck over and over again. Her black hair, she kept up in a loose bun that allowed tendrils to frame her beautiful face. A long gold chain held a pair of reading glasses that dangled, unused for the moment. Her eyes were the darkness of the Cosmos. And just as mysterious.
 
   “Please,” he said, correcting his horrendous manners by stepping around the desk and smoothing his clothing. “Come in and sit down.” He gestured to the other chairs in the room the Mansion had created for him, replete with tall oak shelves, stacks and stacks of books, and plenty of soft, oversized seating to read them in. 
 
   She smiled graciously and came into the office, choosing a chair opposite the desk. She sat with grace, crossing her long legs at the knee. He leaned up against the desk, choosing to stand in order to be closer to her. He always would.
 
   “How are you?” he asked, meaning the question. For most, it was a platitude, something you said just to be nice and pass the time and bear some sort of semblance of human normalcy. No one really cared how you were doing. But he cared how she was doing. Again, he always would.
 
   Her smile turned warm. “I’m fine. Everyone else?” She laughed softly. “That’s another matter.”
 
   He waited, not saying anything, as obviously this was a lead into what she’d come here to tell him.
 
   “As you no doubt have learned by now, Samael is searching for someone. Some of your archesses believe it might be a woman by the name of Angel. You also need to know that while his fury at not being able to locate her is what is causing the storms over Chicago and much of the surrounding area, it’s quite imperative he not find her. Not yet.”
 
   Max wanted to ask why, but he knew Lilith. Lilith was a wellspring of untold knowledge. She’d been the first to come to Earth all those years ago. She knew things others could only dream of knowing, and he knew that she wasn’t going to share what she felt she shouldn’t. So he didn’t ask. Besides – he had his ideas.
 
   He nodded, just once in acceptance, and remained silent.
 
   “Gregori is as aware of this importance as I am, I’m afraid. The difference is, he’s willing to go to extremes to keep them apart. In short,” Lilith explained, “he is determined to locate Angel and destroy her at all costs.”
 
   “So you want us to find her first and protect her.”
 
   Lilith smiled. “If such a thing is possible, then you are the ones who can do it.”
 
   Max absorbed that as well, and took it in stride. This wasn’t his first rodeo.
 
   “I bring even more news, however,” Lilith went on. “Abraxos and the other Adarians have been taken under Gregori’s wing.”
 
   Max nodded. He was, unfortunately, quite aware of that little fact. The archangels had dealt with a few of the Adarians during their battle at Michael’s apartment when his archess had earned her wings. Much had taken place that night. It had been a turning point of sorts.
 
   “I’m sure you also know that the Adarians have undergone… a transformation, for lack of a better description.”
 
   “I know that Abraxos became a vampire not long ago, along with a few of the others. I know they turned on one another, and Gregori came upon Abraxos after he’d been murdered by his brothers,” Max filled in, sharing what little he actually did know. He pushed off the desk and made his way to a bar across the room. There, he turned to glance at her over his shoulder. “Can I get you a drink?”
 
   Lilith’s smile became a grin. “Welch’s Grape Soda in a bottle.”
 
   Max shook his head. He’d known she would request something obscure and probably retro, and because the Mansion took care of its inhabitants, and she was aware of this, she also knew that whatever she asked for, it would provide. A Welch’s Grape Soda, in a bottle, appeared in the bar’s refrigerated compartment. He grabbed her a glass, took ice cubes from the ice container that was never melted or empty, and took both the glass and the bottle back to her.
 
   Lilith waited for him to hand her the drink and glass, set the glass down, took a sip directly from the bottle, and her grin widened. She nodded her thanks, and then sat back a bit, holding the bottle above her lap. “Abraxos’s killers went rogue after their attack. But Gregori caught up with them.” She sighed heavily, took another drink, and paused, gazing over the lip of the bottle at something he couldn’t see. She seemed suddenly lost in her own thoughts until she said, “Now all thirteen of the fallen angels have been killed in one way or another, resurrected for better or worse, and are under Gregori’s control.”
 
   “When you say they’ve been resurrected… that’s what you’ve really come to talk to me about, isn’t it?” 
 
   She nodded, giving him a smile that look that told him she knew he’d figure it out. “Max, they’re changing in a terrible way. Reports have been coming in… I hear things. Apparently, they’re attacking mortals.” She paused and gazed hard into his eyes. “They’re eating human hearts.”
 
   *****
 
   “The Armageddon. That’s what people are calling it.” Max stood leaning against the hearth in the family room of the Mansion where they normally met. This hearth seemed to be the center of so many such meetings. If fire could talk, the things it would whisper about in its hissing voice…. 
 
   The archangels and archesses sat or stood around the room in various poses, their expressions attentive. Uriel was the first to speak up after Max finished relaying what Lilith had shared with him.
 
   “Unexplained weather phenomena, and people behaving like zombies. I can see how some would jump to the conclusion that the world was ending.”
 
   “That’s because they’re all like you. They’ve spent far too much time in Hollywood’s make-believe land,” said Michael, who was shaking his head with reproach. But his expression was mild. He was teasing his brother, nothing more.
 
   “At least he’s on the other side of the camera,” Eleanore, his archess, defended him. “He’s the one doing the fooling, not the one being fooled.”
 
   “Unfortunately, at the moment there’s no make-believe going on at all,” said Max softly. “I’m afraid the blood and guts are quite real this time around. What’s more, the meteorological dissent seems to be spreading. Outlying areas are reporting odd weather as well.”
 
   “So people in those areas are probably also scared the zombie thing will spread,” said Eleanore.
 
   The group fell silent to further process the news. 
 
   And then Max felt it. It was like the beginnings of a panic attack, this sudden sensation that something was not at all right. That something was coming. That it would be bad. He opened his mouth to say something, perhaps to warn the others, but before a word left his lips, a rumbling began. 
 
   Max had been around for some time, and had a few experiences under his Guardian belt. When the rumbling began in the Mansion, it instantly reminded him of something he’d felt more than a century earlier in San Francisco. 
 
   “An earthquake?” Sophie Bryce asked softly as her hands went instinctively to the cushioned arm rests of her chair. Her archangel mate, Azrael, came up behind her like the protective shadow he very much was.
 
   “It’s not possible,” said Gabriel, who put down his bottle of beer and widened his stance, as if he instinctively knew the rumble would get worse.
 
   And that, it did. 
 
   Within seconds, a crack opened up in the marble at the base of the very hearth beside which Max was standing. He backed up a few steps, caught his balance against the couch where Eleanore and Juliette were sitting, and watched with wide, shocked eyes as the crack ran straight into the fireplace, sending crackling sparks flying. It continued to spread, racing up the back of the hearth, through the top of it, and then up the mantle. 
 
   There, it stopped. A second later, the crack that had formed yawned further open, and the Mansion gave an odd wail-like moan. It was a sound Max had never heard before. It felt like the Mansion were alive and screaming in pain.
 
   “What the bloody hell –” 
 
   Gabriel’s exclamation of confusion and fear was echoed in everyone’s faces. But not a single one of them knew what to do. They remained where they were, bracing themselves against whatever they were sitting or leaning on, until at last, the rumbling stopped, and the crack that had formed in the Mansion’s façade remained behind.
 
   Like a reminder.
 
   Or a warning.
 
   “Someone’s discovered how to get into the Mansion, haven’t they?” Sophie asked. Her voice was tentative, but her question was sure. She knew what they all knew. The Mansion had been compromised. The question was, by who? Samael?
 
   If he’d wanted to get into the Mansion that badly, he would have done so centuries, if not millennia, ago. No. This was someone else. Or something else.
 
   “It’s Gregori,” Azrael stated calmly. 
 
   “It’s not safe here anymore,” Max agreed. And that was something he never thought he would say about the Mansion. Where did they go now?
 
   “Maybe they’re right,” Eleanore said. “Maybe it is the end of the world, after all.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   The dream left him covered in sweat, and the sheets torn to ribbons around him. Once again, he’d fallen victim to sleep and its endless torments. Every nightmare was worse than the one before, filled with more… fear. There was no other way to describe the dreamscape. They defied account, doing no more than oozing darkness and insecurity. He was always surrounded by a miasma of sticky, gooey blackness that held him down and suffocated his breath as the dream taunted him with echoes of far-off laughter and the scent of rain, like his own, but different. Because it was hers.
 
   When he finally managed to pull himself free and awaken, he would find his room in disarray and… part of him changed. 
 
   It was more than an existential change. It wasn’t only that he was less patient and more angry. It wasn’t just that with each morning, he hired more searchers, spread his web further, and hunted harder for her than he’d ever hunted for anything in his life. That was only part of the change.
 
   It was a physical change. This morning was exponentially more difficult than the morning before it, and that one had likewise been exponentially more difficult than the previous one, and at this point, he felt very much as if someone had taken a cheese grader to both his nerve endings and his patience.
 
    At the moment, the sky over Chicago echoed his distress, mirroring his exhaustion with deep, dark, low-lying, and slow-spinning clouds, and reflecting both his fear and fury with bouts of lightning and hail that put lightning rods and tiled roofs through their paces. Occasionally, wind would carry this turmoil to Sam’s window and buffet it with moisture that blurred the scenery beyond. It felt fitting somehow.
 
   There was a sound behind him, coming from the hall outside his office.
 
   He didn’t bother to turn around. “Any word?” His question was terse, and his gaze was distant, focused somewhere over Lake Michigan while his fingers tensely gripped the glass of liquor in his right hand.
 
   “If you don’t mind my saying so, you look like hell, Sam.”
 
   Samael’s brow furrowed. He turned from the window. She’d done it to him again. He’d heard someone come up behind him, but he’d thought it was Jason, his assistant, whom he’d sent for moments earlier. He hadn’t been expecting Lilith to show up in his doorway.
 
   She was as beautiful as ever, demure in her pencil skirt and glasses. Those had always confused him – those glasses. Why should anyone as so obviously inhuman as Lilith need glasses? But he’d never asked her. 
 
   He realized now, as he stood there staring at her, that there had been a lot of things he hadn’t done during his time on Earth. Two thousand years, and you’d think you would cover all the bases. But no. As it so happened, no matter how much time a person was given, there were just some things you wouldn’t think to do.
 
   “I’m assuming you want to tell me the Adarians look worse?” she asked, as she continued into the office on the 66th floor of the Sears tower and moved toward the window where he stood. 
 
   “Bragging is ungentlemanly,” he quipped in his tired voice, returning his attention to the watery nothingness out beyond the storms and city. “But yes.”
 
   He knew this latest struggle with the Adarians and Hesperos had left him particularly drained. It was almost as if Gregori were sending the Adarians after him for the sole purpose of wearing him slowly down. There could be no other reason; he was stronger than the lot of them combined. Gregori had to know that. So why else throw them at him again and again if not to very slowly physically destroy him?
 
   The dreams weren’t helping, either. He’d caught a glimpse of his haunted reflection in the glass during a string of lightning strikes. He wouldn’t be making televised public appearances any time soon. As it was right now, stocks in his companies were flying high, especially with the frequent reports the media were making on the weather phenomena. It was of a particular benefit to be able to both make news and profit from it at the same time. But if he went on camera right now, looking as strung out as he did, the public might begin wonder whether he were sick. His stocks would probably drop, and that wouldn’t be good. His money, after all, financed so many things.
 
    “You know…” Lilith began softly and casually, as she always began her more serious conversations, “some people say you can actually catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. Or something to that effect.”
 
   “I’m not after a fly. Flies are irritating and incessant, and when they come around, I summon a fly swatter and deal with them.” It was odd that he couldn’t help but picture the Adarians at the mention of flies and fly swatters. “No.” He took a drink from his glass and gritted his teeth when it burned. “I’m after a hummingbird.”
 
   Lilith turned toward him, and her expression softened, her eyes taking on renewed interest. He had no idea why he’d said that. Why he’d likened Angel to a hummingbird. It just came out.
 
   “I received a card recently,” Lilith told him, “and do you know, there was a passage on the back that said hummingbirds floated free from time? Lovely card. By Papyrus, I think.”
 
   Hummingbirds floating free of time… They did seem to move at inconceivable measures. In his mind’s eye, he saw an image of a bird as brightly hued as gemstones, with wings that beat so fast, they blurred. As if they weren’t there. 
 
   Invisible wings.
 
   He swallowed hard and looked down at the liquid in his glass as he idly swirled it. “I’m guessing you received the card from Max.”
 
   Lilith smiled. “Jealousy is ungentlemanly too.” 
 
   That made him smile. She knew damn well he wasn’t jealous. He just hated the Guardian. But her teasing eased a touch of his pain somehow. It was strange how she could do that. Leave it to a woman; they had a way that baffled the male mind. It was an intangible kind of thing, this talent for calming the soul and easing disquiet. It was a magic power.
 
   But a moment or two later, his smile slipped. He realized, quite suddenly, that she had a reason for coming to see him. She always did.
 
   And just as suddenly, he realized what it was.
 
   He lowered his glass. His gaze re-focused, his body re-awakened, and every one of his raw, cheese-graded nerve endings fired to furious life. “You know where she is.”
 
   Of course she would. The damned woman knew everything.
 
   Lilith lifted her chin and took a deep breath, letting it out in a sigh. “I can give you this.” She pulled a small folded piece of paper from somewhere under her blouse, no doubt her bra, as there was nowhere else to keep anything, and held it out to him. “And the only reason I’m sharing it is because you aren’t the only one looking for your hummingbird. Frankly, despite everything, I think she would be safer with you.”
 
   Sam did away with his drink by simply making it vanish, then took the paper from her and unfolded it. By the time he’d finished reading it, Lilith had already made her way back to the door across the room.
 
   She stopped and glanced at him over her shoulder. “But Sam, please remember what I said about flies and honey,” she told him softly. “As it so happens, hummingbirds like it too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Fog kissed Azrael’s eyelashes and curled the ends of his long black hair. He smelled salt, as well as the blood that yet clung to the edges of his senses. He’d left his victim long behind, the body destroyed beyond the end of Pier 19, deserted and desolate this time of night. All that remained of the criminal low life were ashes, and those would be washed away by the incoming tide. But as always, the blood remained with him. It was in his nostrils, in his throat, coating the inside of his mouth, despite the magic he’d used to clean it out. He could always still feel it there. 
 
   He didn’t have to feed from them any longer if he didn’t want to. He had Sophie…
 
   At the thought of her, he stopped in his tracks and closed his eyes. She washed over him, like a blanket of white light, warm and clean, and for just an instant, he could actually feel her silken hair brush against his cheek. He could hear her laughing.
 
   He smiled. Then opened his eyes and continued walking.
 
   He didn’t have to feed from the scum of the world now, but there were too many of them. There was so much evil. He was more than capable of vanquishing at least a tiny part of it. He owed them that much – the people that remained. It wasn’t easy being mortal. It was pain, from birth to death, and loss and fear in-between. The last thing they needed was a superhero who didn’t do his part when he was very much able to. 
 
   Az made his way like a tall shadow back to the Embarcadero, then strode to the very first car he saw parked along the sidewalk. It wasn’t his vehicle; he just needed the car’s door. He could move through the shadows to any other location he desired, but only a door would take him to the Mansion.
 
   The Mansion may be developing cracks and it may be experiencing tremors, but for the moment, it remained his only home, and it was Sophie’s too. She was there right now, and as usual, he couldn’t wait to return to her.
 
   “Azrael.”
 
   Az stopped in his tracks and experienced a series of emotions one after the other. The first was surprise. This was the first time someone had managed to sneak up on Azrael in… well, he couldn’t actually remember any other time.
 
   The second emotion he experienced was fear. And that was unusual for him. But he recognized this voice. It made him think of ice. And that made him think of Sophie trapped in a castle composed of it, on a glacier in the middle of a frigid nowhere. 
 
   “Gregori.” Very slowly, he turned around. Already, he could feel the flames of his power heating up his eyes.  
 
   Gregori nodded in genteel greeting, keeping his distance where he stood in his crisp, tailored white suit, outlined by the darkness of the bay behind him. The single light out on Alcatraz winked over Gregori’s shoulder as the light house’s beam passed by, reminding Az of all Gregori had done, especially out on that island.
 
   “I’m aware of how unwelcome a visitor I am at the moment. However, I’ve chosen to speak with you rather than your brethren for a reason. I believe you to be more capable of seeing the larger picture, Azrael.”
 
   “Just what picture is it you want me to see, Gregori?” Az asked calmly. “One in which the human race becomes victim to heart devouring re-animated Adarians? Or the one where dragons, gargoyles, werewolves and even my vampires form an army under your reign to do away with all other life altogether?” Every nerve in Az’s body was sparking with magic, at complete odds to his docile exterior. But it was no doubt nothing compared to the hidden power broiling within the man standing several feet away.
 
   “Samael has an archess.” Gregori had apparently decided to ignore everything Az had just said. Az expected no less.
 
   “I’m aware.”
 
   Gregori’s brow raised in interest.
 
   “News travels fast in the shadows,” Az explained.
 
   Gregori seemed to consider this a moment, then nodded. “It’s imperative that he not unite with her. Once he does, the Culmination will occur.”
 
   “Ah yes,” said Azrael, lifting his head a touch. “The Culmination.” He’d heard so very much about the Culmination of late. And so very little. He still had absolutely no clue what the hell it was.
 
   “You have no idea what it is, do you?” Gregori asked.
 
   He almost laughed at that. Almost. Because it was quite possible Gregori has pulled the lack of knowledge directly from Azrael’s mind, and that wouldn’t be a good thing. The implications were terrifying. 
 
   Without waiting for Az to confirm it, which clearly wasn’t necessary, Gregori turned a little and paced a few feet, lacing his hands behind his back in a demeanor that oozed serene confidence. “Everything you know, everything you do, and everything you hope for this world will be lost. You will be whisked back to the angel realm and any chance you might have once had to right the wrongs you feel the people and animals of Earth need righted will depart along with you.”
 
   He stopped and turned to face Azrael again.
 
   “But that’s only the beginning. The rip in time and space that it takes to remove such volatile forces as yourself and your brothers from this realm will wreak havoc on this planet, throwing the people you’ve come to care so much for into total disarray. Who knows how many will die?” He paused, and his expression became one of recollection. “Oh yes, that’s right. You will know, as a point of fact. Because once you return to the angel realm, Azrael, you will again take up your mantle as the Angel of Death. So I’m afraid you’ll be well aware of just how much suffering has been unleashed upon Earth.”
 
   He waited a moment, as if to allow what he’d just told Azrael to sink in, and then he continued, like a steam train on a one-way track to Hell.
 
   “As for miss Sophie Bryce and the other archesses? What will happen with them? Are you willing to take the chance that when the Culmination was decreed, their well-being was considered? Has the Old Man ever seemed that benevolent a ruler? Has he ever treated the sexes with what you think of as fairness? Think of what he did to Lilith all those years ago…. Women and what they desire, whether that would be autonomy or freedom from oppression, or even the right to remain with the one they love, have never really been his main concern, have they?”
 
   Nearby, a foghorn blew, and a fat white cat of fog that had been waiting on the water in the distance began to roll in. The wind changed directions. And the blood in Azrael’s mouth tasted like metal.
 
   “So do yourself a favor, Az. Whatever your opinion of me might be, at least consider what I have told you. You know it in your heart to be true, and Samael will stop at nothing to attain his mate.” He shook his head. “Absolutely nothing.”
 
   A moment of silence stretched between them. Their gazes remained locked – fire and ice – and a flock of seagulls lifted from the end of a nearby pier, screaming into the night. 
 
   “What do you have to gain by Samael’s failure?” Az asked. It was obvious Gregori cared nothing for Earth or its inhabitants. So, what was his motive in telling him all of this?
 
   “I have my reasons.”
 
   “Revenge.” Az could feel the emotion, and the need for its fruition, like a red tide, rolling off Gregori just like the incoming fog.
 
   Gregori smiled. He nodded just once in respectful admittance. “Just so,” he said. “The truth is, the Old Man is not in the angel realm, Azrael.”
 
   Az frowned. What?
 
   “Ah. I see I’ve managed to surprise you after all. No, the Old Man left the angel realm when you did, believe it or not. The truth is, he’s here on Earth. As long as the Culmination does not occur, he will remain so. And I have a bone to pick with him.”
 
   “But you can’t find him.” Az put the pieces together.
 
   Gregori seemed agitated suddenly, even distracted. He broke eye contact with Azrael and turned his gaze out over the bay as if he could see something Az couldn’t. “He’s evasive.” He unclasped his hands from behind his back and crossed them over his chest, causing the material of his suit to hug muscles that would otherwise be hidden. “But I’ve only begun searching. Given enough time….”
 
   Azrael had heard enough. He knew when an exit presented itself, and was wise enough to take it. It may not take him to the Mansion, but it would get him the hell out of here, so he stepped into the nearest shadow, which was afforded him by a street light, and left the man in white alone on San Francisco’s Embarcadero.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Angel had chosen the vehicle because it was practically invisible already. Any spell of invisibility she would later drape over it would be icing on a nondescript cake. The color was some sort of brown-gray that was difficult to notice even when it was parked right in front of her. Plus, it was a van. That made it blend in with the rest of reality even more. There were no decorations on the outside, no stickers declaring a family of fish or an honor student or a favorite sports team or political figure. It was just – a van.
 
   But she’d also chosen it because of its carrying capacity. 
 
   Samael possessed the ability to “transport,” or as any Trekkie would put it, to “teleport” from location to location. It was, for some unknown reason, one of the many skills he had that the other angel realm evacuees did not. As luck would have it, it was a power she possessed as well. But she knew it was one of the first things he would look for – any kind of transport signature, any kind of use of transport magic – in his search for her. So she couldn’t use it.
 
   The “Lost Angels,” as she’d come to think of them, had found the women they’d come looking for two thousand years ago. The archesses were lost angels in their own right. But they’d found their soul mates in the archangels. Michael had been the last of the four to do so, tying up the group nice and neat, and all eight of them had the glorious be-feathered wings to prove it. They could fly from place to place if they wanted, as long as they stayed out of sight.
 
   But Angel didn’t have wings, so that wasn’t an option for her either.
 
   There was the Mansion, of course. That helped the Lost Angels get from point A to point B as well, and it had for centuries. Anywhere there was a door to step through and a door to exit, there was instant passage to any other location on Earth. However, Angel was not an invited user of the Mansion. Despite the fact that she might have called one or two of the archesses acquaintances, at a stretch of the imagination, she and the archangels were not friends. They were basically strangers. They had no idea who she really was, and even if they had known, she would not have involved them in this final, culminating mess. Not by choice.
 
   So, the Mansion, too, was not an option for travel. For the moment, she was alone and she needed a bona fide way to get from one place to the next. To keep moving.
 
   To stay one step ahead of Sam. 
 
   That was where the van came in. It was either that, or walk.
 
   Over the years, she’d learned to extend her own gifts to things around her, such as making her bubble of invisibility encompass other people or objects. It was more than a visible vanishing spell; it kept her safe from magically prying eyes, scries, and things of that nature. 
 
   It was dangerous to have an invisible car in busy traffic, of course, but while she was out on the open road, she maintained a shield over the van, and as she drove… she thought about what the hell she was doing.
 
   She was running from the man she was meant to be with. Why? Because she knew that if he found her, their joining would bring about an end to everything she’d fought so hard for over the last two thousand years. She and the others would be whisked back to the angel realm, where they would be stuck and unable to help the humans who desperately needed them every second of every minute of every day.
 
   Life on Earth was hard enough as it was. Without what little help she and the archesses and archangels could give, they would be even worse off than they were now. Already, Earth was fast resembling a kind of Hell. There was so much religious strife, there were so many diseases, there was so much rape and murder, and people were so messed up in the head, it was beyond description. The suffering of one human forced him or her to bring suffering upon another. And on and on, it went like this, with misery paying it forward ad nauseum.
 
   Angel was only one person, but she was a magical person. She could heal, she had inhuman strength, and she had powers most humans would associate with superheroes. She could transport from one place to another in the blink of an eye, and she used this ability to bring relief to others. 
 
   She couldn’t make it to even a tiny fraction of those who needed it; there were too many. Even so, it wore her out. Each time she helped, it carved a massive chunk out of her strength. She became so drained sometimes, she would literally drag herself into her bed. Once, she woke up to find she hadn’t quite made it before passing out, and her body was half on the bed and half off, like Cleopatra in her dying moments.
 
   On another frightening occasion in Sudan, she’d passed out amidst an entire group of women, and awoken to find herself under blankets, hidden away in one of their tents, safe from prying eyes and questions. They’d helped her as she’d helped them, and she was lucky. 
 
   She couldn’t save everyone. But she tried. And it was that ability to try that was so very important to her, it was worth everything. She wasn’t willing to give it up. Any time she thought about it, she saw the faces of those who were suffering. She almost felt their pain like it was her own.
 
   Somehow, some way, she needed to figure out how to stop the Culmination. She needed to find a way to prevent it from happening before Sam found her. 
 
   So far, she hadn’t had any luck. She’d been searching for information on the Culmination, and any clue that would help her avoid it, for two thousand years. She’d found nothing so far. What made her believe she would have more luck now? Nothing. It was just that she frankly had no choice. And it was as simple as that. 
 
   Right now, her thumb drive full of classic rock was plugged into the van’s console, and familiar music soothed the soreness from her muscles and the fear from her nerve endings. The seat warmer was on; that was a nice touch, easing tightness in her lower back. But she’d been lost in her head, and she realized only now that up ahead on the long Texas road, a storm was building. This was typical for West Texas at this time of year, and there was no telling how far away that storm actually was. In West Texas, you could see basically forever.
 
   But there was a darkness at its heart, and the clouds at its center had built up into an anvil. It was quite a storm. Angel’s gaze narrowed. She returned her attention to the road ahead. A sign advertised a Pizza Hut-slash-Subway truck stop at two and a half miles. She hadn’t been planning on stopping so soon after the last rest; she’d planned on heading straight on into Austin. But now she reconsidered.
 
   She drove the two and a half miles and took the exit, pulling the van up to the pump to top off while she had the chance. Then she grabbed her cell phone and checked the weather. The storm was closer than she’d thought. She lowered the phone and eyed the clouds with wary indecision. 
 
   After a few moments, she realized something else. There was no movement around her. There were no other cars at the pumps, nor were there any pulled up in the slots beside the building. There were no travelers letting dogs out to pee or stretching their legs. She frowned. Suddenly, the place felt deserted.
 
   The pump was working; her tank was being steadily filled. 
 
   Her frown deepened. She cocked the pump handle into an automatic position and left her car to head into the store. A bell dinged as she opened the door, and cool, air conditioned interior greeted her. But there was no one behind the counter. 
 
   She glanced up at the cameras in the corners of the store and noticed her reflection playing out on a screen behind the counter. The entire store was empty.
 
   Angel bit her lip and approached the back of the store, where drinks were kept cold in the refrigerated coolers. A large selection of beer greeted her, which transitioned into soda water, then into sodas themselves, and finally into sports drinks and bottled teas. The light in the cooler flickered when she opened the door to extract an ice cold Monster Rehab drink in Orangeade flavor. She let the door swing shut again and turned to make her way back to the front of the store.
 
   She passed the ice coolers on the way, glanced into them – and dropped her can of Monster drink. It rolled noisily under the nearest candy shelf as she stood frozen to the spot, trying to catch her breath.
 
   There was a person in the ice coolers. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   It was so quiet in the gas station, Angel’s breath sounded harsh in the unnatural silence. A buzzing in her ears matched the buzzing of overhead fluorescents. The silence stretched, the space around her expanded, and Angel’s vision re-focused. 
 
   There were two bodies in the cooler, not one. The first was a female, around forty to fifty years of age, with dyed blonde hair, an inch of roots, smoker’s wrinkles around the eyes and mouth, and skin that had once been dark as leather but now appeared like leather that had been bleached in the sun. 
 
   Crammed beside her in the limited space was the man who must have been her son. The familial features were there, and he looked to have been around twenty years younger, perhaps just shy of the legal drinking age. 
 
   Their eyes were open, and fear had been immortalized in their frozen expressions. Their chests were coated in blood that amassed and condensed somewhere near the sternum. Where their hearts would have been.
 
   A cold numbness came over Angel. Her limbs felt heavy, and her boots felt glued to the linoleum floor. But somehow, in movements she barely noticed, her body managed to break the hold of glue, turn around, and make its way back to the double glass doors of the gas station. Life became a blur, as if seen through gauze curtains. Everything receded. In the back of her head, she registered the bell on the door ringing as she opened it and stepped outside into the springtime sunshine of West Texas.
 
   There were a thousand things to keep track of in that moment. A murder had taken place. Not just any murder, but a grisly one. Hearts had been taken out of chests.
 
   She knew who was doing that. She knew what it meant.
 
   Was her shield still up? Was she disguised? Was her car disguised? Was she safe?
 
   That poor family… mother and son, just working class citizens trying to get by, trying to make the most of the life they’d been given. Were they dead because of her? What were the chances that the Adarians would come to this place, of all places on Earth, and kill these two people where she would find them shortly afterward? And why? Hadn’t they just been in Chicago? 
 
   Why?!
 
   What did all of this mean?
 
   Thunder rolled across the Texas flatlands, approaching like a celestial bowling ball somewhere high overhead. The storm was much, much closer than it had been only moments earlier.
 
   Thoughts raced unchecked through her ringing, pounding mind, like a distant chattering voice muffled by the sound of wildly beating drums. She felt wet on her cheeks and knew she was crying. She always cried. She’d seen death a million times, appeared on scenes far worse than this for countless rescues, and yet she always cried. She was the world’s biggest, saddest cry baby.
 
   More thunder.
 
   I have to get out of here.
 
   It was the overriding knowledge that drove her body to move, to force one foot in front of the other, to propel it across the gas station’s filling lot and back to her van. The pump had finished filling, and the handle had popped. She pulled it from the tank and put it away, closed the lid, and got back into the van.
 
   Once behind the wheel, she realized she was not only crying, but shaking. Her grip on the steering wheel was white-knuckled, and her teeth were clenched tight to keep them from chattering. 
 
   On the same automatic function that had helped her walk out of the gas station and back to her car, Angel put her foot on the brake, pushed the start button, and listened to the engine start up. Then she put the car into drive, and pulled out of the lot. 
 
   She was stopped at the exit that would take her onto the frontage road when she realized she needn’t have stopped. There were no cars coming. In fact, there were no cars as far as she could see. There was no movement at all. No life.
 
   Her breathing sped up. She floored the gas pedal and pulled out onto the frontage road before turning out onto the highway.
 
   And then lightning split the road in front of her, slamming into the ground so hard, she felt the bolt’s aftershock like a physical wave that rolled into her. Her eardrums slammed shut to protect themselves, and that ringing in her ears became all-encompassing. Her foot crashed down on the brake, and the van came to a tumultuous stop.
 
   A man was standing in the road in front of her. As fat droplets of rain began to splay themselves upon her windshield, she met his gaze.
 
   He was tall, he had white-blonde hair, he was stunningly beautiful, and his eyes were the same dangerous shade as the approaching storm. Those piercing eyes speared through her physical form and seared straight to her quivering soul.
 
   “They’re coming back, Angel. The Adarians have found you,” he warned her softly, but in a voice so powerful, it filled up the empty space for miles and rode calmly over the sound of the thunder. “Please. Come with me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Sam noticed that for once, Angel hadn’t bothered to change out of her natural appearance. Perhaps she felt it wasn’t necessary while she was on the open road in the middle of West Texas. She’d disguised herself innumerable times in the last three weeks, switching so fast and so frequently, he was left dizzy trying to keep track of the changes. He had taken to following her magical traces, her scent, her “feel,” and even the afterthoughts she sometimes carelessly left behind when she was tired – when he’d managed to wear her down just enough.
 
   But even those, she quickly learned to cover up. She was so fast, so smart, so good… he had never been this close to madness.
 
   But right now, miraculously, she was Angel, and her porcelain, doll-like features were her own. From her shimmering, layered, waterfall of naturally white-blonde hair to her startling silver-gray eyes, she echoed the fundamentals of his own appearance. She was so obviously a part of him. At least, it was obvious to him.
 
   It seemed far less obvious to her.
 
   He may have been the one standing in the middle of the road, but Angel was without a doubt the proverbial deer in headlights. Right now, those gorgeous, inhumanly vivid eyes were positively enormous in the frame of her perfect face.
 
   “They were expecting you in Dallas,” he told her, using every last ounce of his dwindling willpower to remain standing there, calmly entreating. “But now they’ll return here, because they know you’ve taken another route.” Lightning laced through a darkening sky. “They’re on their way.” He could feel them drawing nearer. He wasn’t lying.
 
   But he could feel her more. He could especially feel her fear, even through the electrically charged air and the separation of steel and glass between them. What he couldn’t figure out… was why. Why are you afraid of me?
 
   A column of white-burning air slammed into the ground less than a quarter of a mile away, shaking the universe. Sam saw her jump behind her steering wheel. When he concentrated… he could hear her heartbeat. Fast and furious. Just like a hummingbird’s.
 
   He focused on it, blocking out every other sound. Then, as he felt his eyes heat up like the electricity frizzing the atmosphere around them, he lowered his head, sharpened his gaze through the tops of his eyes, and reached out to her mind.
 
   There was a wall around it that defied possibility. No one was stronger than he was. And yet, there was that wall, defying him as usual. It felt like metal against his spirit, thick and cold and impenetrable.
 
   He had always been a tenacious man. His gaze narrowed – and he pushed.
 
   Stop.
 
   Sam blinked, freezing at the sound of her own beautiful voice in his head. This was different. This was new. Had he really heard her? Was she speaking to him telepathically even while he was unable to enter her mind?
 
   This won’t work, Sam. Leave me alone. Deal with the Adarians and forget about me.
 
   “Like hell.”
 
   Now it was Angel’s turn to blink. She hadn’t been expecting that either. They were surprising each other this afternoon. 
 
   He watched her like a hawk across the very short distance between them, and took in every single miniscule detail of her features. She bit her lip, her eyes darted to the road around him, and he heard her heartbeat quicken further. She was embraced by indecision. 
 
   His vision sharpened, zooming in as if he possessed internal scopes. And there, in the swirling metal of her silver eyes, he saw his reflection. 
 
   Christ, he swore internally. He looked like a mad man. His countenance was as dark as the thunderhead behind him, his stature enormous, his hair wind-tossed, his eyes positively on fire. His expression was grim.
 
   Now he understood her fear.
 
   Another bolt of lightning speared the ground with fury, throwing thunder at them like solid sound that felt like an audible freight train. 
 
   No more running, Angel, he thought, knowing somehow that even if he could not penetrate her mind, she would hear him. He stepped toward the van and saw her grip tighten on the steering wheel. Come with me, damn it. 
 
   No.
 
   He stopped. If it had been anyone else – anyone at all – defying him as she did, his knee-jerk reaction would have been to break something, probably the person defying him. But Angel was magic. She did things to him he did not allow, things he had no choice but to suffer. She got in under his skin and peeled it back even as her presence upon his bared insides was a salve. 
 
   When he’d begun dreaming of her about a year ago, he would ache for the tiniest glimpse of some miniscule part of her. An elbow. The side of her hand. A finger. Anything. And now, her presence had ridden the escalator of his soul to the top level, taking up permanent residence in his mind. In his heart.
 
   If he had one.
 
   She was everything he loved and all he wished he hated, and she was hope incarnate. So, for her, he forced a slow breath in through his nose and out just as slowly.
 
   You don’t even know me. This is madness, she said very clearly in his head.
 
   He felt her consciously back off then, as if she was done trying to reason with him and was focused on a way out of the corner he’d backed her into. If she transported away right now, he would easily follow her signature. She was right in front of him. He’d never gotten this close before. There was nowhere for her to go. Why wouldn’t she just surrender?
 
   Why wouldn’t she just talk to him? Why couldn’t she stand to be near him in any capacity?
 
   He would make it up to her. He would make it worth it to her. With everything he had, with everything he was, he would make being with him worth her time. He would earn her love. If she would only – 
 
   But his own thoughts suddenly came to a grinding halt when he heard something else. It was her thoughts. She was so distracted by her desperation, and he was so close to her, he was catching them loud and clear.
 
   …can’t he see that? Can’t he feel how insane this all is? Him – chasing me – us both running, and the fact that there’s this fate that slams us together in the first place? Can’t he understand that it’s not natural?! That we can’t possibly belong together when we have never even really spoken to each other before? We can’t do this! Everything will be lost! God damn it all to hell!
 
   She broke eye contact with him and looked at the storm behind him. Then she turned and glanced back at the gas station. 
 
   He smiled. He couldn’t help it. It was a small victory to be able to catch pieces of her thoughts like this, as if he’d managed to touch her somehow. A brush against her mind was nearly as good as the brush of his knuckles against her cheek. He couldn’t help but grin.
 
   He realized his mistake as soon as he made it. Angel saw that smile and alarm ramrodded through her so strong, he could feel it himself. He saw it in her face, her body as it went tense, her hypnotic eyes as they again went very, very wide.
 
   And then he was literally swearing up a storm, and lightning was cascading all around him in furious rage as she vanished – transporting once more out of his sight. 
 
   At once, he was tracing her, reaching out with every magical tendril of power he possessed, until he at last brushed up against the sparkling, snowflake-like remnants of her own beautiful power. He grasped hold of it with a tenacious mental grip and was about to follow when he felt something else. It was something black and sticky, slimy and wrong. It was all too familiar, and far more unwelcome. Adarian magic. 
 
   They were close too, and the bastards were following Angel’s trail just like he was.
 
   Sam swore some more, shot into the oblivion that was a transport, and raced after his woman with everything he had. As he came to the end of her trail and felt her presence growing closer, he noticed other presences. Hundreds of them.
 
   Thousands.
 
   As further expletives escaped his perfect, cruel lips, he found himself reappearing amidst an enormous crowd of mortals. At a concert.
 
   At a Valley of Shadow concert.
 
   He ran a hand through his hair and tried not to fist it tight enough to yank it out. 
 
   Clever girl. That was fast thinking. She would come here. It was quite possibly the only place in the world where her own magical signature would get lost to him amidst the similar magical signatures of other powerful, supernatural beings. Beings like vampires. And angels. And most importantly, vampiric angels.
 
   “Fucking hell.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   “Where is Jason?” he asked impatiently as his gaze skirted over the faces in the crowd. There was a girl with spiky brown hair and green tips, a pale man who was far too skinny and whose pants were far too loose, a red-head with dread locks; face after face filled his vision, piqued his curiosity, and then was replaced by another. She could be any one of them. She had been disguising herself for centuries.
 
   Beside him, two of the men who worked for him looked at one another helplessly. Finally, one replied, “We aren’t sure, sir. He hasn’t checked in today.”
 
   Nor had he answered Sam’s summons yesterday. It was something Jason had never done before.
 
   Jason had been his assistant for longer than most civilizations had existed. He had a secret that haunted him, and one that most people were unaware of. Sam was privy to it, however. Jason was a Nightmare, also known as an incubus, and once, long ago, he’d made a very grave mistake with a woman.
 
   At that time, Hesperos showed mercy on the incubus, allowing him to live, but banished him from the Nightmare Kingdom. Jason went to work for Samael. He’d been loyal and trustworthy ever since. Always there.
 
   Until now.
 
   Something was wrong. But Sam didn’t have time to ponder the implications, nor did he have the time to search for the incubus. Angel was somewhere in this crowd, and he’d be damned if he was going to let her out of his web even one more time.
 
   “She’s here,” he told the other men. The two he was speaking with at the moment were dragons. They, too, were outcasts from their kingdom, each for their own reasons. Sam was good at taking in the “fallen.” He just had a way of finding them, and them of finding him. No one but Lilith was aware of just how many he had accumulated over the years. There were a fair share. There was little more useful to a man with an agenda than a supernatural being who’d been scorned.
 
   “You know what to do. Fan out and alert the others. I want everyone here and at the ready.”
 
   The men left at once, and Sam could feel his orders being carried out. One by one, more of his people transported to the concert. He sensed their signatures, and knew they were fanning out as instructed. A veritable web of a barrier was being created, and as long as it was created fast enough, then like a fly on a filament, Angel wouldn’t be able to leave the crowd without detection.
 
   Up on stage, Azrael, the “Masked One,” was putting on quite a show. Sam had to give him credit. There was no entertainer on Earth like him. A black leather mask hid the more prominent features of his face from his fans, but his eyes burned like double suns, and the cameras that had been set up for the concert caught them from all angles. It drove the crowd wild, the way he seemed to peer at each and every one of them individually, the way he literally appeared to “burn” for them and them alone.
 
   Sam was well familiar with the technique. The media went crazy for it – and he owned the media – so he knew what sold and how to do it. But with the veritable king of the vampires, it was more than simple technique and “selling the crowd.” What Azrael did worked because he did what he felt, and he meant what he said. He was the soul behind the words that drove the hearts in his audience. He was ancient, and he had been lonely and in pain for a very long time. It had taken two thousand years of lost agony before he’d found his soul mate and that suffering had, at long last, come to an end. There was no greater empathy than that kind of pain.
 
   Sam would know.
 
   The cameras turned, fire exploded on the stage, and the crowd wailed. Uro played his axe as if it were a lover, wringing sounds from its strings that should have been impossible, and striking nerves that made the women in the audience hold their breaths. The drums beat out a rhythm that hypnotized, forcing hearts to pound to the same mesmerizing cadence.
 
   And Azrael crooned, his voice snaking out amongst the sweating, undulating horde to wrap around his fans like steel coils…. 
 
   A stranger among us in cloak and scythe
 
   Walks in the valley of shadow and lies
 
   Run little fallen, he’s gaining behind, 
 
   I’ll be your shelter; look into my eyes.
 
   As if he were obeying, compelled to do exactly what Azrael instructed, Sam glanced at the nearest oversized screen. A fire flickered in the depths of Az’s compelling gaze, an actual, volatile flame that was both a temptation – and a threat. Sam saw it clear as day. 
 
   Az was communicating with his vampires. His words were a warning to them, alerting them to the fact that Samael and his men were in the crowd. 
 
   Sam’s only hope was that the vampires, and the angels, for that matter, were smart enough to realize Sam wasn’t the only predator moving through the writhing, worshipping prey that night. Abraxos and his Adarians were somewhere in that mess too.
 
   Mere seconds after he’d first appeared on the scene, Sam was moving through the audience like Moses parting the Red Sea. Where he went, the people separated, affording him a wide bubble of personal space. He scoured the faces of everyone he passed, and as his eyes met theirs, they froze under the intensity of his gaze. 
 
   The vampires were mobilizing. He could feel them closing in on him. If he didn’t find his wayward mate soon and get the hell out of there, he would have a battle on his hands. An epic one. In the midst of thousands of innocent mortals.
 
   *****
 
   Angel popped back into existence smack-dab in the middle of an undulating crowd of concert revelers. She could instantly smell alcohol, the sickly-sweet scent of burning grass, and the stronger taint of real drugs along with the stench of sweaty bodies. It wasn’t a cold night, and there was barely breathing room between each person.
 
   She changed form at once. No one was looking at her anyway. Every eye in the audience was pointed at the stage or at one of the multitude of ginormous screens that had been erected here and there to reflect what was happening with the band. This was a Valley of Shadow concert.
 
   Right on top of the Four Corners Monument.
 
   The Four Corners Monument was where four of the states in the US actually met up at perfect right angles: Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. Angel had known long in advance that they were going to put on this concert here. For quite a while, online chatter had joked that the “Masked One,” the lead singer of Valley of Shadow, was some kind of supernatural monster. The way he moved on stage, the sound of his voice, the mesmerizing properties of his eyes, were all nudging people into whispered imaginings. 
 
   Publically, fans would joke, “He’s magic,” or “He’s a vampire,” or “He’s some sort of alien.” They took it as far as writing fan fiction about him, giving him the powers of a superhero. One particularly popular fan fiction story was turned into a comic strip and then a graphic novel, in which the Masked One could duplicate himself and stop crimes in more than one place at a time. “He can be anywhere at any time!” the victims would warn as they were being robbed. And sure enough, the Masked One would come to the rescue. 
 
   Supernatural powers or not, to its fans, one thing Valley of Shadow seemed to have in spades was a sense of humor. To play right along with its fans, and offer up a light-hearted joke at the same time, Valley decided to prove it could be in more than one place at once. In fact, it could technically be in four.
 
   The Four Corners marker was on Navajo land, so lucky for the band, the Navajo happened to be huge fans. And, it didn’t hurt that an enormous donation was being made to the tribe. Posters for the event went up months in advance, advertising the concert with vivid imagery, stark color contrasts, and the type of font that steadfastly appeals to “Valley Walkers,” as fans were called. 
 
   Valley of Shadow comprised a lead singer, lead guitarist, a bass guitarist, a keyboardist, and a drummer. What the fanciful public didn’t know was that they were actually right on the money in their suspicions. Angel was one of the few people in the world who knew that every member of the band was actually a vampire. The lead singer was none other than the king of the vampires, and the former angel of death – Azrael. 
 
   Az hypnotized from the stage as a towering, well-built, enigmatic but charismatic as hell figure in black and a feature-hiding mask that provided one final barrier between him and all those questing, prying, and, these days, usually supernatural eyes.
 
   Valley’s agent was Max, the Guardian. Max had been on the planet as long as the rest of them and had learned a thing or two in that time. He was a highly intelligent man who knew how to play the representation game with the best of them. He also knew how to hire good help, so that when things got rough for him and the boys, his work, and hence his cover as an agent to the most popular band in the world, didn’t falter. 
 
   They were more fragile than angels, vampires and dragons, yet mortals seemed to work harder. They never seemed to sleep. So, despite the recent excitement Max and the archangels had experienced over the archesses, troubles with Sam and the Adarians, and the dangerous, terrifying newcomer Gregori, Max’s people made sure the Valley of Shadow concert was planned out to the last detail. And the show went on.
 
   So here she was. Just like she’d had a feeling she would be.
 
   When Angel had learned of this concert, she’d ear-marked it in her mind as a good place to hide. She’d known the vampires would be here. She’d known the angels probably would be as well. Not to mention upwards of fifty thousand screaming fans. Here, atop the Colorado Plateau, the crowd could sprawl like nobody’s business, and a good portion of it would consist of supernatural blood, which would blur and disguise her own magical presence.
 
   Now, Angel looked up at the stars, tried to figure out which direction she was facing, and then looked down at the hills surrounding the desert valley. Once she knew which way to go, she set off through the crowd at a furious pace, making certain to change her appearance as often as possible along the way.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   “How wonderful. We’re all here together.” The tall man in white scanned the thumping, churning crowd, then turned to the group who stood beside him, waiting and attentive. “Is our guest of honor ready yet?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I think now would be a good time to test his newfound loyalties.”
 
   One of the men turned to another and nodded. The second man left. 
 
   Gregori turned back to the lights and madness and smiled. It was a wholly unnerving smile.
 
   *****
 
   She’d used telekinesis to carve the tunnel out months ago. Moving this much earth by hand in the amount of time she’d done it would have been impossible for a single person of her stature, but the mind was monumentally stronger than the body, and hers was especially so. The ability to move matter with mere thought was one of her various plentiful abilities. 
 
   Telekinesis was the tip of a supernatural iceberg with her. But right now, she was sort of more grateful for that ability than any other. Transporting would be detected. She didn’t need to heal anyone. She didn’t need to change the weather, as most supernatural creatures were immune to weather changes, and anywhere Sam went, it was storming anyway. He could handle lightning. 
 
   Starting a fire or frost and throwing fireballs or ice spears would be not only pointless and worthless, but dangerous. Breathing under water wasn’t going to be necessary in Death Valley. Entering someone’s dreams was something she rarely did – it was disturbing and confusing – and again, was non-applicable just now. Transmorphing objects into something else might come in handy in a bit, if she found herself in need of weapons, but it was very draining, and at the moment, what she really needed was a way out. 
 
   Her telekinesis had afforded her one where nothing else could.
 
   So she thanked her lucky stars for it while she slipped behind a mess of parked cars that went well beyond the monument’s parking lot, shifted into invisibility to avoid detection by about thirty cops, and found the dust and dirt-covered trap door she’d created months ago. It was easy to extend the invisibility over the door too, drop down into the tunnel below, and secure the door above her once more.
 
   The sound of the concert was slightly muffled underground. There were approximately eight feet of earth between her and the revelry going on above. It was enough to take the sting out of the volume, but that was about it. Valley of Shadow played loud.
 
   Angel waved her hand, and the tunnel in front of her lit up with a dim light sufficient for her to find her footing. She left the entry-way and began running, casting one last glance at the sound of the concert behind her before she was sprinting full-speed. She needed to put enough distance between herself and the crowd before she could once again transport. Maybe this time she would go to Mozambique. Or Iceland. She’d seen photographs of a monastery on the side of a cliff in Turkey. Maybe she’d go there.
 
   Something moved directly in front of her, shifting so fast, it blurred. She skidded to a stop, and her heart jumped up into her throat.
 
   “This is impressive,” the deep, beautiful voice complemented. “It must have taken you some time to hollow this out.”
 
   It wasn’t Samael’s voice. But it was powerful, nonetheless. And it was still a voice Angel didn’t want to hear just then.
 
   It also made absolutely no sense that she was hearing it down here in the tunnel.
 
   “Azrael?” she asked, somewhat disbelievingly.
 
   The vampire king stepped out of the shadows in front of her and cocked his handsome head to one side. He was dressed as he had been on stage, but for the mask, which was missing. “You know who I am,” he said softly, as if figuring something out in his head. “You have me at a disadvantage.”
 
   Before she could think to stop him or erect the stronger walls she should have had up around her mind, Azrael was plunging head-long into it, clearly intent on righting that disadvantage. He got quite a bit further than she would have preferred before she finally shoved him back out and slammed her mental barriers back into place. Still, she managed to keep most of her secrets protected. It wasn’t that she couldn’t keep Azrael out; in fact, she was probably one of the very few beings on the planet who could do that. 
 
   It was that she had accidentally let him in.
 
   Az took a step back, and his eyes flashed. “You’re Samael’s archess.”
 
   “More or less,” she admitted, sighing. “Sort of. But it’s more complicated than that.”
 
   “By far, I’m guessing,” Az said. He was a smart man, putting two and two together and coming up with answers few others would be able to. Leave it to the vampire king. Leave it to the former Angel of Death. He’d seen it all.
 
   “How the hell are you down here when I can still hear you up on stage?” she asked, feeling time slip through her fingers and knowing she should be running just then. She was just very curious.
 
   “A simple illusion,” he said with a shrug.
 
   “Of course.” Again, leave it to a vampire. Illusion was one of their specialties. 
 
   As to how he’d managed to come down into the tunnel, well that was most likely a shadow traveling feat. Vampires of a certain age could move from one shadow anywhere on the planet to another shadow anywhere else, just as the archangels could use doors to travel to and from their Mansion. Az was the eldest vampire – the first. Plus, he had a special bond with shadows. They were a part of him by this point. They were nearly one in the same.
 
   He’d probably felt someone moving through them and come to investigate. 
 
   “Az, you have to let me go. Samael can’t find me. It’s more important than you can imagine.” Right after she’d said it, she knew it wasn’t true. The Angel of Death probably had a very broad imagination.
 
   His gaze narrowed on her thoughtfully, however. He was silent for a long time, and Angel was beginning to get nervous. She did not want to get into a fight with a Lost Angel. Especially not this one.
 
   Finally, he said, “Sam isn’t alone up there.”
 
   Angel frowned. She blinked. But then she felt it. There was a kind of hiccup in the energy around her. It was like a flow of electricity through a faulty wire. There was a storm brewing up above sure enough. That would be Sam. But there was a storm brewing through the crowd, too. It was a darker kind of tide making its way inward, closer to the center of the valley where the concert was taking place. 
 
   And closer to her hidden passageway’s trap door.
 
   “Gregori.” Saying his name left a terrible taste in her mouth. It was like speaking the language of oil or tar. She’d never actually met him face to face, but his reputation more than preceded him.
 
   Azrael nodded. “The Adarians are up there too.”
 
   He almost smiled when he said that last bit; Angel could see the hint of it at the corners of his mouth. Only Azrael could have a sense of humor about this disaster. Only someone who had seen as much death as he had. And Angel could just imagine what unspoken thought had brought that hint at a smile on: You’re the girl all the bad guys want.
 
   “So go back through the shadows and warn your brothers about the men in the crowd, Az. Leave me alone,” she warned. Well, it was more of a strongly worded suggestion. Everything was with Azrael. “Let me do what I have to do.”
 
   She couldn’t deal with all of the Adarians at once. She may have been more powerful than the archangels and their archesses, and maybe, on a good night, she could have handled most of them on her own, alone, and survived. But it was a big maybe, and facing off with the entire group was pushing the envelope, especially now that they’d been so drastically and horrifically altered.
 
   She had little knowledge about Gregori. She knew only what he had thus far revealed: that he was one of the first bands of angels the Old Man had cast out of the angel realm and sent to Earth, and that he was bitter about it. Other than that and the fact that he’d once been in love with a mortal woman, there was little anyone knew. He was outside of their domain, out of their league. And he was in charge of the Adarians right now. What they were capable of was probably anything he wanted them to do. They couldn’t even die if he didn’t want them to. 
 
   Frankly, she had no idea how to face them all. And even if she did know how, she couldn’t do it right now – not with Samael on her tail. Right now, she just needed to get as far away as possible, as quickly as possible.
 
   So, though they didn’t know it, and barely even knew her, the archangels and their amazing mates were her only hope. She was depending on them to work together to confront and deal with the Adarians that were loose in the crowd before they began ripping Valley of Shadow fans to shreds to get at their beating hearts. 
 
   She shivered at the thought, and her chest twinged with a sharp ache, as if someone was ripping out her own heart.
 
   In front of her, Azrael watched her in more of his enigmatic silence. 
 
   And then, quite suddenly, that flash she’d seen earlier in his eyes was back, but it was brighter. It was redder. His entire countenance changed in a split second. 
 
   Angel felt a wave of promised death touch against her defensive walls… just before Az took a single step backward into the darkness behind him. 
 
   And disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   He didn’t want to do it. He’d made a mistake like this once before, long, long ago, and it had doomed him. Samael had been understanding enough to take him in… and he’d… he’d been loyal to….
 
   Jason closed his eyes, squeezing them tightly for a moment as his memories flitted and faded, fighting his attempt at recall. Everything became blurry all of a sudden, and he felt fuzzy and numb. And for some reason, terrified. There was something in his head, like a buzzing bee. He ached everywhere, as if he’d been run over by a truck. He felt queasy, and his fingers tingled uncomfortably. Something banged at the door of his recollection, trying to get his attention, trying to warn him, but he couldn’t answer the door. He couldn’t even find the door.
 
   It no longer matters.
 
   It doesn’t…
 
   Forget. And open your eyes.
 
   He opened his eyes and lifted his head to meet the gaze of the man who was his new master, and who now forever would be. Irises like black dandelions stared back at him.
 
   The man in white felt like an alabaster tower before him, omnipotent and terrible. “It’s time for you to do your job,” he told Jason. “Don’t disappoint me.”
 
   Jason nodded, relaxing because the banging had stopped, and turned to make his way through the wild, roaring crowd.
 
   *****
 
   She knew the moment he’d slipped away from the stage. She was linked to him now, and could easily sense something like that. An illusion took his place, singing with his voice, and peering at the crowd through his mesmerizing eyes, but she knew it wasn’t really him. Everyone else would be fooled. Not her.
 
   Her gaze narrowed on the screens. She carefully started making her way back down from the backstage ladder she’d been sitting atop for the concert. She always sat up there when he played, whether it was during practice or a concert, like tonight. She enjoyed the way the drum beats shook the ladder. If she closed her eyes and tilted her head back, Az’s voice made her feel like she was flying. She only had to make sure her wings didn’t actually come out while she was drifting on his lyrics, or someone might see them.
 
   “Sam is in the crowd,” said someone behind her. She lowered herself from the last step and turned around. Max was there, and Eleanore, Juliette, Gabriel, and Uriel were behind him. Rhiannon and Michael had been at the concert’s opening to cheer their brother on, but they’d left earlier because this was Saturday night, and crime never stopped in New York City. Michael was a cop, and Rhiannon was… well, a bad-ass. Both had their obligations.
 
   “I know,” she said softly. She’d gathered as much by Az’s cryptic phrasing during one of the songs. It wasn’t how the lyrics were supposed to go; she would know, she’d heard him play enough times. But even if he hadn’t warned them, the way the weather was changing was enough. 
 
   A storm was moving in fast and furious. To a mortal, this would seem like unfortunate coincidence; it was about to rain on their parade. But to an archess, it was a sure sign of trouble. The ability to control the weather was inherent for an archess. Sophie could feel the thunder rolling closer, and as soon as she’d begun to sense the pressure drop and the air turn moist, she’d attempted to use her abilities to “clear the skies” for Az’s concert. 
 
   She’d failed. She had little doubt the other girls had also tried and failed.
 
   That could only mean one thing. Storms were as linked to Samael as sugar was to candy. Lightning flashed in the man’s eyes. His countenance was like a thunderhead. He was a living, breathing tempest. And he was there, sure as the rain was about to fall.
 
   “We’ll never find him in this mess,” Juliette said, as she stepped forward and peeked around the massive, black curtain that was the backdrop to the pyrotechnics and video screen behind Valley of Shadow. The crowd beyond was massive, undulating, and riotous, like the tide on a stormy sea. It was impossible to even tell men from women, the faces were so plentiful and blurred. It would be more than impossible to find an individual person, especially considering the individual didn’t want to be found.
 
   “We’ll have to split up,” Max sighed.
 
   Sophie turned to regard him. He looked pained making the suggestion. It was obvious he didn’t actually want them splitting up. But someone needed to confront Sam. He was putting the crowd in danger with this oncoming gale. The lightning was bad enough, but this amount of rain, the Four Corners area wasn’t used to absorbing. The ground was too solid, too dense. Sophie could imagine all sorts of things that could go wrong – flooding, trampling, mosh pits gone awry.
 
   “Keep in contact with each other. Give a shout-out at the slightest sign of trouble.” He sighed, his gaze still fixed on the crowded area beyond the stage. “I grew up here, you know. On the reservation just over that hill.”
 
   The lot of them stared at him. Then Gabriel rolled his eyes. This was no new thing with Max. He said as much about every place he visited. It was just the way he was. 
 
   “Come on, then,” Gabe instructed in his deep brogue. He stole a kiss from Juliette, who smiled, and then he winked, and ducked away into the crowd.
 
   The others followed suit, leaving in separate directions until Sophie was left straggling a little behind. Her own mate was AWOL at the moment. Had he gone out to deal with Samael alone? To spare them all the trouble and danger?
 
   Az…
 
   She closed her eyes and waited for the answering words that were sure to follow. They always did. He would say her name in her head, and his inner voice would wrap around her like steel coils swathed in warm velvet, and she would feel utterly and completely exposed before him – and she loved it.
 
   She waited. And waited. 
 
   Then she opened her eyes. There was no response. Only silence answered her mental call. She swallowed hard and tried again. Azrael.
 
   When Az’s warm, soothing voice failed to respond the second time, Sophie truly began to worry. She hurried down the back steps of the backstage area and out into the camp where the band and the crew had put up tents and parked RV’s and buses. She looked left and right, trying to catch sight of Eleanore or Juliette or even Max. But they’d already made their ways into the crowd.
 
   This had never happened before. They were connected, she and Az, just as all four of the archesses were connected with their archangels. But for Sophie, it honestly felt as if it went deeper. Az wasn’t only an angel. He was a vampire. A very old one. And, well, he had ways of getting inside a person. When he got inside Sophie, their bond grew closer than she would have thought possible.
 
   But at the moment….
 
   Sophie ran a hand through her thick blonde hair and bit her lip. The bouncers in front of her glanced over their shoulders at her as she approached the hemline of the crowd they were holding back from the stage. They nodded at her, stepping aside so she could make her way in. As she nudged past them, she looked over her own shoulder at the stage, where Valley of Shadow continued to wow the masses with intense chords, fireworks only the Swallowtail Foundation could create, and, of course, lots and lots of vampire magic.
 
   But now even more, she could tell her lost angel husband was not actually up there. She felt his absence like a very real empty space upon the stage.
 
   Sophie rolled back her shoulders and took a deep breath. She needed to focus. Find Samael and convince him to leave. Or find Az and figure out why she couldn’t communicate with him. The last thing she needed to do was freak out.
 
   She pushed her way through the crowd, using her telekinesis to help gently nudge taller or heavier people aside up ahead of her so she wouldn’t get squished in the writhing throng.
 
   She’d just passed a woman with green spiky hair and a tall, skinny man in purple leather and massive earrings when she stopped in her tracks. There was an odd, uncomfortable sensation around her. It was like licking a battery or touching a TENS unit pad when it was on too high. The air felt a little thick, and she suddenly felt slightly dizzy. She looked down, not knowing why she was doing so, and found herself gazing at dozens of trampled black dandelions.
 
   Black dandelions. Her pulse quickened at the sight of the familiar and impossible small black flowers. They spread from beneath where she was standing to several feet away, at the edge of a chain link fence. She was at the outer rim of the crowd. The darkness of a desert night stretched beyond the fence, deep and ominous.
 
   “The easiest way to kill is to separate the smaller and weaker from the crowd.” 
 
   Sophie recognized the voice, but vaguely. Her heart began pounding, and she could hear it in her head. Slowly, and with a palatable sense of dread heavy on her tongue, she turned around to face the man who’d spoken to her.
 
   But before she could so much as meet his blue gaze with her own, his hand was around her throat, cutting the air from her lungs and the voice from her lips. His strength was immense, and his speed unreasonable. He slammed her against the chain link fence behind them so hard that metal cut through her clothes and into her back. Her vision blurred as pain wracked through her.
 
   The clouds above them began growing instantly darker, and lightning crashed into the ground less than a mile away.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   As soon as Azrael vanished, Angel was running. She put one foot in front of the other, waving her hand to illuminate the tunnel before her. The sound of her footfalls echoed against the tight walls of her confined space. She counted the steps, counted her breaths, and the moment she felt she’d gone far enough, she stopped and cast a transport spell.
 
   She reappeared in a hotel room in Boston, one she’d purchased out a few weeks before with the contingency that she would come and go over the coming days. She took a moment to look around, taking in the smell of cleaners and laundry detergent. There was also the scent of air fresheners no doubt meant to disguise the cigarette smoke that was coming from the adjoining bathroom. She listened to the sound of kids running down the hall in flip flops, probably headed to the pool, and the distant ding of an elevator as it reached her floor. The curtains were partly drawn, the sink sparkled, and the bed was made. 
 
   Her original plan had been to transport from one place to another in a quick hop-frog sort of fashion until she was at her home, a place she’d created long ago and shielded long in advance, knowing this time would one day come. But she was feeling drained and hungry, and this hotel had room service. 
 
   An hour wouldn’t hurt.
 
   She made her way to the bed, changed her appearance to what it had been when she’d first made the reservation weeks ago, and flipped on the television. Then she grabbed the phone and ordered a soup and salad dish and a Dr. Pepper. 
 
   *****
 
   “Sam… what are you doing?”
 
   Sam ignored the voice in the doorway. Just this once, it was rather unwelcome. Not only was she interrupting him while he was on the phone, he didn’t feel like explaining himself to Lilith, and he most definitely didn’t want to see the hints of disappointment he knew he’d find on her face. 
 
   Instead, he continued with his preparations. His phone was at his ear, and the man on the other end of the line was taking orders. 
 
   He asked Sam a question. 
 
   Sam replied, keeping his voice even and steady – nonchalant. “Five-thirty. Yes. That’s right, Adam. Have the stations ready. All of them.” He paused, waiting as the man asked another question. “What is it concerning?” He smiled. “You’ll just have to wait and see.” He hung up.
 
   That would get them going. If he knew anything about humans and their love of dirty laundry, every news station he controlled would be waiting in the lobby of a building that sat on the corner of the busiest intersection in Kansas City, Missouri during the busiest time of the day on the busiest day of the week. The coverage would be immediate. 
 
   He hung up, and turned around, expecting Lilith to be gone.
 
   But instead of leaving, she stood less than a foot away, startling him a little. Not that he showed it outwardly. He was quite good at keeping an outward calm. 
 
   He was wrong about her wearing a look of disappointment. This one was different. If he didn’t know better, he’d say she was angry. Furious, even. There was a strange vibration coming from her, one he’d never felt before. For a split second, she didn’t feel like herself, but like something much bigger and more dangerous than she was, stuffed into a tiny, discreet, if beautiful body.
 
   “I thought our discussion was over,” he stated casually, re-pocketing his phone and apparently turning his attention to documents on his desk. In reality, he was very tuned into the woman on the other side of the desk. She was unnerving him.
 
   “Did it ever, even once,” she began slowly, “occur to you and your conceited, fat head and your sadistically selfish tendencies that Angel might have a very good reason for running from you?” 
 
   He didn’t reply. But he felt his chest tighten. He felt his skin heat up in a responsive, knee-jerk flush. He kept his eyes down and continued to pretend to ignore her. His palms were beginning to sweat.
 
   He’d left the concert in a transport flash, having decided once and for all that with Angel’s mode of operating, she would only use it as a temporary cover before transporting away herself. Again. He’d realized that this would go on forever if he didn’t change the game once and for all. So that was what he’d decided to do. He formulated a plan, and now he was putting that plan into action.
 
   Apparently, Lilith knew what that plan was, and she wasn’t happy about it.
 
   She moved forward, placed her slim hands on the desk, and leaned in.
 
   “I bet it has,” she said, her tone changing, becoming an acidic purr that got right under his flushing skin and stayed there. “I bet it occurred to you, Samael, and you can’t stand it. In fact, I’m betting you’re afraid that her reason for avoiding you is that she actually hates you.” She paused, leaning in a bit more. “Angel is a genuinely good person. She has empathy. She cares. She tries to do good things and make this world a better place. Why, in a million years, would she want to be saddled with a seasoned son of a bitch like Samuel Lambent, the multi-billionaire media tycoon who’s proven himself to be a genuine apathetic bastard?”
 
   Her words rolled over him like a tidal wave of red, smooth and powerful and smothering. They seared across him like the truth. Nothing burned hotter than the truth. 
 
   Any other man in the world would probably have lost it at that point. Sam had lived here long enough to know that human men weren’t overly good at word battle. They were apes, really, cave men at their cores, prone to bursts of violent vengeance when a woman’s intellect got the better of them. It was their only remaining defense. When you can’t fight with your mind, you use your fists. As long as the loser was capable of bruising his opponent on the outside as deeply as he was bruised on the inside, he wouldn’t consider it losing. 
 
   Of course, Lilith was more than capable of taking care of herself. She’d been down here just as long as Sam had, after all. Longer, in fact. She was a woman who’d come through millennia of inquisitions, plagues, and the general male population in one piece. It said something about her defense mechanisms.
 
   So it was probably fortunate for them both that Sam was not at all like most men. Rather than lose his temper, he simply straightened, smiled a small, sure smile, and said, “You’re right, Lilith. Angel is good. Which is why I’m fairly certain this is going to work.”
 
   Lilith straightened herself and gave Sam a withering look. It hurt him more than he wanted to admit. “I can’t believe you’re going this far, Sam.” She shook her head, and then frowned, asking in all seriousness, “Is there nothing you won’t do to get your hands on – ”
 
   “No.” Sam took a seat in the massive leather chair behind his desk and steepled his fingers to peer over them at her with stark determination. “Now, I hope you don’t mind seeing yourself out.”
 
   With icicles in her eyes, Lilith did just that, turning slowly away to walk back to the office door. But there, as she so often did, she stopped and turned back to regard him. There was something else in her gaze now, something that deepened the unsettled feeling she’d given him so far.
 
   It was disappointment, stark and pure. “All this time… and you’ve learned nothing,” she said softly, regretfully, then shook her head just once and left, closing his door behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   When you can’t breathe, nothing else matters.
 
   It was a saying of some sort, but her brain was quickly becoming so addled, she couldn’t remember from where. The American Lung Association? The Asthma Association? 
 
   Something like that…
 
   It was true, wherever it came from. But there was something else, and it mattered too, a little. Sometimes, when you couldn’t breathe, the reason was because you were in the process of being murdered and your killer hand his hand wrapped around your throat and had crushed your windpipe.
 
   Crushed it. She would never have imagined, not in a million years, what that felt like. It was indescribable, really. There were no words for that pain. 
 
   Everything was blacking out. The thunder, which was as indescribably loud as the pain was indescribably bad, was becoming softer. It was turning indistinct and unimportant, and she had that bizarre numb feeling that lightning couldn’t hurt her anymore, so it didn’t matter how loud or close it all was.
 
   Az.
 
   She tried to call out, one last time. But the white stars in her vision had even gone away. Night was falling, the clouds were coming in, and the Cosmos was winking out one white dot after another. When she hit the ground, she heard it more than felt it. A distant banging kind of thing, hollow as her elbows and knees collided. She expected it to be the last thing she felt or heard.
 
   But with excruciating slowness, the pain in her throat grew worse. She tried to scream in pain, and heard herself make a terrible, low sound, like a banshee’s moan. There was movement around her – boots in the mud, and more lightning. There were screams and shouts that sounded far off. 
 
   She knew she needed to heal herself, but her arms and legs wouldn’t respond. It was like they weren’t even there. There was nothing for her to do but lay sprawled in the dirt and hurt.
 
   *****
 
   There was nothing – not a thing in the universe – but the knowledge that Sophie was in pain. He’d felt it in Angel’s tunneled-out path beneath the ground. He honed in on it with singular vision and intent, driven into a blur that became mist in the crowd and sped through every shadow of night. 
 
   Until he was rematerializing, and everything bad in the world was there before his eyes: his mate, being killed. A man with his hand around her throat, his Sophie against the fence, bleeding.
 
   Dying.
 
   What happened next would never properly be pieced together in his mind. It was pure chaos, pure, visceral destruction. It was everything he had thought he’d left behind. In that moment, that desperate, horrible moment, he was the Angel of Death.
 
   And when that moment had passed, he was kneeling and lifting his archess into his arms and sending a mental call to his brothers with everything he had. 
 
   He threatened the Earth not to absorb her blood, not to take her life force, not to rob him of the only thing he gave a fucking shit about on its surface. If it did, he would destroy it. He would systematically rip it apart, being by being, city by city, outer layer, mantle, core. Until nothing was left but chunks of empty rock floating aimlessly through space.
 
   Up on the stage, the concert stopped. The image of Azrael suddenly disappeared. Confusion rippled through the crowd like waves on a disturbed pond. The cheering faltered. Where was he? The band members glanced at one another. Vampires began to communicate in a web of telepathy that crisscrossed through the audience.
 
   But Az was oblivious to the disruption and the signals that went up afterward. His entire existence consisted of one thing. Distantly, he realized how fragile happiness was. “Sophie.”
 
   “Az, put her down.”
 
   It was Juliette. She and Gabriel were suddenly there. In his peripheral awareness, he noticed Max there as well. And others. They had heard him. More impossible moments passed, and somehow, he’d managed to lower Sophie once more to the undeserving ground. He’d managed to force himself to step back.
 
   There was light; he saw it beneath spread fingers – an archess, laying her healing hands upon her sister. There was more moving, and there were things happening around him. Some of it seemed distantly important, maybe even desperate. 
 
   Also distantly, he realized he was in agony.
 
   And then there was a sound, like a gentle scratching at his mental door. It was so soft, so quiet, he was uncertain whether he’d heard it right. He told the universe to shut the fuck up. So he could try to hear it again.
 
   Everything around him was cast into absolute silence, as if a blast had gone off and there was that ringing afterward and nothing else. Except even the ringing was absent. Silence obeyed him. Like the darkness did.
 
   Az…
 
   He hit the ground, on his knees faster than any man had ever knelt, and his hand lifted her head. I’m here. I’m here! Open your eyes for me, Sunshine.
 
   Like the morning star rising at last on a long, soul-crushing night, Sophie’s eyelids parted, and gold peeked out. The world and everything it consisted of came crashing back into existence. Sound was allowed to resume once more. Movement recommenced. 
 
   There was entropy, to be sure. But it was over there.
 
   Right here, there was one single thing that made sense. Sophie was alive. And she was his. And the universe could go on existing for now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Max could scarcely believe what he was seeing when he came upon the scene near the back fence surrounding the outer circle of the Valley of Shadow concert venue. The images would be forever burned upon his mind, and the cold, terrible dread and nausea that had claimed his gut would never be forgotten either.
 
   But at least now he knew. Now he knew just how far one of his boys would go to protect the woman he loved. 
 
   The dead man had once been the “right hand” of Samael. Jason. That had been his name. At least, Max was fairly certain it had been him. What there was left of him was rather hard to mentally piece together. But one of the eyes was still there in the head that had been removed from its body, and it was a vivid blue. The body itself had been pushed through the chain link fence, like meat through a grinder. 
 
   The illusion on stage had vanished, the crowd was in disarray, and Azrael’s loyal, trained vampires had instinctively mobilized to overpower mortal minds, calm the situation, and erase memories of anything that might have been witnessed.
 
   But the damage had been done, and the archangels were a band of confused men and women that he knew he had to somehow guide, somehow protect, and somehow give answers to. The questions would surely be coming soon enough.
 
   Michael and Rhiannon were even there. They’d either heard Sophie’s call or felt the unrest with their brethren and come running back from New York.
 
   “Why didn’t he hear her sooner?” Juliette breathed, shock making her face paper white.
 
   Max shook his head. “Interference maybe. Or Gregori.”
 
   “I did warn you.”
 
   Everyone – Max, Gabriel, Juliette, Uriel, Eleanore, Azrael, Michael and Rhiannon – either turned around or looked up. None of them had been aware of the man’s approach. They should have been. The ground was covering itself in black dandelions. They were sprouting up around the blood, through the mud, and into full bloom like fast-forwarded time-lapse photography. There was a vibration to the air that made Max’s teeth feel like they were buzzing and his gut feel like it was churning. He had an instant headache.
 
   But the man in white stood amongst them, calm and still, a tower of pale evil wrapped in serenity that was a lie.
 
   He looked at Azrael, who knelt in the mud with Sophie laying against his legs. “Now you know. Samael will stop at nothing to win his archess, even going so far as to dismantle the archangels by sending his minions after your mates.”
 
   Max had no idea what he was talking about as far as the “warning” was concerned, and he planned to speak with Azrael about that as soon as possible. But as far as Sam sending people after the archesses went? It didn’t look good. It was Jason who’d been responsible for this attack, after all, and the former incubi wasn’t known for his discretions. It was possible Gregori was right. Was Sam trying to get them out of the way? Was he afraid they would try to stop him?
 
   If so, why?
 
   “If the Culmination wasn’t enough to make up your mind,” Gregori said as he turned away from them to leave, “perhaps this event finally will.” 
 
   The people in the crowd had been subjugated by the vampires amongst them. They stood still now, and quiet, in the most eerie exhibition of suppression Max had ever seen. Thousands upon thousands of revelers who had been absolutely wild moments before now stood swaying slightly, their eyes glazed over, their stares unfocused and aimed vaguely at the concert stage in the distance.
 
   Gregori stepped into this crowd with his final words, and disappeared.
 
   Max looked down at the ground and the black dandelions the man in white had left behind. A chill went up his spine.
 
   “Azrael, we need to talk,” he said softly as he then looked over at the very first vampire ever created. 
 
   Az met his gaze. “Gregori approached me in San Francisco last night. He warned me that Samael had an archess and that he should not be allowed to find her. He spoke of the Culmination.”
 
   Michael, Gabriel, and Uriel exchanged looks. 
 
   After a moment, Michael cleared his throat. He nodded at the mess behind them – in the chain link fence. They needed to do something about that.
 
   Gabriel nodded in understanding. The fleshy material was no longer living. It had once been a piece of a live being, but now it was as much as hamburger meat, as dead as the rocks and dirt around them. So that was what the archangels turned it into, cleaning up the remnants of a cold-blooded murder by transforming it molecule by molecule into something else. Not gold this time, as they’d often created. This time it was just dirt.
 
   It cascaded harmlessly and insignificantly to the ground, and the sound it made was an audible reminder of how fleeting and unfulfilled life could sometimes be.
 
   “The Adarians are gone,” said Az distractedly as he returned his attention to Sophie, who was now looking at him reassuringly, though she didn’t dare yet talk. No doubt, her throat was sore, despite Juliette and Eleanore both having healed her. The former incubus’s strength had been enormous. To an odd degree, actually. Max couldn’t help but wonder whether Sam had helped him along somehow with some kind of magic. Sophie was not an incapable archangel in her own right. She should have been able to fight Jason off, with telekinesis perhaps, or sprout wings and fly away at the very least.
 
   It was something to think about.
 
   “Perhaps Gregori never intended the Adarians to cause trouble in the crowd tonight,” said Eleanore softly, venturing a hopeful thought amidst many that were quite the opposite. If she was right, then it meant that Gregori might actually be telling the truth about Samael, and maybe, in some bizarre way, Gregori and the archangels were on the same side just now?
 
   “We will never be on the same side,” said Rhiannon, as if she had been reading Max’s mind. Her light green eyes were locked on his with hard meaning. Gregori had attacked her and Michael at Michael’s apartment not long ago. His men had been responsible for the death of a beloved pet, one that belonged to a little girl who was very close to Rhiannon. “Just think about it. I have a hard time believing that if Sam’s goal is to get the archangels out of his way, he could be so stupid as to kill one of the archesses. He knows good and well that there’s little more dangerous than a man with nothing left to lose.”
 
   “I agree,” said Sophie softly. 
 
   Everyone’s attention returned to her. She nodded at Az and tried to sit up. He helped her. Her voice was indeed scratchy. Both archesses who’d healed her had barely managed to bring her back from the brink of death Jason had sent her to. 
 
   Sophie took a deep, shaky breath. “I’ve spoken with Gregori,” she said. She looked up at Az and then up at Max. They recalled the scene where she’d faced him in his iceberg, kidnapped and isolated. “I’ve… felt him.” She shook her head, and her hand went gingerly to her throat. She swallowed hard, and he could tell it hurt. Finally, she finished with, “There were black dandelions on the ground when Jason attacked. Whatever happens,” she paused when her voice became to hoarse, then continued after a moment. “We can’t trust Gregori.” 
 
   Max thought about this. He thought about the entire messed up situation: Sam going to scary extents to find an archess named Angel, Gregori going to scary extents to stop him and doing terrible things to the Adarians in the process, the Adarians doing terrible things to everyone else, and somewhere out there, an archess all on her own, running like mad and trying to do the good things that her archess blood demanded she do along the way.
 
   And the Culmination… whatever that was.
 
   He nodded and took a deep breath. “We need to regroup,” the Guardian said, taking a deep breath. “Boys, let’s shut this place down, get these people safely home, and meet back at the Mansion.” He paused, then remembering the crack in the hearth and the unsettling feeling they all had that even there, they might not be safe any longer. “Which, with any luck, will still be there.”
 
   They moved as a group to the parking lot. As they walked, they fell into a companionable silence, until at last Juliette spoke up.
 
   “You called for Az when we split up, right?”
 
   Max turned to find Juliette was speaking to Sophie. Sophie nodded. “Then why couldn’t you hear her, Az?” she asked for the second time. Clearly, this idea frightened her. It would, though. Her archangel was the Messenger Angel, and communication had always been key with Gabriel.
 
   Az shook his head, his stern expression revealing how uneasy he felt about that. “It must have been something to do with Angel. I felt her power. It’s as strong is Sam’s, if not greater.”
 
   “Or it was Gregori,” Michael interjected.
 
   “Or Sam,” added Uriel. “Let’s not forget that it was Jason who attacked Sophie. And though Rhiannon’s right about how unlikely it is, we have to keep our minds open to the possibility that he’s behind it.”
 
   “From now on, we stick together,” Max told them. “No more splitting up. Got it?”
 
   They nodded. 
 
   “I need to speak with someone,” he said next, as he approached the nearest car door and gestured for everyone to step forward and use it.
 
   “Lilith?” everyone asked at once.
 
   Max blinked, looking back at them over his shoulder. They gave him weary smiles.
 
   And then they stepped one after another through the doorway-portal and into the world on the other side.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   The television had automatically switched on to a hotel channel, so Angel grabbed the remote again and began to flip through the channels until her finger froze on the button, and a cold numbness crept into her gut. She swallowed hard, her eyes widening, and then punched the volume a bunch of times until the sounds of what she was witnessing filled the hotel room.
 
   The shot was an aerial one, clearly taken from the vantage of a helicopter. The camera zoomed in on what appeared to be an accident involving more than two dozen cars in a pile-up unlike anything Angel had ever seen. But that was merely the beginning of the catastrophe.
 
   A nearby building was on fire, another seemed to have had a chunk taken out of one side, and everything nearby was missing glass. Trees had been uprooted, electrical currents zapped up and down exposed and broken wires, and someone was saying something about a leaking gas line. The air was a dark brown-yellow, ominous and wrong, the wind was clearly still roaring through the scene, shaking the helicopter’s blades and the camera, and people were scrambling this way and that amidst police officers and firemen desperate to regain some sort of order.
 
   It was a disaster, clearly brought on by the weather, which appeared portentous to say the least. Angel turned the volume up a little more and tuned in, trying to get the information right. 
 
   There had been a tornado in Kansas City. Apparently, the weather had turned a sunny but humid day into a sudden nightmare. The T3 storm had developed over short minutes, then turned into a T4 that lasted several destructive seconds. It struck the west side of town, ripped a shallow scar through a half-mile of it, then dissipated. There was little to no warning, and though it hadn’t been as large as it could have, and hadn’t lasted long at all, the damage was extensive. At the moment, they were unsure how many people had been trapped in the storm, and how many were possibly dead. News crews were only capable of reporting on the story this soon after the fact because they’d conveniently been on hand at the location for something entirely different. A silver lining to a deadly tempest.
 
   Angel moved off the bed and took a deep breath. She ran a hand through her hair, closed her eyes, and knew without even having to think about it that she had no choice. The event had taken place on the same continent, and even in the same country, making the transport far less taxing than it would have been to travel overseas. The authorities were scrambling and things were still in that chaotic stage that made it safe for her to get in and get out, help as many as possible, and not be seen. Situations like this were rare. 
 
   Too often, she was made aware of disaster or trauma long after it had occurred, after people had been found dead or tended to, and when there was little she could do, especially without being seen. The destruction of the trade towers had been like that. The bombing in Boston was like that too. She’d gone as quickly as she could as soon as the trouble had begun, but the situation was tragic and escalating and frankly overwhelming. Those she helped would never know they would have otherwise died, survived with third degree burns over their entire bodies, or lost limbs. She did what she could before she was completely drained, and then ducked away in the crowds, disappearing through walls or stepping into shadows. But she’d had to use precious energy to scramble cell phone images, blur evidence, and otherwise convince onlookers she had never been there. If she hadn’t had to do that, she could have helped a little more.
 
   This would be different. The weather, scary though it was, would be on her side. It would provide cover, as would the on-going problems the city was experiencing, such as the gas leak and electrical wiring gone awry.
 
   She made up her mind in seconds and transported, changing her appearance once more as she went. When she arrived on the scene, she found herself in an alley between two buildings. The wind was blocked a little here, but it formed eddies of dirt, leaves, debris and trash at either end. The ground rumbled a little – a sign of a tornado probably. A second one.
 
   She ran to the end of the alley, and everything slowed down. Destruction always played in slow motion. Always. Trauma was a film whose speed had been decelerated. It would forever exist in a realm of time all its own. She entered this time as she exited the alleyway and took in the scene before her.
 
   It looked just as it had on the news station, overturned and ruled by discord. Sparks of electricity zapped through loose wires that whipped about in the wind. Sirens screamed, attempting to be heard above the weather, but sounding futile and distant nonetheless. People cried out, calling to one another, but their voices were mute. As she stood there for those few precious beats of observation, an overturned car upon the green across the street was picked up by the wind and tossed in her direction.
 
   A second tornado had indeed formed.
 
   The groan of metal turned into a screech of tearing fabrication, and Angel thought fast. She lifted her hand, guiding the vehicle at once with a strong burst of telekinesis that jarred it in its place in space and sent it flying in another direction. It crashed into the ground, a bomb of metal, paint, and glass, sending fragments scattering everywhere.
 
   She’d planned to use the weather as cover. But she’d transported directly into the heart of tempest. The second tornado had been born suddenly, just as its twin had, and without any warning whatsoever. Apparently, Mother Nature wasn’t done with the city yet. There was nothing Angel could do to help anyone until the weather was taken care of.
 
   She stepped back into the alley, her hair whipping around her like a fury of gold tendrils. She closed her eyes and reached out with her power. She felt her strength, her very spirit expand around her, traveling over the ground, around the buildings, and into the sky. She felt it like musical notes, floating out from her, as beautiful as tendrils of mermaid hair in the water.
 
   They reached far and they reached fast, and as she touched the face of the gale, she felt its fury, empathized with its raging fear, and talked it down. A caress across its cheek, one heart to another, a tear in kinship, and the storm took a deep, shaky breath. It stopped for just a moment, blinked, and looked into her eyes.
 
   Down below, on the ground, telephone and electrical wires writhed like snakes with fire heads. Trees yet unbroken bowed low, and firemen bracing themselves against their trucks or the sides of buildings looked up in seasoned worry. But they tasted something different upon their tongues, too. Saw something in the changing color of the spinning storm. 
 
   It was hope.
 
   Little by little, the spinning slowed. The darkness lightened. The wind died down. Metal ceased groaning and rested deformed and ruined. Fires yet raged, but stopped spreading, no longer fed by the wind. People peeked out from beneath cars they’d taken shelter under, and rescue teams at once mobilized, trained well to take advantage of the slightest sign of calm.
 
   Angel opened her eyes. She’d transformed earlier into a blonde woman with deep brown eyes, a short but curvy body, and inherent stout physical strength. She used that strength now to rush back out into the scene. Years – and years – of experience guided her to those who were both in need of her help and able to receive it.
 
   She removed tons of debris with telekinesis, allowing her entrance into a childcare facility on the second floor of one of the destroyed buildings. One by one, she found the children, some severely injured, others just frightened. Children were the easiest to help. They never gave her away. To them, she was a superhero or she was an angel or she was an imaginary friend who’d changed forms for secret reasons. They accepted it, kept her secret, and she moved on.
 
   It was no different now. Though she knew their parents were thinking only of them in those terrifying moments, children were blessedly devoid of mortal fear, and capable of changing their perceptions in any given moment. To them, her arrival became… fun. She assured them their parents would find them soon, and moved them safely into a more readily accessible hallway. Then she went back into the destroyed room she’d taken them from and transported once more.
 
   A pregnant woman… an elderly couple who were both unconscious and trapped at the back of an overturned bus… a bicyclist who’d been thrown into an oak tree’s tallest branches…. She moved from one to another, feeling her power slip through the funnel of her usage like sand through an hourglass. She was working on a few remaining pebbles now, maybe just enough to transport away once more.
 
   Her final appearance was before a businessman covered in blood. He saw her appear before him. And without batting an eye, he said, “Angel…”
 
   Angel was a bit taken aback by the plain statement that also happened to be her name, but she shook herself free of it and knelt beside him, quickly assessing the wound. The artery on the inside of his left leg had been severed. He was bleeding to death. He also had three broken ribs, his left arm was shattered, and he was having trouble swallowing. She wasn’t sure what that meant, but somehow knew it was bad.
 
   She placed her hands upon his red soaked chest as he babbled. “I was going to kill myself. This afternoon. Jump from Westin Tower. But….” He trailed off for a moment as he convulsed and tried to swallow. Seconds later, light was spreading from her hands and through his body. “But I want to live now. Thank you, angel. I want to live.” 
 
   He thought she was a guardian angel sent to save him, to perhaps make him once more value the life he clung to by a thread.
 
   She felt her hourglass completely empty right after repairing his artery and ribs. The arm, she could not do. And she wouldn’t be able to transport away, either.
 
   She stood, swooning a little. Falling back on years of practice dealing with a drained power capacity in desperate situations, she leaned against the wall. “I’m going to go and get you some help. You’re going to live.”
 
   He stared at her. Tried to swallow.
 
   “Nod if you understand me. You won’t be left alone. I’m going to send help right away.”
 
   He nodded, his eyes wide, his jaw set with determination.
 
   She nodded back and made her way over rubble to the front of his wing of offices and into the hall. She followed the sound of voices to a group of firemen who were making their way through the building floor by floor. She was covered in the blood of dozens of injured people, and clearly, one of the men thought the blood was her own.
 
   At once, he approached her. “Where are you hurt?” 
 
   She shook her head. “I’m not injured. There’s a man down that hall, through the third door to the right. He’s badly hurt and needs help right away.”
 
   The fireman nodded and left her. 
 
   Angel stepped back as more men followed him. When they’d passed, she made her way out of the building, past one scene of destruction after another, and into an alley. There, she leaned against the wall and slid into a crouched position. 
 
   She closed her eyes. She was so tired that she was not at all aware she was being watched – with singular and intense keenness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   He’d thought long and hard about what he was about to do. But they could literally go on like this forever if he didn’t do it. Two thousand years had been torture enough. Forever was out of the question.
 
   He took a deep breath and looked down at his hands, which had been marked by the spell. Upon each palm was a symbol, drawn there by an unseelie fae spell caster. The mage had been a servant of Malek Taal, an unseelie lord of infamous repute. 
 
   People on Earth were an odd sort. They had a very three-dimensional view of the world, of the universe, and even the multiverse. Few of them considered the possibility that there was more there than met the eye. The truth of this fallacy was so obvious, though. Even dark matter, that enigmatic otherness that could not be directly seen, was proof enough that the Cosmos consisted of more than what the eye could behold.
 
   The mortal realm was one realm. And the angel realm was another.
 
   Malek Taal was the king of the aptly named Taal, a fae people steeped in dark history and even darker fae magic. He was a man with innumerable secrets and a rather frightful diet, but one who knew things. His realm was yet another of countless realms. 
 
   On and on they went, realm after realm, like nodules of air in a sheet of bubble wrap. And that sheet of bubble wrap was laid upon another sheet of bubble wrap. And another. Stretching to an infinite length and an infinite width. Hence, there were infinite realms.
 
   Humans had absolutely no clue.
 
   Sam had visited Malek Taal and asked him for help, as only the unseelie seemed to possess the dark kind of magic Sam was in need of just then. Malek was a reasonable man, and everyone had a price. Malek’s price had been no different from that of so many men who’d lived alone too long. He wanted information about a certain woman… one who would perhaps be compatible with him, in his realm of darkness and magic. Sam just happened to have that information. He was good at information. He always had been. Maybe that was why he’d gravitated toward the media as he had.
 
   At any rate, a trade was made. And the spell was cast.
 
   And now Samael, the Fallen One, the most powerful of the archangels sent to earth in the wake of the archess exodus, was about to do something that would alter the playing field… possibly forever.
 
   It was worth it. Or, it would be – if it worked.
 
   Now he stood at the end of the alley and gazed at the woman who’d been hiding from him for two thousand years. She didn’t see him there. She was so tired, she could barely keep her eyes open at all, much less see through his invisibility. That had been the point, really. He knew that all it would take was a disaster she had some hope of helping in, and she would come running and then wear herself out.
 
   The weather patterns had been insane of late; a part of the world was dying, and its death throws were spitting out tornadoes and floods and wildfires like a dying snake spewing poison. Few people were overtly surprised about the storms that had taken place in Chicago. Hell, they were going on everywhere, really. You couldn’t turn on your television or computer without catching sight of a headline spouting natural disasters. 
 
   Right now, no one would think anything of a few more tornadoes, especially not in the heart of tornado alley. The timing was perfect. And as far as he was concerned, it was necessary.
 
   She’d done exactly as he’d known she would do. Her heart would have it no other way.
 
   It was one of the things he loved about…. Sam frowned and placed his hand to his chest. There had been a brief twinge there, an odd, empty but full feeling that… hurt. He rarely felt pain. In fact, almost never. 
 
   With steadfast resolve, he lowered his hand, raised his chin, and narrowed his gaze, pushing the discomfort from his mind. He moved down the alley until he was standing directly in front of Angel. 
 
   Her head was still in her hands, the very vision of exhaustion. She was disguised as someone else again, but by now… he knew her. He wasn’t sure how, but he just knew her. No matter what she looked like on the outside.
 
   From this close, where he stood towering over her, he could smell the shampoo she’d used in her last shower. He could see a tear in her jeans, and bruises forming along her arms. She’d put herself through hell trying to help this time. 
 
   One swift movement, and he could take her. Grab her wrists, lift her to her feet, trap her up against the wall…. She was so close. 
 
   He realized he was shaking. His desire felt like a tangible thing, like a hunger that had incarnated and was pushing its way through his skin. And there was that odd pain again – in his chest – somewhere deep inside.
 
   Suddenly, Angel dropped her arms and looked up.
 
   Sam froze. He held his breath. He knew he was not only invisible but inaudible, and freezing like this didn’t actually make any logical sense. But he couldn’t move. He could barely think as her eyes searched the space in front of her – almost like she knew he was there. She frowned, and lines formed at the corners of her eyes. She opened her mouth, parting her lips to reveal straight, white teeth. 
 
   He thought of what they would feel like against his tongue.
 
   And then something in him snapped, and he refocused with fierce determination, kneeling before her. 
 
   She blinked, and Sam wondered if she really did know he was there. Could she feel him? He sure as shit could feel her. 
 
   No, he told himself firmly. Do this now, damn it. Now!
 
   He raised his arms, placing his hands in the air on either side of her head. The marks on the insides of his palms began to heat up. He winced, once more feeling a pain he was unaccustomed to. They burned into him, branding him with their power, and as they did, that power was transferred. From him to her.
 
   Before him, just inches away, Angel softly gasped. Her gaze unfocused, glazing over.
 
   A crazy urge to stop what he was doing and pull her into his arms was nearly his undoing then and there. He wanted to hold her, embrace her, tell her it was going to be okay. It took everything he had to remain motionless in his special agony and let the spell run its course.
 
   When it was at last done, Angel’s eyes slid shut once more, this time for good. Sam lowered his arms. The marks on his hands were gone now. The magic of the two symbols had been carved elsewhere. One upon his soul – and one upon hers. 
 
   The spell would begin to take effect shortly, and would come to fruition gradually, over the course of the next few days. Now all he had to do was remain one step behind her as it happened. Until she had no choice but to turn to him.
 
   To hear him out.
 
   To give him a chance.
 
   It would be worth it.
 
   Sam stood. Then, using some of the power he knew would soon run out, he placed a protective shield over his archess. It would keep her from detection until she awoke. After that, it would be up to her what they did next.
 
   Sam took a deep breath, and was unsettled to find that it released shakily. He ran a hand through his hair and over his face. His skin was hot to the touch. A fever? Only mortals got fevers.
 
   He closed his eyes as a chill went through him. 
 
   It hit him just then, the enormity of what he had set into motion. And when he turned back down the alley and smelled the smoke from a nearby fire and felt it sting his eyes, he realized with a strange sense of dread, that it was happening already.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Angel managed to hide for quite a while there in that alley, behind those trash cans and debris. She must have been more exhausted than ever before, because at some point, she lost consciousness. She was just lucky no one had found her there.
 
   Once she’d regained consciousness and caught her breath, she felt the tiniest tendril of her power return, and knew she could manage just enough magic for a transport. 
 
   When she reappeared and the transport portal was gone, she found herself standing an inch deep in mud. She looked down, lifting her boots slowly to reveal black icky-stick latching to the thick tread. 
 
   She sighed and took in her surroundings.
 
   From the smell of it, the building directly in front of her was some sort of restroom. But it was an old wooden building, the air was thick with humidity, and she had a feeling the combination was failing to keep the stench in. The constant stream of people in and out of the left side of it probably didn’t help either.
 
   The left end was clearly the women’s end, and the right was the men’s. Of course, the right was practically empty, and the left trailed a line of waiting patrons about fifteen deep. Each of them were dressed in varying degrees of revelry harkening to the days of yore.
 
   From lace-up bodices and corsets, trailing skirts, and leather armor, everyone wore their own level of participation upon their sleeves. But the threat of storm was heavy in the air, brows trickled sweat, and a few of the women in heavier armor were fidgeting and adjusting uncomfortably.
 
   It was a Renaissance Festival. Otherwise known as a ren faire. 
 
   Angel stepped out of the mud, nodded and smiled to the stragglers at the back of the bathroom line, and got in line herself.
 
   She’d already changed her appearance several times since showing up at the Valley of Shadows concert, but right now she was covered in the blood of victims from the Kansas City storm. And while bloody costumes were not necessarily as rare as they once might have been at ren faires – what with the zombie craze being what it was – she really looked the part. Nothing drew attention like the bright red of blood, and the less attention she gained, the better.
 
   When her turn finally came and she was safely sequestered in a stall, she rested until she could feel another inkling of power inside her. She used that to summon food from where she had it sequestered in one of her apartments. As people moved in and out of the stalls on either side of her, she remained locked safely in her own, eating a granola bar.
 
   Then she waited some more. The line progressed quickly enough that no one noticed she remained locked in her single stall. When she had the strength the food afforded her, she again morphed, cleaning her clothes and turning her hair red. Her skin became tanned, and her eyes shifted into a gold-green. 
 
   As an added touch, she gave herself freckles before at last creeping out of her stall. She flushed the toilet behind her for the sake of appearance. Then she exited the restroom with another small crowd and made her way into the first open area of the faire bordered by tents and booths on either side. A wave of dizziness swept over her once she’d cleared the crowd, and she frowned. 
 
   She stopped to lean against a tree. That was weird. It had never happened before.
 
   Worried, she looked up at the gathering clouds. Were there more than there had been before she’d gone into the restroom?
 
   When she felt stable again, she pushed off the tree and continued deeper into the faire.
 
   To be safe, she should probably transport from one place to the next until she was in her permanent location. But she was frankly exhausted. She needed a break. And the truth was, she’d always been a sucker for ren faires. They reminded her of days she’d actually lived through. They also amused her a little, because she was able to enjoy the good qualities of those ages without the bad, such as rampant disease, heavy handed religious laws, barbaric medical practices, horrid stench, Neanderthal attitudes toward women, and more disease. 
 
   From where she was standing, she could see things she wanted to check out. Not far away was a booth selling customized leather boots. She loved boots. Another booth a few feet away had astrolabes displayed behind glass cases. She loved those too. She even knew a man who carried one around. Of course, that was a very special astrolabe, hidden inside a very special pocket watch. The watch, like the man, was an enigma, capable of secret things only he knew.
 
   Speaking of time - Angel sort of felt it ticking away. It was slipping, like sand through that infamous hour glass. If she wanted to enjoy the faire, she would have to do so quickly and then move on. Because Sam was not a man to take lightly.
 
   She ran a hand through her hair, and suddenly closed her eyes. “Is the rest of my life going to be like this?” she asked herself softly. Would she always be running from Samael? Would every day consist of brief stops at places she enjoyed, followed by more running?
 
   It was either that, or give in.
 
   An image of Sam’s face floated through her mind. She saw his powerful eyes peering right through her, heard his deep voice wrap tight around her, and felt goose bumps raise across every inch of her flesh. She felt warm inside, and a moan escaped her throat. It was a sound of regret, of longing, and of frustration. 
 
   Was all of this worth it?
 
   Was it worth it to keep fleeing the man she loved – had loved for two thousand years, deep down inside, in the core of who and what she was – just so she could play Superwoman to the people of this realm? Just so she could be their wayward hero?
 
   Did they even deserve it? Did they warrant her pain?
 
   That’s a hell of a question, she thought. And she knew it was one thought in anger. You know they deserve it. At least, most of them. And besides, it’s not just you, she told herself firmly. It’s the others from the angel realm as well. Think of all Rhiannon does. Think of everything they all do! Together, you’re better than nothing. 
 
   Yes, it was worth her pain. If maybe some days, just barely.
 
   Angel opened her eyes and trembled. Her mouth was dry. She felt strange, and it wasn’t getting any better. Maybe she needed a drink. 
 
   She looked around quickly, spotting the edge of the food court area of the faire across a clearing and beside an archery range. A cold beer would go down nice right now. It couldn’t get her drunk, as angels had to drink a hell of a lot of alcohol to feel any effect. But over the years, she had developed a taste for the liquid. A good, extremely cold beer was smooth, not sweet, and more refreshing than anything else she could think of. 
 
   She took off in that direction. What could be the harm in just staying for an hour or so? There was no way Sam could have detected her transport from the concert, much less her various transports after that. He had no idea where she was, which was back in Texas, just outside of Austin. This was probably the last place he would expect her to return to after just recently having left the same state. She’d put some thought into her destination, after all.
 
   As she walked, she passed a variety of actors and actresses in ren faire garb. There was a fortune teller in more silk than most pirates managed to steal on the open seas. There was a group of teenagers dressed as League of Legends characters. There were knights and princesses and ladies in waiting. There were children dressed as fairies or wearing masks like dragons. There was a Skyrim group wearing silver Skyrim pendants. There were men in black leather armor, very tall and graceful, with well-built physiques and piercing, vividly colored eyes.
 
   Wait.
 
   Angel stopped in her tracks just short of reaching the beer stand. She recognized those men in black at once, especially since they were all staring at her. And smiling.
 
   They had such beautiful, promising smiles. 
 
   Angel’s breath quickened. She turned in a slow circle, feeling them watching her from all angles now. There was one beside the corset tent. He nodded politely at her. There was another by a shop selling dragon jewelry. He, too, acknowledged her with a nod. Another stood beside a booth that sold leather armor. He smiled rapaciously and winked. And another two were waiting on either side of the astrolabe entrance, as if they’d known good and well she would eventually make her way there.
 
   They were all around her. 
 
   How could she not have noticed them before? Was she really that out of it? All the other women at the faire had certainly noticed. They stared covertly at the men from under lowered lashes or from behind their friends’ shoulders. She could hear them giggling and talking amongst themselves.
 
   The men were beautiful. They would be. They were incubi, otherwise known as Nightmares.
 
   Slowly, as if in a dream, Angel again faced the beer stand. In front of her, another man in black armor had his back to her. He said “thank you” to the sales person at the stand and then turned around, a frosty mug of beer in each hand. His inhuman eyes sparkled with sexy amusement and even sexier secrets. 
 
   “Hello Angel,” said the Nightmare King.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   “Hesperos.”
 
   Hesperos’s green-gray eyes glittered. He handed her one of the beers, and not knowing what else to do, she took it. “You look ravishing,” he said softly.
 
   Angel was surprised to see him there. But then again – she also wasn’t. 
 
   “Thank you,” she said softly, glancing down at her beer longingly before taking a big drink. She knew, as she always did with Hesperos, that when he gave such a complement, he meant it thoroughly. He meant that she was not only ravishing on the outside, but on the inside as well. In fact, the inside was what mattered most to the incubi. This was especially true for their king.
 
   He frowned, gazing steadily at her over the lip of his commemorative mug. “You also look ravaged.” He slowly lowered his drink. “I’m guessing you have something to do with that, Fallen One.”
 
   Angel’s eyes popped, and she spun, sloshing a little beer.
 
   “Well,” said Sam casually, as he took the drink from her hands, and she did absolutely nothing to stop him. “The thing about running is that no one can do it forever.” He took a drink of her beer, and his eyes flashed, glowing one second, and shifting back to their deep, tumultuous gray the next. “It does get tiring.”
 
   “That must be why you don’t look any better,” said Hesperos, with a gleam and a smile.
 
   Sam was unruffled. He looked around, as if he hadn’t heard the Nightmare King. Angel stood glued to her spot, her body going strangely numb as she took in his appearance. He was dressed all in black, just like Hesperos. However, his countenance and stature were such to suggest that he was no less than the king of the faire, and by the way the people around her were behaving toward him, Angel would almost believe they were under the hypnotic misconception that he was exactly that.
 
   In fact, as Sam lowered his mug – or, her mug, rather – two “ladies in waiting” nodded respectfully at him and blushed when he smiled back.
 
   “So, which of these unsuspecting females are you here to deflower, Hesperos?” Sam asked. “And do you plan to share with all your men?” He gestured to the other incubi Angel had noticed standing around the faire. The men were watching silently, their smiles gone.
 
   “That one, actually,” said Hesperos, shocking Angel. “And no.” He smiled suddenly. “Unless she’s up for it.”
 
   He was nodding toward a middle-aged woman who was standing beside the archery range. She didn’t know he was watching her. In fact, she was perhaps one of the only women in the park who seemed relatively oblivious to all the drop-dead gorgeous men in black leather meandering through the faire. Instead, her gaze was distant. She seemed sad, in fact.
 
   She had very long, well kept brown hair that was clearly a feature she’d taken great care with. Unlike so many of the revelers around her, she was dressed in plain street clothes. Despite the warm humidity, she wore blue jeans that hugged ample curves, and a white loose fitting V-neck tee that revealed healthy striations in strong pectoral muscles. Her arms were also well muscled, not overly so, but with the appearance of genuine strength. She was on the shorter side, no taller than five-two or five-three, but her rugged engineering boots had a little heel to them, and she stood with her shoulders back and her chin up, making her appear taller.
 
   Despite her radiated strength, there was a hollowness under her brown eyes, deep and dark. She rested against one of the posts surrounding the archery range, her arms crossed over her chest. There were people shooting nearby, but whether they were part of her party or not, Angel couldn’t tell.
 
   “She’s beautiful,” she whispered. Like Hesperos, she could see the good or bad inside a person as well, and the woman was not only attractive on the outside, she was very much so on the inside. That kind of goodness radiated from a person. It was difficult to describe.
 
   Angel was still reeling from the fact that both men were there at the faire, standing on either side of her, and hadn’t realized that she’d spoken the words out loud until Hesperos responded.
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed, his heated gaze still locked on his unwitting target. 
 
   Angel looked from him to Sam, who stood behind her, watching her as intently as Hesperos watched the woman by the archery range. 
 
   Before Angel could say anything to him, the Nightmare King turned back to face them. “Well, Angel, I think you’re in good hands here. If you’ll excuse me.”
 
   Angel’s eyes grew very, very wide. “What?” She couldn’t help but ask. 
 
   It wasn’t that she wasn’t glad to avoid trouble, it was just…. He was going to just leave her? Leave her with Sam of all people? Since when did he trust Sam that much? How could he just aban– 
 
   But Hesperos left the drink stall, his beer vanished from his hand, and she watched in stunned silence as he approached the archery range, moving around the brown haired woman’s location like a shark determining the perfect angle for attack.
 
   Feeling the world shift under her feet, Angel turned to Samael, who was now smiling. “The Nightmare King and I came to an agreement of sorts a few nights ago as we were being ambushed by the Adarians.”
 
   She swallowed hard as little motes of light floated in her vision. “Oh?” she asked weakly.
 
   “We agreed that he would stay away from you and I wouldn’t pick off his incubi one by one until he was ruling a nation without any people in it.” He looked down at his beer mug, which also happened to be a commemorative mug. “I’m pleased we were able to work something out. I appreciate the man’s sense of humor and would rather not destroy him.”
 
   Angel was at a very real lack of words. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   “I’m afraid I’ve finished off your beer,” Sam said, eyeing the empty mug in his hand. He seemed perplexed. He blinked. “May I get you another?”
 
   Angel swallowed hard. The truth was, she was very thirsty. Inordinately so. She nodded. “Yes, please.” 
 
   This is insane.
 
   Sam brushed past her, his strong shoulder touching hers as he moved to the booth. Electricity sizzled down her arm where he’d touched her.
 
   As if on cue, thunder rumbled in the distance.
 
   Absolutely nuts.
 
   She shook herself and forcibly turned her body around so she couldn’t watch him. Instead, she looked at the clouds drawing nearer a few miles away. They were dark and tall. 
 
   She frowned at them a moment, then her eyes found the Nightmare King, who was talking with the girl at the archery range. As she watched, the woman walked to a faire employee nearby and said something to him. He smiled, nodded, and reached behind his little booth to extract a rather complex looking compound bow and a quiver of arrows. 
 
   Clearly, they were hers.
 
   Hesperos looked taken aback, but only for a second. He grinned and shrugged, a good sport. The employee handed him one of the meager make-shift bows the faire supplied. It was composed of a bent stick and string and not much else. Hesperos took it with a firm hand, and Angel could hear his deep laugh roll across the field. Women around the range stopped what they were doing and looked, something inside telling them to hunt out the source of that deeply pleasant sound. 
 
   The archery range employee gestured for the two of them to make their way to the shooting station. It was a line drawn in the dirt. Twenty yards away, two targets were set up by two other employees, and then everyone moved out of the way.
 
   The woman was going to crush Hesperos. Of course, he could cheat. But Angel had a feeling he wouldn’t. There was little sport in it, and winning wouldn’t endear the woman to him.
 
   Angel looked down when a second, frosted-over mug of beer was placed gently in her hands. It was much colder than the last had been. It didn’t make much logical sense, so it was Sam’s magic at work, no doubt.
 
   She didn’t even care. Without pausing to give it untoward thought, she raised the mug to her lips and took a long, thirsty pull. The liquid slid like a winter drug over her tongue, then quenched her thirst to her core as it slipped down her throat and into her stomach. She kept drinking. It was so good.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Sam asked when she at last finished and lowered the mug.
 
   The question took her by surprise. How was she feeling? Why would he ask her that? What did he mean? She was an archess. They almost always felt just fine. And the question just seemed so very unlike him.
 
   But there was real concern in his charcoal colored eyes. There was something else there too, but she couldn’t identify it. It was yet another secret that was part of the mysterious composition of Samael.
 
   “I’m fine,” she replied. That’s what people always said, even when they weren’t. Perhaps especially when they weren’t. “But I have no idea what to do now.” Sometimes, honesty was best. Hell, usually honesty was the best.
 
   “We need to talk,” he said.
 
   How many horrible conversations began that way? 
 
   Angel looked down at her mug and closed her eyes when another wave of dizziness swept over her. But it wasn’t an unpleasant dizziness this time, despite the foreboding of it. She chalked it up to doing way too much lately, and shook her head to clear it.
 
   “I’m aware,” she shot back softly. She shrugged. “I was just hoping, I guess… to delay the inevitable.”
 
   “Time has run its course,” he told her. 
 
   He seemed closer, taller, stronger than before. She looked up – then over his shoulder, where the clouds in the distance had drawn nearer. The air around her was heavier. The clouds building overhead were thicker. A storm was about to strike the renaissance festival.
 
   “Is that you doing that?” she asked, absolutely certain he would admit that it was.
 
   But he shook his head, despite the flash of lightning in his eyes. “Not this time.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “Not to you.” He smiled, and it was a little sad and a lot beautiful. “The world is a crazy place, Angel. It’s been spinning in its spot around the sun for eons. But like a top, it needs only a slight bump, a gentle push. And it begins to wobble.” He shrugged. “The weather is unpredictable. Now more so than ever.”
 
   She understood. It would take a special kind of stupid not to.
 
   “Tell me something I don’t know,” she said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   She blinked and looked away from the approaching storm to stare up at him. He was watching her so intensely, she felt immobilized before him.
 
   “Would you really like me to tell you something you don’t know, Angel?” he asked. He stepped toward her, closing the distance between them. His power washed over her like a tide, as electric as the gale in his irises. She felt stifled and alive at the same time, and she reeled back a little. But his arm snaked around her waist, holding her in place, and the world suddenly felt like a Faraday cage, surrounded by Tesla’s deadly magic.
 
   “Ignorance is bliss,” he said, and his eyes flicked to her lips as she licked them. There in his arms, she felt even stranger than before. Dizzier. Her fingers and toes were tingling, and her tongue felt bigger than it had moments ago. Strangely, she also felt at ease and uninhibited. In fact, if she didn’t know any better, she’d say the beer she’d just downed had gotten her buzzed. Or even drunk. Which was impossible, of course because she was an archess. Her powers kept her from getting drunk.
 
   “Ignorance is bliss, but it’s also ignorant,” she replied, feigning strength.
 
   “Very well,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. He leaned in, and she could feel his words as they floated from his lips to hers. “You are inebriated, Angel. Yes, I know what you were thinking. And this time, you’re right. The beer I just gave you is working on you the way it would a mortal.”
 
   That made no sense. What did he just say?
 
   “Would you like to know why?” he asked, as if he hadn’t just told her something completely nuts.
 
   “Why?” she asked, like a monkey right on cue.
 
   “Because your powers are waning as we speak. Soon they will run out completely.”
 
   Angel frowned. Her stomach seemed to drop out from her midsection and land on her feet. That electric world closed in around her cage, and her chest grew tight. Her mouth went dry. There was no duplicity in his gaze. There were no lies coming from his tongue.
 
   Lightning struck not more than a mile away, and its riotous twin announced its arrival noisily upon the air.
 
   But he wasn’t finished. “When the spell I’ve cast on you has run its course, you will be as human as those around you.” His sad smile held as many secrets as his eyes, and his hand on her back pressed tighter. “And so will I.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Storms outside, in nature, are nothing compared to the ones that take place on the inside of a person. Tornadoes, hurricanes, floods, hail stones, tidal waves… you wouldn’t know it to watch the news and see the devastation. But that was just it. People were always so much more impressed by what they could see.
 
   If they could see what was going on inside a person in turmoil, they’d run for cover. And if they could witness what was happening within Angel in that moment, it would have made the evening broadcast.
 
   “You… what?” 
 
   All traces of numbness were leaving her system. She suddenly felt uncomfortably grounded, as if gravity had reached up and taken hold of her ankles to anchor her in place. “What are you talking about?”
 
   She stepped back, and though his grip at her back temporarily tightened, he allowed her to leave his embrace. He was clearly unworried that she would escape, and she should have wondered why. 
 
   “What spell?” The tongue that had been a little large in her mouth just moments earlier was now dry as a bone.
 
   Sam lifted his chin a touch, the ravishingly handsome man filled with pride. His eyes flashed. “The spell I’ve had cast upon us both,” he replied coolly. “To level the playing field and put an end to this ceaseless game.”
 
   “You leveled the playing field, alright,” came a new voice. They both looked to see that Hesperos had returned and was standing beside them. The rain was falling steadily now, and she hadn’t even noticed it. The archery range behind Hesperos was being shut down, and there was no sign of the woman Hesperos had come to the faire to meet.
 
   Angel was a little shocked to find him suddenly standing there beside them, and from the look of it, Sam was surprised too. Which was strange. Nothing took him by surprise.
 
   He does seem more mortal now.
 
   Oh God.
 
   “If you really did what you just said you did, Fallen One,” Hesperos continued, “then how exactly do you intend to deal with them?” He was looking over Sam’s shoulder at something in the distance.
 
   Angel followed his gaze. A group of men was entering the field. They were as beautiful as the incubi, but there was something very, very wrong about them. They were pale. Their hair was unkempt. Their eyes shone far too brightly.
 
   If there was ever such a thing as a fallen angel, Samael was not it. The Adarians were.
 
   “Abraxos,” Angel whispered, her chest filling with cold dread.
 
   “We need to get out of here,” Sam said, taking hold of her arm in a firm grip. 
 
   But Abraxos must have heard her – must have sensed her – because even from across the field, his head swiveled, and his eyes zeroed in. His gaze locked on hers.
 
   He smiled.
 
   “Oh God.”
 
   “Right,” Sam said, pulling her swiftly from the area in front of the booths to an alley behind them. It was muddy from all the rain, and the storm was picking up in fury. She stumbled a little, as her legs were heavy and still being held back by those long arms of gravity. But Sam lifted her easily, and as soon as he saw an opening in the wall surrounding the faire, he took it.
 
   They shot out into the parking lot beside the festival grounds, and Sam continued to pull her, picking up speed until they were diving head-first into the forest lining the lot. Wet leaves left their moisture on her face, and their pace left her breathless. She’d never become breathless from running before.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked, feeling a lot like a character in a movie or book. 
 
   “Somewhere they won’t think to look for us,” Samuel Lambent replied. That’s who he was to her in that moment, large and in charge, and so much more capable of handling things than she was. 
 
   He stopped once they’d gone around a hundred feet and were surrounded by the thick green of woods on all sides. “Come here,” he commanded, pulling her toward him so hard, she fell against his chest, her arms barely managing to come up in time to lessen the impact. 
 
   New warmth moved through her when her fingers brushed the obvious hardness of the muscle beneath his black thermal shirt. He slid his arm around her, holding her in place, and she had no time to recover before a portal was opening up around them. A transport spell. 
 
   Apparently, he had enough magic left for that. Or maybe he was lying to her about the spell he claimed to have cast on them.
 
   She closed her eyes as the transport took hold. She opened them again a moment later, when the ground felt once more solid beneath her feet.
 
   The air felt strange here. She smelled something slightly metallic, and also caught the pleasant scent of well-oiled leather. She shoved herself out of Sam’s grip, fueled by confusion and anger and uncertainty, and turned a slow circle where they’d landed. 
 
   She was surrounded by another world. A gentle beeping could be heard, as well as what sounded like bubbles rising somewhere. There was an odd sensation that her ears needed to pop, but she opened her mouth automatically, stretching her jaw muscles, and her ears did just that. 
 
   The light was pleasantly low, generated by low-watt bulbs and what looked like flickering gas lamps in the corners of the room. All around her, piping was visible. It appeared at intervals along the walls, and then disappeared once more behind them. The metal was copper or gold – with Sam, it could literally be either – and the “steampunk” vibe was strong. 
 
   High quality leather furniture was tastefully laid out in the recessed center of the room around a small beautifully polished round wooden table, which miraculously, was already set with a steaming teapot, cups and saucers, and all manner of cakes and cookies. 
 
   It was all so impressive. Most impressive of all, however, was the thing that Angel saw beyond the enormous floor-to-ceiling reinforced windows.
 
   She slowly moved down the steps into the recessed area, and then up the steps on the other side to approach the windows. As if in a dream, she placed her hand against the cool, triple-paned glass. A fish swam by, close enough to make eye contact with her.
 
   They were under water.
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “Under Lake Michigan.”
 
   Angel turned to face Sam, who was still standing in the same spot they’d reappeared in after the transport. He was just watching her.
 
   “We’re under Lake Michigan?”
 
   He smiled. “That’s right.” He pulled something out of his jeans pocket – a handful of round pea-sized objects that glowed like lit up tapioca balls, and placed them in a bowl on a nearby table. 
 
   Angel was flabbergasted. “How?” she asked. She blinked. “And why?”
 
   Sam took the stairs down to the center of the room and proceeded to pour himself a cup of tea. It was an odd thing to see – Samuel Lambent, drinking tea while wearing worn blue jeans and a tight-fitting thermal shirt. But the dichotomy of laid back-sexy and sophisticated was surprisingly very much Sam.
 
   “How is easy,” he replied calmly after his first sip. “Magic, of course. And knowledge. Not that the two are distinguishable at all times.” He shrugged pleasantly. “I built this place just under two hundred years ago.” 
 
   That explained the gas lamps and the piping, which now that she really looked, she would swear was gold. Gold didn’t rust.
 
   “As to why,” he continued, pouring her a cup as well and taking it with him up the steps to the window. He stopped and handed her the second cup, which she took numbly. “That’s even simpler. I am a man with powerful enemies. The universe has been on a catastrophic collision course for so long… and I knew that one day, it might come down to me having to, for lack of a better word, hide.” 
 
   Okay… she could actually see that. He was the Fallen One. “But why under a lake? Why not under, I don’t know, the Pacific?”
 
   “That’s easy too. No one would ever think of it.” He grinned and cocked his head to one side. “If one were to ask you, ‘Where in the world would Samael go with his archess to escape Gregori and the Adarians?’ would you ever, in a million years, reply, ‘Under Lake Michigan’?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   “Rhee?”
 
   Rhiannon stopped what she was doing and froze beside her bed. She wasn’t expecting company just then. In fact, her bedroom door had been locked, as had her apartment door. But the girl speaking behind her had never let locked doors stop her before.
 
   Rhiannon turned slowly around to face the ten-year-old red-head. It seemed impossible, but Rhiannon could swear the girl had grown an inch overnight. Her jeans were rolled up a bit to disguise the fact that they were now a little short. It wasn’t that she didn’t have the money to buy new jeans, it was just that she just abhorred clothes shopping.
 
   At the moment, she was wearing a T-shirt she had made herself on one of those sites where you could custom design your own top, whether it was a T-shirt or a sweatshirt. It was a light gray scoop neck that read: 
 
   If it’s gross, sniff it. 
 
   If it’s dead and gross, roll in it.
 
   - Strike
 
   Strike had been Mimi’s retriever-shepherd mix dog. He’d died recently… had been murdered, actually. And Mimi was dealing with the death in her own way. She had half a dozen such shirts in her dresser drawer, each with a different quote on it, and she pulled a different one out every day.
 
   “Mimi, what is it?” Rhiannon asked, not bothering to ask the girl how she’d gotten into her apartment. Mimi had her ways.
 
   “You guys were talking about that girl, Angel, weren’t you?” Mimi asked. She had a strange look on her face. It was sort of wary, almost distrusting.
 
   “When?” Rhiannon asked, but she knew exactly when Mimi was talking about. Around an hour earlier, she and the other archesses and their archangels had met with Max in one of the private meeting rooms at the Swallowtail Foundation headquarters. Max had decided the Mansion might not be safe any longer for discussing truly important, private things. It was developing cracks in its walls, and earlier that day, a window had just shattered of its own accord.
 
   So the nine of them had gathered around a long table in a sealed-off room and discussed what they were going to do about Gregori and Samael. Angel had indeed come up in the conversation, because now it was very clear that Angel was Sam’s archess, as unlikely as it seemed that Sam would have an archess in the first place. Much less that it was someone like Angel, who was clearly a good person, and the exact opposite of Samael.
 
   “You know when.”
 
   Rhiannon blinked. Then she sighed. She felt immediately stupid for trying to pull one over on Mimi in the first place. The girl was not only remarkably bright and talented, with the empathy and intuition of a sensitive genius – she was a dragon. Dragons could sense things humans could not; like cats, they had a sixth sense, pulling vibrations out of the atmosphere that mortals did not even know existed.
 
   “Okay,” Rhiannon admitted calmly. “Yes, it was Angel.” 
 
   Mimi had met Angel at a Swallowtail Foundation warehouse not long ago, and the two had hit it off, and over the last few weeks, they’d exchanged emails and grown closer. The thing was, it wasn’t just Mimi who knew Angel. All four archesses knew Angel. Each of them had been conversing with the woman online or through snail mail, or had even met her face-to-face, and now they all wanted to know why. Why had Angel known all of them? How had she known them all? Why had she befriended them? And what else did she know?
 
   The archesses were torn. Each of them was beyond grateful to have found her archangel and to have been reunited with him. They didn’t want to deny Angel this fruition. But Sam was… well, he was Sam! He was the Fallen One! He was Samuel Lambent, ruthless media tycoon with a sharp eye, a strong hand, and supernaturally shrewd professional abilities. He was often brutal in his business dealings. And he’d been more than brutal in his personal dealings as well. Did Angel deserve to be strapped to such a man?
 
   Then there was the attack on Sophie.
 
   None of them knew what to think of that. Had Sam really commanded the attack? Jason had been Sam’s loyal right-hand-man for as long as any of them could remember. It was hard to think of a reason for such an assault other than Sam wanting to get the archangels out of his way. 
 
   But it was also hard to imagine Sam making such a foolish or short-sighted move. Anyone with half a brain would know attacking an archess would have the opposite effect on the archangels, forcing them to rain down upon the attacker like hell fire.
 
   And not one of them trusted Gregori, no matter what he said. 
 
   It was all so confusing. 
 
   “What are you going to do?” Mimi asked, moving further into the room. Now Rhiannon understood the expression on her face. It was concern for Angel and for Rhiannon. She must have heard them talking about Gregori, and she unfortunately knew first-hand how dangerous the man could be. Gregori was the one responsible for killing Strike, after all.
 
   “I’m going someplace where I can hopefully find some answers,” Rhiannon told her. 
 
   “Where?”
 
   Rhiannon was actually packing in order to head directly into Samael’s territory. She was going to the Sears Tower. And if that didn’t work, she was going to visit each and every one of Samuel Lambent’s extravagant homes. Eventually, someone who worked for him would notice, and Sam would be contacted. Then, hopefully he would contact Rhiannon, and not just outright kill her.
 
   “I’m going to speak with someone, that’s all.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Rhiannon gritted her teeth. “I’m going to see Mr. Lambent.”
 
   “You mean Samael.”
 
   Okay, once again, she felt stupid for trying to keep anything from Mimi. Clearly, Mimi was now fully in the know.
 
   Rhiannon nodded. She was the only one among them experienced enough with infiltrating buildings to do something like this, though Michael would insist he go with her if he knew what she as planning. Hell, they all would. That’s why she hadn’t told them.
 
   As far as Rhiannon was concerned, Az was temporarily out of commission with what had happened with Sophie. It would be foolish to take him along; he would just kill anyone who got in his way right now. Uriel and Eleanore were not really the infiltrating type; they were more the “make things even” type. Frankly, neither were Juliette and Gabriel. They were the North Sea fishing type.
 
   It was up to Rhiannon.
 
   “I want to go with you.”
 
   Rhiannon blinked and recoiled a bit. “I’m sorry, you what?”
 
   “You heard me.”
 
   “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “You know I’ll just follow you anyway. But if you let me come with you, then you can keep an eye on me. And I’m not exactly just a kid. I am a red dragon. And Calidum did say that I needed to get more training in. Dragons usually start their battles much younger than me. Draycus has already earned his gold scales, and he’s only two years older than I am. This might be the perfect chance for me to catch up.”
 
   “I’m fairly sure Cal never intended you to get your training in by going up against the Fallen One.”
 
   Mimi pursed her lips, then expelled air in a frustrated sigh. “Look, Angel is a friend and so are you, and I don’t want to lose anymore….” Her words trailed off. She grew quiet for a moment. But then, as if noticing her own weakness, she cleared her throat. She rolled back her shoulders and crossed her arms over her chest, sticking out her chin. “I don’t know why you’re so worried. You never said anything about going up against the Fallen One. You said you were just going to go and talk with him. Get some answers. Were you telling me the truth? Or is this actually a lot more dangerous than you’re letting on? Should I be scared that you won’t come back alive?”
 
   Rhiannon’s eyes grew wide.
 
   “Or are you gonna let me come with you?”
 
   God, Mimi was good. She was really, really good.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Okay… he had her there too. No one was going to guess they were at the bottom of a lake, and if they did make such a wild guess, they’d choose Lake Superior or something like that, no doubt. Not Lake Michigan.
 
   She sighed, wanting to clear her head. “You know, it looks like the Nautilus in here.” Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea was one of her favorite books. It had been since Jules Verne had given her a personal, hand-written copy of the manuscript more than a hundred and fifty years ago.
 
   Sam chuckled. “Where do you think Mr. Verne acquired the idea?” 
 
   Angel blinked. If what Sam was insinuating was true, then the entire Steampunk style had actually generated from Samael.
 
   “Drink the tea,” he said. “You need it, trust me.”
 
   Angel looked down at the cup he’d placed in her hands. Steam trailed up from the liquid’s surface. It had milk in it already, but she hadn’t seen him pour any. 
 
   “The teapot is enchanted. It was given to me by an exceptionally old, overtly intuitive witch.” He took another sip of his own and lowered it with a satisfied sigh. 
 
   It was strange to see him temporarily relaxed and inordinately pleased by something as small as tea. It made him appear more vulnerable, and vulnerability was something Sam never showed to the world.
 
   “It automatically pours the drinker’s preferred type of tea,” he explained, “served just the way they like it.”
 
   Not knowing what to say, Angel took a drink. It was a heady black tea with vanilla and caramel notes, creamy white with milk, and it was the perfect temperature. She took another sip and actually closed her eyes. “Who is this witch?”
 
   “Miss Chantelle? I’m sure you’ve never met her.” Sam moved away, and Angel opened her eyes to follow his progress. He climbed the steps on the other end of the recessed room and moved to a window, where his gaze became distant, even though the water was right up against the glass. “However, if you’d like, and you give me the chance, I can introduce you to her.” He looked at her over his shoulder, storm gray eyes catching her own. “I’d be willing to bet she already knows who you are.”
 
   “She’s that powerful, huh?”
 
   Sam smiled. “The world is vastly more complicated than you know. The Lost Angels are not the only entities working hard to save it.”
 
   Angel took another slow sip of her tea, finishing the cup. As she gently placed it back into its porcelain saucer, she said, “That’s one of the many problems with you, Sam. You think you always have the upper hand.” She turned, set the tea down on the nearby coffee table, and put her hands on her hips. “You treat the world as if it is less than you – less knowledgeable, less intelligent, less capable – right down to me. Your cocky hubris is frankly insufferable. For your information, I know good and well who Lalura Chantelle is.” The old witch was famous in mage circles; Angel would have had to be living under a rock not to know her. 
 
   “I’m also quite aware that the ‘Lost Angels,’ as you snidely put it, are not the only ones trying to make this world a better place to live in; there is far more to the multiverse than what meets the eye. But what I’m most aware of, at this particular point in time, is that we just now left a crowd of innocent humans at a very tumultuous faire grounds in the midst of extremely dangerous Adarians, who have been ripping people’s hearts out and eating them?”
 
   Sam stared at her in outwardly surprised silence, but she wasn’t done yet.
 
   “And speaking of leaving the renaissance festival, I noticed you cast a transport spell. And yet you claim to have taken away our powers – ” She broke off when she looked at her arms and noticed that her skin color had gone from gold-tan to very, very fair. 
 
   She gasped and spun to look at her reflection in the window. She was Angel. From her tall, willowy figure and long, thick ash-blonde hair to the nearly translucent pale skin and stormy gray eyes that so perfectly matched Sam’s… she was herself. There was no magic disguising her at all any longer. 
 
   Her voice was very quiet when she asked, “What have you done to me?”
 
   “I already told you, Angel.” His voice was quiet too. 
 
   When she slowly turned to face him, his expression was only slightly apologetic. Mostly, it was determined, his jaw set, his eyes narrowed in stalwart tenacity. “I’ve disposed of our powers. There will be no more running.”
 
   Fury bubbled up inside Angel, sudden and hot. Never mind how he had done it. She wanted to get to the very heart of the matter. “What the hell made you think you had the right to do this to me?”
 
   “Everything.”
 
   “Everything?” She looked around desperately, as if she could find the answer to this insanity in the room around her. “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Everything that I am, everything that you are,” he told her as he strode down the steps and made his way toward her, “and everything that is happening to us, is what made me think I had the right to do what I did.”
 
   She felt her blood boil through her veins like a geyser, and for the first time in her life, she understood what it meant to “see red.” Her vision actually tainted itself, painting everything in an indistinct, scary light. “How dare you. You presumptuous bastard.”
 
   “Maybe,” he said, but it wasn’t in a brash manner. He sounded on edge, as if anger were surging through him as volatilely as it was through her. “But, what would you have me do?” He ran a hand through his white-blond hair and turned away from her to pace around the small coffee table. But when he looked back at her, his eyes flashed, and if it hadn’t been water outside those huge, thick windows, she imagined she would have seen clouds building. “Tell me that, Angel. If you were in my shoes, what would you have done?”
 
   “Your shoes?” she countered, feeling the anger rise up in her chest like heart burn. “Oh, Sam, I couldn’t possibly hope to ever fill shoes like yours. Where would I get all the evil I needed? To command all of those hostile takeovers and layoffs? To make people work the long hours you make them work? To send them headlong into dangerous situations for news stories, situations that were not only deadly but that you – you of all people – could have stopped with powers like yours? You’d rather have the coverage than save lives, wouldn’t you?”
 
   He watched her silently.
 
   “Think of everything you could have done over the last two-thousand years with your abilities. But instead, you used them to manipulate, to threaten, and to firmly plant yourself on top of a world that is choking on its own misery.”
 
   She spun away from him, grabbed her tea cup, and stormed back to the teapot, where a shaky hand poured a second dose. The first had almost made her feel calmer; maybe a second would actually succeed. She knew she was exploding, she knew she was on a runaway train, but for some reason, she had no control over her fury.
 
   “And speaking of that power, by the way, I don’t know what I would have done in your big, badass shoes Sam, but I know I would not have taken away someone’s gift without asking and without a very good reason. Do you take away a singer’s voice? Do you chop the legs out from under a dancer? Not unless you’re a real bastard, you don’t! Those powers were the only thing that made me feel my presence here on this planet was worth a damn! They were my way of helping, my way of not feeling useless!”
 
   She took a big drink of tea, realized far too late that it was quite hot, and swallowed it anyway, searing her tongue and throat as she shoved it down. Unable to stop, and unwilling to look stupid in front of the man across the room, she not only refused to make a pained face, she took a second drink for good measure.
 
   The pain added to her fury like gasoline on a fire.
 
   “And don’t try to tell me that you took that magic away from us both, because mine is good and gone, and you just transported us here. Sending a couple of people across several states and then underneath a lake takes a good amount of strength, Sam. You not only screwed me over, you lied to me.” She shook her head, and her white hair went flying. “I don’t know what you hoped to accomplish by bringing me here, but I can tell you that unless it was to make me hate you, you’re failing big time!” She threw the tea cup at him.
 
   He ducked easily and expertly, well avoiding the flying porcelain. It hit the opposite wall, clanged noisily against an exposed golden pipe, and fell harmlessly to the floor. The fact that it didn’t shatter was both a relief and a frustration to Angel. It was a beautiful cup, and clearly it was magic. But damn it, she’d really wanted to break something just then.
 
   When Sam straightened again, it was with a demeanor so outwardly calm, it was a stark contrast to the rage she was exhibiting. 
 
   He cleared his throat, glanced at the tea cup, and then looked back at her. “Well, now that we’ve heard your side of my story, Hummingbird, how about we hear mine?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   When Rhiannon and Mimi stepped out into the alley behind the Swallowtail Foundation’s main building, it was to come face to face with a group of people. Who were glaring at her.
 
   “Seriously, woman, are ya really so daft as to believe we wouldna' be on to ya?” Gabriel asked her with a disappointed shake of his handsome head. Beside him, Juliette gave Rhiannon an exasperated look. 
 
   The archangels all stood with their arms crossed over their chests. The archesses, with their hands on their hips. Sophie, who was completely healed now, stood particularly tall and strong, as if she knew she needed to be this way in order to keep Az from destroying half a city block.
 
   Azrael, for his part, seemed oddly collected. The calm before the storm.
 
   Eleanore and Uriel looked positively pissed. The two were so closely linked with justice and vengeance – and the fine line between them – she could understand them being the angriest at her wanting to leave them out of this.
 
   Even Mr. Verdigris was there, the man who was not only Rhiannon’s employer, but one of her closest friends, and one of Mimi’s caregivers. He was an older man with white hair, white beard, and starkly green eyes, and Rhiannon had a strong feeling he was not nearly as human as he appeared. At the moment, Mr. V was dressed in a crisp light gray suit complete with suit vest, and he leaned slightly, but somehow gracefully, on an expensive dragon-headed cane. He wasn’t looking at Rhiannon. He was looking at Mimi, and the expression wasn’t a pleased one.
 
   Michael, who stood apart from the others and leaned casually against the wall, was peering straight into Rhiannon’s soul.
 
   “Yeah…” Mimi said light-heartedly. “I saw this coming.”
 
   Michael pushed off the wall and strode toward her, his blue eyes positively blazing. He stopped in front of Rhiannon, who almost cringed when he leaned in. “Going somewhere, Fire Healer?”
 
   She swallowed hard and shrugged sheepishly. “Not without you.”
 
   *****
 
   Angel felt like the tea she’d had was not so much calming as it was a truth serum; all of her anger and fears concerning Samael had just come flooding out. And now she was empty and laid open, and all her cards were on the table. 
 
   And now he was telling her it was about time he laid his out as well.
 
   She swallowed hard, heard the gulp through her own tight throat, and straightened, running a hand through her thick, long hair. “I’m not quite ready to hear your side yet, Sam. I’m afraid my mind is still with the people back at that faire.”
 
   “If you’re referring to the Adarians, I happen to know Hesperos and his men are well equipped to handle them. They’ve done so before, and that was the reason so many were in attendance at the festival. The Nightmare King was prepared to deal with them once more.”
 
   Angel frowned. She had been wondering why all the incubi were there like that. 
 
   “But for what it’s worth,” Sam continued, “I’ve little doubt the Adarians left the faire as soon as they realized we had done so. They’re after us, Angel. You and me.”
 
   Angel licked her lips. As much as she hated to admit it, because frankly, the thought was terrifying, she had to agree that it did seem the Adarians were after them specifically. At least, after her, anyway. For the moment, she almost hoped Sam was right. It would at least spare any innocent victims at the faire. 
 
   “Alright then,” she said slowly. “What’s your side, Samael?”
 
   Sam took a deep breath and exhaled slowly through his nose. He seemed to consider something a moment. “Not here. We’ll talk over dinner.” He moved to a hallway that led off from the room they were in and gestured for her to come with him. “Please come with me.”
 
   “Where?” She remained frozen in place.
 
   He smiled and chuckled. “I’m only going to show you to your room. If you’d like, you can change, and I’ll show you the torture chamber before we head out again.”
 
   Angel flushed. She realized she was being stupid. Whether she followed him to another room or not, she was still stuck in a confined space under water with Samael, and she knew good and well that he didn’t wish her any harm. 
 
   She climbed the steps and he gestured to the hall. “Ladies first.”
 
   The hallway was just as the recessed room had been, surrounded by beautiful gold, polished piping and tons of steampunk details that made her feel nostalgic and cozy at the same time. Portholes in the wall allowed views into the lake beyond, and every once in a while, something would swim by.
 
   “Is this an actual building? Or can it move?”
 
   “Both. I’ve never viewed it from the outside, as the magic that created it always works so that I arrive inside, for obvious reasons. However, I would imagine it to look somewhat like a cross between your Nautilus and a flying saucer. At least, that’s how it’s always appeared in my mind. And yes, it can in fact move.”
 
   She looked over her shoulder at him. Her eyes must have been disbelieving, because he smiled and went on.
 
   “I’ve actually taken it through the straits and into Lake Huron, then up the Saint Marys river past Sault Saint Marie, and finally into Superior. It’s a relaxing trip that offers solitude I can find little elsewhere on this planet.”
 
   He stopped before a door, and she turned to face him. 
 
   “Here are your quarters. You’ll find everything you need inside and hopefully, a few things you want, as well.” He pointed to the end of the hall, where a great grandfather clock rested. Its massive, scroll-work metal hands read 7:36. “I’ve made reservations for nine o’clock at one of my favorite places in Manhattan. How does that sound to you?”
 
   Angel gazed into his eyes for a long time, trying to detect any hint of artifice or evasion in those stormy depths. But either there was none, or he was very good at hiding it. As far as she could tell, he really did just want to take her out to dinner and talk with her. 
 
   She nodded. “That sounds fine.” 
 
   His smile broadened. “Wonderful. It’s formal evening wear. I’ll be back here at your door in around an hour.”
 
   He left her there and made his way further down the hall, to a door that was adjacent to the grandfather clock. Without a glance back, he went in, closing the door behind him. 
 
   Angel chewed on her lip a moment. Finally, she took a deep breath, turned the knob, and stepped into her “quarters.” But she stopped just inside the doorway, her jaw hanging open. Her eyes felt wide as saucers. The intricately detailed majesty of the room beyond was instantly overwhelming. 
 
   Gold, granite, marble, porcelain, carved and polished wood surrounded her on all sides. Lamps with curly-q polished metal stands and bases graced the corners of the rooms, hot air balloons of various sizes and colors were strung up from the ceiling, leather and metal steamer trunks decorated the foot of a large, elegant bed and had been set against one wall, and a massive translucent airship glowed iridescently from above, providing warm and comfortable light. 
 
   The bed itself was a four-poster of intricate dark wood with an equally dark wood canopy that completely shaded the luxurious linens, satins and copious pillows below. A hearth of metal and matching wood was embedded in the adjacent wall, and another wood-burning stove of deep, black iron and gold accents graced one corner, offering crackling, flickering warmth. 
 
   The floor was hard wood, polished and beautiful, covered with numerous plush rugs of pile so thick and soft, she had the sudden urge to unlace her boots and dig her feet into them.
 
   But it was what waited at the far end of the room that truly blew Angel’s mind. She moved slowly toward it like a ghost drawn on the wind. 
 
   The fourth wall was gone. In its place was an atrium, tall and round, glass on all sides, providing a 360 degree view into the lake beyond. Within the atrium, on this side of the glass, was an actual garden, impossibly green and healthy despite the lack of sunlight under the water. It was the size of a mansion’s courtyard, filled with landscaped hills of perfect, thick fescue grass, and flowers of all sorts, from wildflowers to roses. A footpath of marble carved its way through the garden. She followed it in a daze.
 
   It wound in a spiral and finally ended before a marble bench that sat beneath a tall, ancient willow tree. Without thinking, Angel sat down. From where she was sitting, she could see the lake on all sides, spread out around her as if she were a mermaid under the sea. The metal between each pane of magic, thick glass was the same polished gold work that could be found throughout the rest of the room, and even throughout the rest of the ship. And beyond the massive glass architecture, a watery world awaited, lit by lights that must have been mounted on the outside.
 
   Angel took a deep, shaky breath to expel it in absolute wonder.
 
   I’m just going to call it the Nautilus, she thought numbly, as currents in the water caught plants rising from the bottom of the lake and made them dance in perfect synchronicity. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   It seemed the wonders never ceased with the Nautilus. Sam had thought of everything, down to the minutest of details. There was a turn table phonograph – an actual antique phonograph – in one corner of the room, and beside it, a shelf filled with hundreds of vinyl records. 
 
   There was a cappuccino machine in another corner on a marble shelf, and its gold piping perfectly matched the décor. There was an antique-looking metal refrigerator built into the wall; it was filled with an assortment of her favorite drinks, nearly frozen. A cabinet atop it was stocked, not only with cups, glasses, and saucers, but with a variety of snacks, from health-conscious to full-on cheat day. 
 
   A pullout refrigerated drawer kept numerous cheeses and crackers, and a wine rack sported the finest wines from all around the world.
 
   It just went on and on.
 
   There were polished, carved musical jewelry boxes atop a dresser in the massive walk-in closet, and within those boxes were countless pieces of jewelry worth a small fortune. She’d never bothered to buy herself anything like these… some of them no doubt cost more than houses.
 
   A few of the pieces, she recognized, and could remember actually wanting. She’d seen them in magazines or through jewelry store windows and a part of her had longed for them, as impractical as they seemed. There was no way Sam could have known that. Could he?
 
   What’s more, there was a bottle of perfume on the dresser. And it, too, was her favorite. Her signature scent, one with a single molecule note that served only to enhance the clean smell of rain that always seemed to encompass her.
 
   Sam smells like rain too, she remembered.
 
   There was no makeup in her quarters. Did he know she never wore it? There were, however, two tubes of Lip Smackers in Barq’s Root beer flavor, which she did wear, solely for the yummy way it smelled.
 
   There was no lucky guessing on that. He’d done his homework.
 
   The closet itself was stuffed with all manner of clothing, from casual jeans in her brands and size to elegant evening wear, replete with sparkles and expert beading. There were shoes, too: Boots, sneakers, sandals, and dress shoes such as pumps from major designers. Again, all in her size.
 
   She lifted a strappy pair and dangled it before her face. It turned slowly, catching the light on studs and crystal beadwork. She almost never wore heels, not because she wasn’t capable of doing so – she was – but because she hated the way wearing heels was a blatant sacrifice to the hobbling expectations of men. Very high, thin heels made a woman handicapped, and this was attractive to men because men were hardwired as predators to single out the sick and lame in a herd and hunt it down. Heels quite literally made women easy targets. It wasn’t only a psychological surrender, but a very physical one. If things got ugly, and a woman needed to run, she simply would not be able to, not without taking precious time to pull off her shoes. And in those kinds of situations, every second counted. 
 
   But… these heels were by her favorite shoe designer, and she was entranced by their detail. The heel itself was bedecked with wings like a butterfly’s. They were simply breathtaking.
 
   Angel was baffled by how Sam could have collected all of these items, all of these things that she secretly adored or desired, in the short amount of time since he’d even learned she existed. 
 
   And the room? This enthralling piece of architecture that was everything she’d ever wanted in a room? He said he’d built the Nautilus two hundred years ago. Surely, he’d created her room at the same time. How could he have known she would love this design so much? Was it possible he hadn’t known? Was it truly possible that she’d simply come to adore a style that he’d actually created years ago? Was it coincidence? Because… they were that much alike?
 
   Maybe we’re soul mates.
 
   An odd thrill went through her, and chasing hot on its heels was a sinking feeling. It was a good thing and a bad thing. There was so much to Sam she didn’t know, it was quite possible he was not as bad as he seemed. That was a good thing.
 
   But it was also possible he was even worse. 
 
   Angel put the shoes down and stood, coming face to face with the dresses he’d stocked in the closet. Like everything else, the gowns were breathtaking. No wonder he hadn’t had a problem with telling her formal evening wear was required for the night. She really did have everything she could possibly need in here. 
 
   When she separated the hangers to expose a long red satin number, she felt her jaw drop. She raised her hand and slowly ran her fingers over it. It was cool and smooth, like water. Her mind was made up. 
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Angel had stripped out of everything, even her under garments, and slipped on the gown. It slid like a waterfall over her skin, caressing so seductively, she let out a small moan. 
 
   She brushed her hair with a hairbrush that she’d swear was made of platinum, with bristles for the finest, softest hair. Then she put on a pair of sparkling diamond earrings, and decided to leave her neck and décolletage bare, despite the plethora of priceless necklaces in the jewelry boxes. Earrings were enough.
 
   The strappy, sparkling shoes she’d admired earlier were her final touch. She was fairly sure that going to dinner with someone so well-known and powerful would save her from an incidents in which she’d have to run. And she really liked the shoes.
 
   When she was finished, she stood and approached the full-length mirror in the closet for assessment.
 
   Her reflection had a strange effect on her. For two thousand years, she’d been other people.  Wearing different skin and hair, she’d caught images of herself every now and then. She’d see herself in the shining metal of a warrior’s shield, or the smooth, un-rippled surface of a calm lake. And for some of those times, she was draped in fineries. Once, she’d worn a royal’s garments on a mission to save a queen from a beheading. One time, she’d donned the robes of a king’s mistress in order to save a pair of princes from execution. 
 
   So, it wasn’t that she’d never seen herself dressed as she was now, in clothing more befitting of a queen. It was that she’d never seen her true self dressed like this. She’d never seen something as beautiful as this on Angel.
 
   She felt revealed and yet coveted. It was upsetting, in an oddly freeing kind of way. 
 
   What am I doing?
 
   One second, she was running from one of the most powerful, dangerous men in the world, and the next, she was dressing for him to take her to dinner. Her existence had taken a 180 degree turn in a matter of seconds.
 
   A knock at her door wrenched her from the relative comfort and safety of her own thoughts and slammed her back to the real world. 
 
   Samael!
 
   She suddenly felt dizzy. At once, her heart was pounding so hard, she thought it might crack her ribcage. Her temperature was rising, and her cheeks were flushing. She even felt a little queasy.
 
   Good grief, she thought. Am I… nervous? Or am I dying? 
 
   She’d been scared before, but she’d been different then. She’d had powers, she’d been relatively impermeable, and she’d been frankly stronger. Is this what it felt like to be mortal and nervous? 
 
   She’d never felt more sorry for the human race.
 
   Suddenly, she was mad. For crying out loud, Angel. Buck the hell up. It’s dinner, not war. But the look on her reflection’s face told her she wasn’t so sure there was a difference.
 
   She spun around and moved as quickly as possible out of the closet and across the bedroom to the door. She gave herself credit for managing to do so with some semblance of grace in four-inch spike heels. Mortal or not, she was woman, hear her roar.
 
   But once she reached the door, her hand stilled on the knob. She swallowed hard and listened to her blood rush through her eardrums.
 
   The rapping came again, this time a little louder than before, and inches from her face. She jumped at the sound.
 
   Crap.
 
   Without allowing herself any further thought, she turned the knob and opened the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   There was a hiccup in time, a moment that simply did not exist – because it would not be marked and could not be pinned down – in which storm gray eyes met stormier gray eyes, lightning flashed, and something invisible wrapped around her like a vice to hold her prisoner in that time-free dimension. This lasted forever before the taller set of eyes, those filled with the darker, more dangerous clouds, tore away from hers and meandered. She was kept immobile before them as their keen awareness possessed her, scouring the curve of her cheek, the lines of her lips, the length of her neck…. She felt her body heat up beneath their scrutiny, and yet, she only partly noticed. 
 
   Because she, too, was looking.
 
   The moment she’d opened the door, every instance of overwhelming awe she’d experienced over the years came rushing back to her. Every moment she’d spent staring at a television screen where Sam stood before the news crews in his three-piece suits, so tall and sure and larger than life, was replaying before her mind’s eye. She heard his voice, low and sexy, speaking in dulcet, confident tones and turning phrases that would leave poets swooning. He was always in command, always in control, and every moment of longing she’d felt as she’d gazed into those other places and times washed over her like a smothering but exuberating tide.
 
   He was once more the billionaire businessman, draped in the dark, tailor-cut fineries of a magnificent designer suit that perfectly hugged broad shoulders and sculpted arms. His wrist sparkled with a platinum watch, and his cufflinks glittered with diamonds. A whiff of masculine scent, a hint of aftershave and cologne that couldn’t quite mask the scent of fresh fallen rain around him, teased her nostrils and made her mouth water. The strong curve of his chin so gallantly graced the top of his white collar, it made her legs weak. It was a body part she had always admired in men, especially in Sam.
 
   But of everything from head to toe, what stunned Angel the most in his appearance, what actually stole the language from her tongue, were his eyes. They were the shiniest gems of all, like zapping sparks of electricity in an on-going lightning storm. He gazed at her with a fire that burned hotter than the sun, searing-white and deadly beautiful, and she was mesmerized by the blaze, unable to look away. 
 
   He branded her with it then and there. 
 
   And just like that, she was forever marked.
 
   She felt it move through her, leaving its symbol upon every cell of blood, and every neuron of her mind. She swallowed hard. She wanted to read his mind in that moment. 
 
   The fact that she couldn’t do exactly that was an unwelcome reminder of things. Such as the fact that the dark angel in front of her had taken away her powers. It was also further proof that he hadn’t been lying about taking away those powers. He really had stolen her magic.
 
   A flicker of her earlier anger was back, blunting everything else just enough that she was able to let go of the door handle and pull her gaze from his magnetic figure. She straightened before him, rolling back her shoulders and clearing her throat.
 
   But he said nothing, and remained towering over her, radiating unspoken emotion and strength. She felt heat enter her cheeks and looked up once again.
 
   It was a mistake. His eyes locked with hers. Her breath caught. 
 
   “Angel….” He stuttered. Then he frowned and cleared his throat, clearly at a loss for words. 
 
   Angel flushed. It was strange seeing Sam caught off guard. It was wonderful. His sudden show of weakness in that moment made Angel feel like the most powerful woman in the world.
 
   Nothing he could have said would have topped that.
 
   Sam composed himself quickly, however, and though his eyes still burned, he offered her his elbow like a true gentleman. “Are you ready to go?” he asked politely, outwardly once more in control. 
 
   She nodded. She was as ready as she would ever be. The last few hours had blown her clear out of reality and into the Twilight Zone. Now she was just along for the ride.
 
   She slipped her arm into his, and suppressed the shiver that wanted to claim her at the intimate contact. But then he placed his hand over hers where it rested on his arm, and the shiver won. 
 
   If he noticed, he was gentleman enough not to mention it. They left her quarters and moved back to the recessed sitting room, where tea and cakes appeared to have been once more set, replaced, and refreshed. Angel caught the scent of fresh baked bread, cookies and croissants, pastries and chocolate, and that undertone earthy scent of freshly brewed tea. 
 
   “Is it the table that’s enchanted, or the tea tray?”
 
   “Both,” he replied easily. He stopped beside the bowl on top of the side table against one wall. The bowl contained the pea sized glowing balls that he’d dropped into it earlier. They made a sound like rolling marbles on the inside of the glass as he scooped them all into his left hand. 
 
   “What are those?” she asked.
 
   “Transportation orbs.” He deposited the majority of the orbs into one suit jacket pocket, and with his free hand, he extracted something from the other pocket. Sam raised that new object before her, and it turned slowly, brilliantly reflecting the fire light from the gas lamps in the room.
 
   It was a yellow gold locket, smoothly polished, yet intricately carved. It was oval in shape and dangled from an equally gold, clearly high quality curb chain. She watched him in silence as he popped the locket open to reveal a good sized hollow inside. Into this space, he placed two of the tiny orbs, which fit snuggly and perfectly in the space, like peas in a pod.
 
   “Just in case,” he said, closing the locket again. Then he deftly took her by the upper arm and turned her around. Goosebumps raised along her flesh as he moved her hair to the side and draped the necklace around her neck, clasping it easily behind her.
 
   “This is what I used to transport us to the Nautilus, as I know you’ve decided to call it.” He turned her back around and gave her a knowing smile. “So you see, I truly did give up my powers as well. The bonus to using charmed objects rather than inherent power is that the magic cannot be traced. There is no signature to follow.”
 
   The weight of the locket was extravagant and thrilling where it rested against Angel’s chest. She had arguments dancing on her tongue, and bitter injustice still burned in her veins, but the night was young and there was time, and for now, she was just once again surprised by the fact that coincidences seemed to be taking over her life. She’d chosen not to wear a necklace, despite the plethora of decorations to choose from, and then Sam had presented her with one that she was instantly enchanted with. 
 
   The synchronicity between her and Sam could no longer be denied. It was there. It was real. It only remained for her to wonder why.
 
   “Shall we?” he asked, again offering her his elbow.
 
   This time, she took it without hesitation, and he pulled one of the transport orbs from the same pocket he’d dropped them into. This, he clasped firmly in a closed hand. 
 
   The world opened up and spun around them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Max shielded his eyes from the sun and gazed up at the higher levels of the Willis Tower, which nearly everyone who’d ever either lived in Chicago or developed any sense of loyalty for old architecture and history, still called the Sears Tower. They’d decided to come during the day, for various reasons. Forcing Rhiannon to wait had been difficult; the Fire Healer was even more headstrong than her archangel. However, she’d eventually acquiesced, Mr. Verdigris had returned to the foundation, and once the sun had risen, the rest of them had taken the doors of the crack-riddled Mansion to a doorway in an alley not far from the tower. 
 
   “This has to be the oddest thing I’ve ever done,” he said, referring to the fact that he was actually there, gawking up at the place where Sam spent most of his life.
 
   “I think it’s also one of the strangest things many of these people have ever seen,” said Juliette. Max glanced over, and she nodded to a group of people across South Franklin Street who were standing under the awning and staring at them. He stared back. Then he looked around at the intersection. Everyone was staring at them, actually.
 
   “Too many gorgeous men in one place, doing nothing but staring up at the same floor of Chicago’s tallest building,” Eleanore quipped.
 
   “Stunning lasses, too,” Gabriel added with that lopsided grin that was so disarming to so very many women.
 
   “You’re both right,” agreed Max. They did look a tad conspicuous standing out there in front of the Pret-A-Manger, doing nothing but craning their necks. Then again, that was rather the point. They were trying to get Sam’s attention. 
 
   Transporting directly into the Sears Tower had always been impossible. Wards and magic stronger than that belonging to the archangels had consistently kept them at bay, Mansion doors or not. And even if it hadn’t been impossible, it would have been unwise. Trapped within the walls of the building, locked away from the prying eyes of the public, absolute war could have broken out between the archangels and Samael. Out here, however, in broad daylight, on the street and in plain view, Max was hoping that any meeting between the two could be conducted in a more civil manner.
 
   His ears pricked at the sound of leather-soled shoes approaching. 
 
   Lilith had exited the building and was in the crosswalk, walking toward them.  Her heels made a distinctive click against the pavement. As usual, she was dressed in a pencil skirt and blouse, her tall, svelte figure highlighted by the flattering cut of her clothing. Everything about her bespoke of femininity, yet intelligence. She was softness, yet strength. 
 
   It made perfect sense that she had been the first woman on Earth… she was the ultimate woman, to be sure.
 
   She smiled at Max as she approached, and the secrets contained in the corners of that smile made Max wonder whether she somehow knew what he’d been thinking. He cleared his throat, and tried not to let the heat in his neck reach his cheeks. He nodded a greeting. “Lilith.”
 
   “Max,” she returned pleasantly. “I must say, it’s quite an experience seeing you all here together like this.” She looked away, turning her attention to Az, who had his arm wrapped protectively around Sophie’s shoulders. “Especially with you in the crowd, Azrael. You’re a different sight to behold beneath the rays of the sun.” She made a face. “What sun we can get down here in the shadow of these beasts, anyway.” She smiled. “I’m sure it’s an experience for you as well.”
 
   Az returned the smile. Who could not smile in Lilith’s presence? She radiated kindness and charm. “You could say that,” he agreed with just as much charm. He’d been capable of walking in daylight since he and Sophie had become an item, and by the way he often looked directly up and into the rays of that brightly shining star above, Max sometimes wagered the vampire king would never grow accustomed to, much less tired of, being able to do so without going completely blind and then turning to ash.
 
   “Max,” Lilith began, turning back to him. The group grew quiet and attentive. “You’re here for Samael, and from the looks of it, you’re also expecting a fight.”
 
   “We want to know if he sent Jason after Sophie,” said Rhiannon. Mimi, who had won all of their arguments with her and ended up tagging along, stood beside her. The two looked so much alike, Rhiannon could have been Mimi’s mother. Or her much older sister, at least.
 
   Lilith hesitated before speaking again, but when she did, her expression and tone were both resigned. “Do you believe that’s what happened?”
 
   Michael’s gaze narrowed on her. “What are you saying, Lilith?” he asked. Ever the cop, his tone was all business and his question brokered for the facts. Like everyone, he could tell their doubts were probably justified.
 
   “I know that Sophie was attacked,” Lilith said softly, with a respectful nod to Sophie. Sophie nodded back and tried not to look embarrassed. “And I understand it was Jason who harmed her.” Now her eyes peered right through Max, focusing intently. “What other information do you have, Max?”
 
   The truth was, they had nothing else at all. They knew Jason was Sam’s right-hand man. And Gregori had warned them of Sam’s intentions. They’d come to find out the rest.
 
   Without waiting for an answer she knew wasn’t coming, Lilith faced the rest of them. “Samael is not here. Furthermore, he’s currently untraceable. I believe he has given up his magic.”
 
   Everyone was dead quiet. 
 
   Max tried to process what she was saying. “What do you mean, he’s given up his magic?”
 
   Lilith sighed. She looked at the ground and shifted her weight. “What I can share with you is limited. But rumor exists that he’s taken himself off the grid. And Angel too.”
 
   Max turned to look at the others. He met Michael’s gaze, analytical and processing. 
 
   “He’s trying to protect her from Gregori,” said Mimi.
 
   Everyone looked down at her. She took a step back, likely feeling a little under attack with so many powerful gazes locked on her. “What?” she asked, shrugging. “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”
 
   Michael nodded. “It does.”
 
   “We haven’t met, Mimi. I’m Lilith.” Lilith smiled and leaned forward, offering the red-headed girl her hand. Mimi took it with confidence, and Max could see the grip was firm.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” Mimi returned. The fact that Lilith knew her name was not lost on the girl. The knowledge reflected in her wary eyes, despite her sure hand shake.
 
   “I should have known Sam wasn’t here,” said Eleanore. “I mean, the sun is shining.” This, with a glance up at Azrael. “Storms have been hammering Chicago for weeks. We all know they were Sam’s doing.”
 
   Lilith nodded sagely. “He’s… dealing with a lot. Things are changing.” Her eyes were back on Max. “They’re coming to a culmination.”
 
   There was no doubt she meant to insert the double meaning in her words, but she left no time for them to ask about it, because she nodded then, and asked, “Have any of you eaten lunch yet? I think we could do with a sit-down and a long talk. There’s much to discuss – Adarians and all. Besides, we’re attracting quite a bit of attention out here like this. It might not all be welcome.”
 
   It was three in the afternoon, but archangels and their archesses tended to be night people. So, of course, none of them had eaten. And she was right about gaining unwanted attention. They weren’t even doing anything, and they were making a scene. Even a cop down the street had turned his sights on them.
 
   Gabriel spoke up. “You know where we can get a good pint?”
 
   Lilith laughed. “In Chicago? I know ten places within walking distance.” She wove her arm through Max’s shoulder, which he didn’t even realize he was holding out for her. But was very happy she’d taken. 
 
   Max grinned as they all began making their way down the street. “I grew up here, you know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   The George Bernard Shaw Play House in Manhattan was to exclusive what Godiva was to chocolate. It wasn’t that it only allowed certain prosperous and influential humans through its invisible doors. It was that it barely let humans through them at all.
 
   The high end restaurant featured the very best in culinary creations, and the finest actors from various realms performing what were arguably the crème de la crème of life’s plays. Tonight’s performance was “The Diaries of Adam and Eve” by Mark Twain, otherwise known as Samuel Clemens. It was Sam’s favorite play, and the actor playing Adam and the actress playing Eve were currently the best actor and actress in the realm. Of course, it just wasn’t the mortal realm. Not that it mattered, effect-wise. They looked mortal enough. Mostly.
 
   The Play House catered to seven supernatural realms in all at the moment, but the owner was always vying for more exposure, and word was getting around, because the owner was a very good businessman. The fact that Samael was currently all but mortal was fortunately not going to be an issue with management, seeing as how he was the one who owned the play house.
 
   Sam approached the brick wall that disguised the entrance to the restaurant and theater beyond. It was a normal brick wall, crumbling in places, and nothing more to the casual observer than a part of an alley in a mid-range neighborhood in the business district of Manhattan. 
 
   Sam was distracted. He was on edge. He had been the moment Angel had opened her door in the Nautilus, and suddenly found himself standing before the most stunning creature in the multiverse, stripped down to what she truly was, and then wrapped up in red silk like a gift for the luckiest son of a bitch in the Cosmos. 
 
   She’d taken his breath away. He didn’t know whether he’d been capable of hiding it; he’d tried so hard. It wasn’t like him to be caught off guard. It wasn’t like him to be surprised, not in any capacity. He knew damn well what Angel really looked like, despite her non-stop attempts to hide her true form behind one magical disguise after another. He knew what she looked like, smelled like – she smelled like freshly fallen rain, just as he did – and sounded like. He even knew the feel of her skin, so teasingly perfect, soft as the silk she now wore…. No. Softer. 
 
   But in that moment, just after her door had opened and he’d stumbled into a time lapse of immeasurable proportions, he was not only reminded of how perfect she was, he was presented with just how much better than perfect she could be. 
 
   How much better than him she could be. 
 
   Because the thing about Angel is that she was just that. She was the epitome of goodness, of strength, and of everything that was right in the world. He’d known it the first time he’d glimpsed even the tiniest part of her in a fevered dream months ago. That impossible goodness poured out from her like a moonlit glow. It encompassed her like some sort of prismatic cocoon, and the inherent, disproportional beauty that was a direct result of that goodness, was a painful reminder for him of just how far out of his league she really was.
 
   It also acted like a dark mirror on Samael. Instead of seeing any good in himself when he looked at her, he regressed. He saw everything good that he wasn’t, and rather than reflect her own kindness and strength, all he wanted to do, immediately and intensely, was be everything that she considered bad: Brutally powerful, stubbornly over-protective, jealously possessive, and positively primeval. 
 
   He couldn’t help it. He really couldn’t. She couldn’t mean to, but she was bringing out the monster in him. All he wanted to do was grab hold of her, pull her against him, and destroy everything that so much as glanced in her direction. Even as they entered that alley with that waiting, magical door, he sensed the beast stirring within. He heard it growling, deep down low. He knew it was sheer seconds and one fool’s mistake away from awakening full-force and taking over.
 
   May the fates have mercy on anyone who dared cross him that night. 
 
   To say he was distracted, in fact, was a gross understatement. So, rather than making a show of revealing the play house as he’d originally hoped to do in his plan to impress Angel, he simply placed his fingertips to one of the higher bricks and stepped back. 
 
   The stone lit up in its place, as if it had caught fire from the inside, and the glow spread into the mortar connecting it to the wall. There was a brief flash, followed by the sound of rock moving against other rocks. 
 
   Sam reached out and took Angel’s arm, moving her back a few paces alongside him. His fingers automatically wrapped securely around her forearm, then slid to her wrist. The grip was possessive… and even after the doorway magically outlined itself and slid inward and to the side like the charmed masonry that it was, he had trouble letting go. 
 
   Fortunately for him, Angel didn’t seem to notice his hesitation. She was transfixed by the magic entrance and what she’d just seen. This was odd to him. Unlike the other archesses, Angel had been around for the full two-thousand years since her spirit had been dispersed to the planet. In all that time, she had known about the supernatural world, just as he had. Something as simple as a hidden door into a private play house should not have surprised her. 
 
   But a moment after the conundrum presented itself, Sam figured it out. Angel was not accustomed to things of this nature because she was not like him. She spent little to no time relaxing in magical retreats, enjoying the finest things life had to offer. She used her powers to save the world.
 
   And that was about it.
 
   A pain moved through Sam’s chest. It was hard to identify, but he would wager a cool thousand easy that it had at least a little to do with the fact that this was yet one more reminder that Angel was too good for him. There was no way in the nine hells she would ever come to accept him. Not as anything other than what she saw him as already.
 
   “What is this place?” she asked a little breathlessly.
 
   Sam impressed himself. He should have been the one acting as Adam up on stage that night. He was the best actor in the world. He smiled his calm smile and, in a smooth, even tone, he said, “This is the George Bernard Shaw Play House. It’s lovingly referred to as “The George” for short. A rather exclusive play house, it’s my favorite place to both dine and relax.” 
 
   He gestured gallantly to the entrance, which was a white marble stairwell leading down. “Shall we?” He offered her his elbow. 
 
   Candle sconces in the walls on either side gave the entrance an ethereal glow, and the sound of softly playing music mingled with quietly speaking voices below. 
 
   Angel looked from him to the entrance and back again. She took his arm, and he gently placed his hand over hers, then led them down the stairs. The entire stairwell had been carved from one solid piece of polished white marble that extended up the walls and overhead like a cave. Despite the smooth stone, the stairs had been enchanted to prevent slipping. 
 
   At the foot of the stairs, a man came forward. Samael instantly met his gaze, and unspoken information was passed between them.
 
   The man’s name was Charles, and he’d been the maître d’ of The George since its inception. As so many immortal creatures did, on the outside, he looked human.  
 
   “Mr. Lambent,” he greeted politely and professionally, with the slightest bow. “It’s wonderful to see you tonight. I know you are going to thoroughly enjoy tonight’s show.” He turned his attention to Angel and looked upon her as if she were the most interesting creature in the universe.
 
   Which, of course, she was.
 
   “And this must be Miss Angel.” He held out his hand palm-up in the traditional manner a man does when he is prepared to kiss a woman’s hand.
 
   Angel seemed taken aback for just a split second, but then she smiled graciously, her cheeks reddened a touch, and she placed her hand in his. He was obviously charmed by her shyness and lack of airs. And when he placed the gentlest tap of a kiss on her hand, because he was an old friend, Sam didn’t kill him.
 
   Charles straightened, releasing Angel’s hand. “If you’ll follow me, I have your table ready for you, Mr. Lambent.”
 
   Sam led Angel after him. From the corner of his eye, he watched for Angel’s reaction to the play house.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   I’m in a dream.
 
   Angel had never seen anything like it. Once the stairs going down opened up before them, she moved as if in a surreal sleep scape. 
 
   A path of inlaid multi-colored pebbled stones led from the stairs into the play house. It ran alongside a wide, crystal-clear light blue river, which babbled and sloshed welcomingly. The river came from either side of the cave, joined in the center, and formed a Y tributary that continued through the play house and disappeared beneath the luxurious marble stage at the far end. 
 
   The riverbed was white sand, and atop it, Angel could see a layer of shimmering stones that looked remarkably like multi-colored gemstones. The play house was laid out in levels, from highest to lowest near the stage, and as each level descended, so did the tributary, forming waterfalls that beckoned like flowing crystal.
 
   On the right, where the river exited the play house, there was a large opening in the cave that resembled an enormous movie screen. However, the flowing water emptying into it proved it to be very real. It appeared as if an invisible barrier separated the interior of the play house from the world beyond it. That world was a long, white sand beach, washed periodically by a softly rising tide. The river from the cave flowed into the sand and trickled into an ocean, which stretched on forever. The night sky above was clear and bright with stars. It was a quintessential scene of peace.
 
   To her left, where the river originated, the same sort of barriered opening revealed a thick forest with monster-sized trees, such as one would find in the Redwoods. The ground on either side of the river was carpeted with pine needles, ferns and giant clover. It looked to be a different time of day beyond that particular barrier, perhaps some time in the late afternoon or early morning. Mist hugged the ground, swirling lazily this way and that.
 
   Despite the barriers, when she concentrated, Angel could smell the salt from the air of the ocean to her right, and the pine from the air in the forest to her left. 
 
   The ceiling of the play house sported thousands of tiny dangling, sparkling lights, like holiday bulbs, all yellow-gold and warming. Further lighting was provided by the multitude of hearths carved high into the walls. These crackled with welcome fires, yet, no-doubt magically, spared the room of smoke or overbearing heat. 
 
   As they moved through the room, they passed collections of luxurious leather furniture grouped together to form comfortable, private meeting spaces with coffee tables and side tables conveniently placed throughout. Those meeting spaces were effectively closed off by round rough circular walls that rose up from the floor of the cave like stalagmites, creating rings of semi-privacy, like booths in a restaurant. A few of these were already occupied, and the people who occupied them were an eye-full themselves.
 
   Are they… elves? Two women and three men sat inside one of the stone rings, around a small round polished oak table. They were all very beautiful, with clear skin, not a pore in sight, and long, thick lustrous hair – even the males. But their eyes were strange and cat-like, and they sported pointed ears. They were dressed in dark colors and discussing something fervently as they drank what looked like cappuccino’s, and over all, they reminded Angel of a supernatural group of beatniks. 
 
   Another stone ring was occupied by what at first appeared to be normal people. However, the leather furniture beneath them was bowing a little as if under a great weight. Gargoyles, she thought, recalling how dense gargoyles were, despite their human disguises. They tended to weigh as much as a ton, some of them. It could be dangerous if not carefully considered while out in public. You’d never find a gargoyle in an elevator.
 
   Some gargoyles, the more powerful among them, were in positions of great responsibility, and hence had to mingle with the mortal world more often. Those gargoyles wore charmed items that negated this extra weight and its issues. But charmed items that powerful were hard to come by, because gargoyles were literally made from earth that had been saturated with magic. Developing an item that directly worked against that ancient magic was difficult, to say the least.
 
   The temperature in the room was perfect. Some people liked it very warm. Others liked it on the cool side so they could wear sweaters or suit jackets. Some creatures had blood more adapted to winter, and others had blood that ran like lava through their veins. Yet, everyone in the restaurant seemed comfortable. In fact, they appeared more than comfortable. They were all smiling genuine smiles that reached their eyes, and there was an air of excitement about the place, as if they were about to be treated to something truly special. 
 
   As she and Sam moved through the play house, descending level after level, eyes turned their way. Conversations lowered in volume or stopped altogether. She felt conspicuous, but also, dare she admit it, lucky. She was intrigued, too. Because, she’d half expected men to look upon Sam with jealousy, knowing who he was and all he possessed. She’d expected women to look at him with longing. However, right here, right now, it was different. Men nodded politely, their expressions friendly, and women casually raised glasses as if in salute or toast. 
 
   This was intriguing. There were obviously things going on behind the scenes, and Angel wasn’t privy to them. 
 
   Yet.
 
   Their table was at the front of the play house, of course. That, she sort of had expected. He was Sam. But rather than a ring of stalagmite stone separating it from the rest of the venue, the ring was constructed of pure quartz crystal, born of the cave and carved by magic. The table in the center of the ring was also crystal, cut with a thousand facets to make it sparkle like mad. There were no chairs at this particular table. Instead, the ring of crystal was itself actually a booth, and atop the seated parts were plush white velvet cushions.
 
   The maître d’ bowed low as they took their seats, and the cushions sank slowly and splendidly beneath Angel’s weight, as if she’d deposited herself upon marshmallows. They were handed menus, but Angel was so entranced by their surroundings, she politely took the menu and didn’t even open it. She was caught up, and honestly had no appetite.
 
   Candles were laid out in the center of the table, but rather than wax, they appeared to be made of ice. This ice “melted” into mist as the flames burned them slowly away. Angel gazed at the flames and quite suddenly – felt a little lost.
 
   Music played from somewhere, guitar music, soft and sad and hypnotic. She recognized it as belonging to Sungha Jung, her favorite guitarist.
 
   I really am in a dream.
 
   “Angel.” 
 
   She looked up, meeting Sam’s gaze. That didn’t help the dream feeling. “Yes?” Her voice sounded far-off in her own ears.
 
   He leaned in, just a little, and his handsome brow furrowed. In a soft, serious voice she barely recognized and would never have expected to come out of Samuel Lambent, he asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
   She nodded. It was automatic. But in that moment, she also meant it. “I’m good,” she said. And considering she’d just lost her powers and was alone with the man she’d feared being alone with for two-thousand years, that was saying something.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Her grave had become something else long, long ago. Sixty-one years after her death, a river came through the area and washed the headstone away, along with anything that might have remained of her body, itself. Gregori had re-built it, burying items she’d made for him and articles of clothing she’d worn. He’d placed a new headstone over the space, and upon this, he’d laid her favorite flowers, as always.
 
   One hundred and eleven years later, a hard freeze had cracked the headstone in two, and a few years after that, a harsh wind had crumbled the rest to dust. Again, Gregori had rebuilt the grave, this time planting a tree above it in the hopes the roots would stay the earth with more stability.
 
   Two hundred and thirty-nine years later, a stampede of bison destroyed the tree and surrounding vegetation, and left the ground littered with the unfortunate remnants of those who could not run as fast as their fellow bison. 
 
   Gregori rebuilt.
 
   Centuries later, a flood wiped nearly all traces of the grave away. Gregori hunted for remnants of what he had buried and gathered them up. This time, he took the land around her new grave and turned it into a cemetery. Over her own resting place, he built the first mausoleum, though it would not have been recognized as such at the time.
 
   Years later, grave robbers and war saw the cemetery destroyed and burned, and the mausoleum desecrated. Again, he’d rebuilt.
 
   This cycle continued for the next ten thousand years, seeing the grave and its memories ploughed under time after time by meteorology or geology or humanity. But always, he came back, and he found the ground where he’d laid her to rest, and he somehow made it sacred once more.
 
   Now, political ridiculousness and petty religious strife in the land humans had foolishly claimed and drawn geographical lines across made it difficult to maintain the grave without using a good deal of the magic his existence on the earth had accumulated over the years. So, he used it. When he did, people died, but he literally couldn’t concern himself. Not about them.
 
   Only about her… or what little he had left of her.
 
   The desert space around him was empty now. A hundred feet away, the rubble of a demolished building collected drifts of sand as the wind blew. In the distance, an engine of some kind was running. But otherwise, Gregori was alone.
 
   He looked down at the sand in front of him and concentrated. The wind redirected itself and began to blow across that sand. Little by little, the tiny pebbles were picked up and removed. Inch by inch. Foot by foot.
 
   Until, at last, a massive hole had been dug in front of Gregori. At the base of the hole was a hollow of polished stone. At the center of the polished stone hollow rested a plaque. The plaque was ancient; its carvings were barely legible, and had been written in a dialect rarely used any longer. This was irrelevant to him; he would always know what it said.
 
   Gregori continued to concentrate, until the carved stone steps he’d made long ago were also uncovered before him. 
 
   Then he let the wind die down and descended the steps. As his shoes touched down and lifted again, they left behind sprouting flowers. The stems rose directly from the stone, developed small buds, then bloomed into snow-white dandelions. These then shaded into light gray, then dark gray, and finally black.
 
   Gregori reached the landing and approached the plaque. He knelt before it and brushed away the few remaining pebbles of sand from its smooth surface with glove-covered hands. 
 
   Here lies Amara,
 
   the first love, the only love,
 
   forever and always.
 
   Gregori reached into his breast pocket and extracted a neatly tied bunch of flowers. These, too, were dandelions. However, unlike the black dandelions that were now covering the floor of the tomb like a thick, black carpet, these flowers were white as a dove’s wings. He hadn’t yet touched them. The gloves protected the blooms from the blackness of his heart.
 
   Gregori gently placed the bunch of flowers atop the grave. It was tied with a white linen bow that was tattered at its edges. It was one of the few pieces he had left that had once been a part of the dress she’d worn the morning she promised herself to him. The morning they’d made love on the banks of a smooth flowing river… surrounded by her favorite flowers – dandelions.
 
   Gregori’s teeth clenched. His jaw tensed, and his chest felt tight. He closed his eyes, eyes that reflected the shape and color of his soul, and wondered at the dryness of his cheeks. There were no more tears. He’d run out of them long ago.
 
   When he rose and opened his eyes again, it was to find the flowers he’d left on the grave were no longer white. They, too, had turned black as night. Black as nothing.
 
   This was the color of emptiness.
 
   And he could not even protect this precious place from it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Max had the strangest feeling. It was one of distinct familiarity, almost like a continuously running Déjà vu. He was sitting at a very large booth in a very busy restaurant on a fairly busy street, surrounded by the archangels and their archesses. Seated directly across from him was Lilith. Logically, she was the least likely of all of them to bring about a sense of familiarity to him, but right now, it was she who was the crux of it. 
 
   So strange….
 
   He couldn’t put his finger on it, and it was leaving him in a sort of daze, but it was also… nice. Comfortable. It was like he almost remembered something. Like he’d been here before.
 
   Mimi, the young red dragon more or less under Rhiannon’s charge, was also at the table. Max had the sense she was feeling a little lost these days, perhaps unsure of where she fit in. She would never admit it; the child was far too proud and strong, even at her young age. But Max knew she was clinging to Rhiannon because of all she’d lost and a fear she would lose what she had left. 
 
   The red-haired girl was currently swinging her legs back and forth, bumping her Converses against the underside of his seat, and slurping up a milkshake that was melting too quickly for her tastes. Her T-shirt read, 
 
   Live to Sniff, Sniff to Live – Strike. 
 
   Apparently, it was the latest in a long line of Strike memorabilia, created by her, personally, in memory of her late dog. It was the dog Gregori had killed.
 
   The pretense for their luncheon together had been Samael, but Max suspected Gregori was in fact the reason they were really all gathered there, ordering fries and shakes at the Rainforest Café. If there had ever been call for a general plan, this had been it.
 
   The group finished ordering, the waiter left, and Max opened his mouth to begin their discussion, when the table was interrupted by the approach of two teenage girls. One was holding a napkin and a pen. She walked up to Uriel, looking nervous enough to swallow her own face, and cleared her throat.
 
   “Excuse me… Mr. Daniels?”
 
   Uriel blinked in momentary confusion. Then, suddenly he remembered. He was in public. And in public, he was not Uriel the archangel, he was Christopher Daniels, the uber-famous star of the Comeuppance vampire series. Before Max’s eyes, Uriel straightened and slapped on a killer smile. He turned to face the girl and his light-beam grin landed on her full-force.
 
   Beside him, Eleanore was being a good sport. She hadn’t yet rolled her eyes, which Max could tell she very much felt like doing.
 
   Gabriel, on the other hand, had failed at that completely, and was not only rolling his eyes but muttering to himself under his breath about “bloody idiot actors” and their “bloody big britches.” 
 
   But the girls seemed not to notice. One had long lustrous red hair, much like Rhiannon’s, except that it was highlighted with bright green streaks. She had a smattering of freckles and bright green eyes. The other girl, the one with the napkin and the pen, had long black hair like Eleanore’s. Except, hers was also streaked through with stripes of green. Her eyes were also emerald in color.
 
   Max frowned. He hadn’t noticed that at first. Very vivid eyes. Those kind were rare, and he could tell these were not contacts.
 
   “Would you mind terribly if we had your autograph?” the black-haired girl asked. 
 
   Uriel reached out to take the pen and napkin, which the girl obviously chose to use because she didn’t have anything else. “Not at all,” he answered charmingly. “It’s my pleasure.”
 
   “Uriel.”
 
   Everyone froze at the sound of Lilith’s voice cutting through the quiet tension. They turned to look at her. 
 
   “Don’t touch anything those girls offer you,” she warned.
 
   Uriel blinked, looking stunned. Max could tell the archangel wanted to ask her why he shouldn’t touch anything, but the fact that she’d referred to him as Uriel and not Christopher Daniels was probably explanation enough. Something was wrong with those girls.
 
   Max should have known.
 
   He and the others seemed to come to the same conclusion at once, as suddenly there was a burst of movement. Chairs scraped across the floor, forks and knives went flying, and drinks were spilled as the lot of them scrambled into offensive mode. Azrael and Rhiannon seemed to be of the same mind; both jumped up onto the table to sprint over it in the direction of the girls. Rhiannon did so out of pure skill, developed over the course of thirty-some years. Az did so, of course, because he was a vampire, and being in the air was as natural to him as being on the ground.
 
   But the girls were prepared as well. They backpedalled and growled, baring mouths filled with teeth that had become rows of sharp points, framed by fangs as long as Azrael’s. Even as he moved to intercept them, Max was trying to figure out what the hell they were. Green eyes, green hair, freckled skin….              
 
   Gabriel shoved Juliette behind him, Uriel backed up to give himself fighting range, and being the cop that he was, Michael of course pulled out his gun. 
 
   “Everyone out of the building!” Michael commanded, flashing his badge to the patrons at the adjoining tables and areas. But the other customers were already moving. Maybe Az was playing with their minds, hurrying them along and erasing their memories as he did so, or maybe they were just wisely scared. Shit was going down, and these days, with the weapons people normally carried around, that almost always meant a high body count. 
 
   All around them, the restaurant emptied out, leaving the thirteen of them to square off.
 
   “What are you?” Mimi asked breathlessly where she pressed against the table, obviously wanting to get closer, but knowing she couldn’t dare attempt it with the lot of them around. 
 
   Max’s eyes widened. What kind of guts did the kid have to have to just out-and-out ask these girls what they – 
 
   “They’re selkies,” said Gabriel from where he stood across the table, eyeing them warily. His green eyes sparkled and flared, even more vibrantly than theirs did. “Aren’t ye?” he asked softly.
 
   The girls were done with pretense. The one with dark hair dropped the pen and napkin, which hit the floor and began to burn a hole into it. They eyed Gabriel with mirrored understanding, and the hardest edges of their anger smoothed out. The red-haired girl said, “That’s what your people have always called us.” It sounded strange coming through the sharpened teeth as it did.
 
   “But you’re really mermaids, aren’t you?” Mimi asked. “I mean… your skin shines because you really have tiny scales, and those strands of green in your hair aren’t dye, are they? They’re like seaweed or something.”
 
   Max was beginning to think he should get over being surprised by the girl.
 
   “You’re observant.” The black-haired woman said. The acid was gone from her tone. “Fire Child.”
 
   All around the room, the tension was beginning to drain. Just a little. Max looked for Lilith, who had simply stepped back and dropped her hands to her sides when the excitement began. He met her gaze, but there was no direction there. She wasn’t telling him what to do. 
 
   He would have to decide on this one himself.
 
   “Who sent you here?” he asked, trying to keep his tone level. “Was it Gregori?”
 
   The girls exchanged glances again. Their expressions told him they were indecisive. They looked around for a moment, weighing their options. Then one of them hesitantly nodded. “Yes.” 
 
   “He has our sister,” the other said.
 
   Gregori had sent selkies after them. Or mermaids. Whatever.
 
   Max looked down at the napkin and pen. A pool of melted ground bubbled around the dropped items. At the edges of the pool sprouted black dandelions. 
 
   Max could only imagine what the items had been charmed to do to an archangel. But he had a feeling that whatever it would have done to Uriel, none of them would have been able to heal him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
   “The Diaries of Adam and Eve.” Figures, she thought as she read the name on the play book that was attached to the menu. This, too, was one of her favorite stories. Jules Verne was one of her most beloved authors. But at the very top of that short list was Samuel Clemens, the author of the play they would be seeing that night.
 
   The similarity of the author’s name to that of the man sitting across the crystal table from her was not lost on Angel. Hell, nothing was lost on her right now. 
 
   She had a million things to ask him. But she may as well begin with this. “How did you know?” she asked, drawing his attention up and away from his own menu. He gently folded it and laid it down, giving her his undivided attention as she continued. “I’m sorry but… how did you know about my perfume, my lip balm, the jewelry, shoes and clothes? How did you know about this play?” She gestured to the stage that was still empty right in front of them. The play wasn’t set to begin for another fifteen minutes. 
 
   It couldn’t all be coincidence. There was just too much of it.
 
   Sam laced his fingers together, placed them on the table, and leaned forward. “The truth is,” he began in a soft tone, “I wasn’t positive about a lot of it. Most were… educated guesses.” He took a deep breath, contemplated his next words, and said, “I’ve been dreaming lately. For nearly two-thousand years, there was nothing in my sleep. Then, little by little, I began sensing things at night. I would see vague images, catch snatches of sound, swaths of color, a hint of scent. Over the weeks, the dreams became clearer and longer, and I pieced things together.”
 
   He sat back a bit and met her gaze, and his own hardened just a touch. “When I finally learned of your existence after Michael met his little girlfriend, I began doing my homework.”
 
   Angel lifted her chin. “I see. And no one gathers intel like Samuel Lambent.”
 
   She could just imagine how he’d scrambled, sending his men out through every channel he had at his disposal to try and learn as much about her as possible. It must have been extremely frustrating to learn there was no record of her on file anywhere. She didn’t exist.
 
   Angel hugged herself when goose bumps rose across her skin.
 
   Sam looked down at her arms. Then, in one fluid movement, he was standing and rounding the table, shrugging off his suit jacket. Angel had no time to react before he was leaning into her and draping the jacket over her shoulders.
 
   She was at once enveloped in the scent of him – rain and aftershave – and the feel of him – smooth, warm and comforting – and she barely knew what to say. Luckily, two thousand years of basic politeness training took over.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, trying to ignore the fact that her voice sounded breathless.
 
   “It can become chilly in here,” he said by way of explanation. But somehow, she didn’t think that was true. Somehow, she was certain that her first impression about the play house’s temperature was spot on. It was always perfect, no matter who or what you were or what you were wearing. He knew she wasn’t actually cold. He knew that she was shaken. He was just enough of a gentleman not to say anything. 
 
   The jacket did help. More than she was outwardly willing to admit.
 
   He returned to his seat, and the waiter approached to take their drink orders. Sam ordered a bottle of wine and glasses of water. The waiter of course told him he had excellent taste, then left to fulfill the request. 
 
   “I’m glad you like Clemens,” Sam said as soon as the waiter vanished. It was sudden, and it took Angel by surprise. But he went on. “His older brother, Orion, ran a newspaper in Hannibal, Missouri, where their family grew up. Orion was well educated and had an incredible head for business, so his was one of the first papers I financially supported. Samuel worked for him as a typesetter, and I met him there at the paper one morning in 1848. There was something about the boy….”
 
   Angel understood that. It was something in the eyes, a certain clarity, as if the world had attempted to pull the wool over them, and Clemens had hastily shoved that wool away. He saw life with no filter. That was rare. 
 
   “Later, he wrote an article for another newspaper I owned, the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise. The short story was singularly amusing.” Sam stopped and smiled, and his eyes took on a shadowed cast, as if filling with memories. “There was a wit to the turn of phrase that felt to me like a breath of fresh air.”
 
   “You’re talking about The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,” Angel said, recalling the story herself.
 
   Sam’s smile broadened. His gray eyes shimmered. “Yes, that’s the one.”
 
   Their wine came, and Sam poured them each a glass. But he continued talking. “One afternoon, I made it a point to meet him, though it was quite by accident from his perspective. The next two hours enveloped what was one of the most intriguing conversations I’ve ever had with a human being.”
 
   Angel was instantly jealous. Which was ridiculous, seeing as how she’d personally met and spoken with the man too. It was just a knee-jerk kind of thing. Like, “Clemens is mine! Hands off!” She smiled to herself and suppressed a chuckle. 
 
   And then something occurred to her. Her eyes widened.
 
   Sam watched her over the lip of his glass as he took a drink. When he lowered it, it was clear he knew what she was thinking. “Yes,” he said. “He’s the reason I decided to go with Samuel, despite how closely it resembled my own name. Besides,” he shrugged. “I’ve never been much for hiding.”
 
     No, he hadn’t.
 
   Angel took a good long moment to mull over everything he’d told her. She was seeing a side of Samael that she had not only never seen before, but frankly hadn’t thought existed. It was a creative, open-minded side. A laid back side. 
 
   A talkative side. 
 
   “Angel.” 
 
   She looked up. 
 
   “You wanted to hear my side of the story. So let me tell you now.”
 
   Angel swallowed, and realized her throat had suddenly gotten tight. She took another few drinks of wine anyway, pushing them down, and only stopped when she found that she’d emptied the glass. 
 
   He wanted to tell his side of the story.... A part of her felt panicked. He wanted to tell her now? The play was due to begin any minute! Wasn’t it? But Angel had a feeling that the play wouldn’t begin until Sam was good and ready for it to begin. In fact, she had the sense that everything in the play house revolved around him.
 
   “Now then. What was it you accused me of? Let me see if I can remember the gist of it. You believe me to be evil, you believe that I command hostile takeovers and layoffs, that I force people to work long hours they don’t wish to work, and that I send them headlong into dangerous situations solely for the sake of news stories, rather than use my powers to stop said dangerous situations. You believe I would rather have the coverage than save lives. Is that not how you put it?”
 
   Angel felt stunned. That was almost how she’d put it word per word.
 
   He went on. “And… you believe I have manipulated, threatened, and otherwise used my abilities in evil ways to firmly plant myself on top of a world that is choking on its own misery.” He stopped and smiled. “That was wonderful phrasing, by the way. You could have been a poet.”
 
   He watched her steadily, his eyes taking everything in. Angel had no idea what to say or think. So she frankly did neither.
 
   The waiter came back to take their bottle of wine and replace it with another, colder one. Sam ignored him but for a nod of thanks, never taking his eyes from Angel’s. When the waiter left, he said, “Why don’t we address the issues one by one?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
   “No one in my companies is forced to work any hours they don’t wish to take on. My corporate overtime pay is fairly incredible, if I do say so myself, and many of my employees are night owls. I’ve found night owls tend to run to the creative side, and I enjoy employing them. You wouldn’t believe the ideas that come to the table after three in the morning.” 
 
   She sat still as he went on.
 
   “As for hostile takeovers and layoffs, I can guarantee there are none of the latter. I do need people to run my businesses, after all, and good help is hard to find. The former, however, is a part of business. I can at least tell you that any company purchased by my corporation is bettered, not worsened, for the merger, and most absorbed employees find themselves the beneficiaries of better hours, more vacation time, and greater pay.”
 
   Sam stopped for a moment and poured them both fresh glasses of wine. The first was beginning to get to Angel. At least, she was fairly sure it was the wine. Being relatively new at mortality, she couldn’t be certain, but it felt similar to the numb, blissful rush she’d experienced after downing the beer at the ren faire. 
 
   The waiter returned during this brief silence, and asked if they were ready to order their dinners. Angel hadn’t even given the food any thought, so she was beyond relieved when Sam ordered for them both. 
 
   “Andre, will you please bring us the George sampler?”
 
   “Absolutely, Mr. Lambent. Excellent choice.” 
 
   Sam gently pulled her menu from her hands and handed them both to Andre, who half nodded, half bowed, and left their table. 
 
   At this point, Angel was truly beginning to reel from everything he’d told her thus far, and maybe he could tell, and just maybe he felt some bit of compassion for her, because he temporarily changed the subject.
 
   “George Bernard Shaw was a consummate vegetarian. From what I can tell, you are as well?”
 
   She nodded numbly.
 
   “The sampler is a small portion of every dish they have on the menu, and each one is a gourmet version of a vegetarian ‘comfort’ food.” He grinned. “I think you’ll be pleased.”
 
   Comfort food. That was something she could certainly use just then.
 
   But Sam’s compassion had a limit, it would seem, because just as quickly as it had come, it was gone, and he was doing an about-face to unrelentingly continue in his mild-mannered but hard-hitting defense. “Now where were we? Ah yes. Sending people headlong into dangerous situations that I could have prevented.” He grinned again, but this one was different, and Angel had that terrible feeling a mouse must get right before it knows the Cheshire cat is about to eat it.
 
   “Let me ask you something, Angel. How many tornadoes and earthquakes have struck the earth since you were cast out of the angel realm?”
 
   Countless. But she said nothing.
 
   “I see,” he said calmly. “How many people died in those events?”
 
   Again, the answer was countless. And she was beginning to feel a touch queasy.
 
   “But you were trying, weren’t you? Oh, I’d guarantee it. You gave it your all to save as many as possible, no doubt draining yourself to the point of danger in the process. It was simply that you could only do so much. People will always die. Even Superman could not save them all.”
 
   It was so true, all of it, that it was like an arrow through her heart. And Angel could only look away, tear her gaze from his, and reach for her newly filled wine glass. Fuck buzzed. She was going to get full-on drunk.
 
   “It’s a pity that when people died in those wars and disasters, there was no one there to record the history for posterity’s sake, to solidify the events as they occurred, and capture the lives and their losses in some lasting, tangible form so that generations to come might remember what had happened, might be more careful in their plans and negotiations, and might share a moment of respect and loss for all that transpired.”
 
   She gulped down her wine.
 
   “This is what I do, Angel.”
 
   She closed her eyes and touched her forehead. So, he recorded history. And if he wasn’t bold-faced lying to her, then he did it for the right reasons. But that didn’t change the fact that no one had ever seen Sam helping any of the victims in those situations. And it didn’t change the fact that he was sending people into that danger to do the recording. Did they have a choice?
 
   “If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the restroom,” she said. 
 
   She wasn’t sure whether she really had to or not, but she needed to process everything. And she needed to get away from Sam. From his eyes. From his smooth, low voice. She needed space to breathe.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   She rose. Across from her, Samael stood as well. Almost at once, the maître d’ was at her side.
 
   “Miss Angel, if you will follow me, I will be happy to show you to the facilities.” 
 
   That was fast. Everything was moving so fast.
 
   She nodded politely, and followed him through more of the play house. Around the right side of the stage, the cave continued. In this hall, stalactites that were wrapped with more miniature glowing lights clung tightly to the ceiling. Windows in the cavern hallway revealed views into even more beautiful, mystical, and impossible worlds. One was an under-water reef, ripe with vibrant colors and sea creatures she’d never before seen, probably because they didn’t exist on this planet.
 
   Another revealed a vast horizon of nothing but space. Galaxies spun, constellations shimmered, and planets that were not nearly as far away as they were in her own solar system sported rings and moons seemingly close enough to touch.
 
   At last, they reached a deep black polished oak door with an equally polished gold knob. The maître d’ stood beside the door and nodded. “Here we are, miss. You will find everything you need for your comfort inside. If by some chance, you do not, you need only alert the staff.” 
 
   She thanked him, feeling extremely overwhelmed by the majesty of this cave that was a play house that was also, it would seem, a mid-way point between countless realms. He nodded, smiled, and left.
 
   Angel half expected there to be a bathroom assistant waiting inside, which was something that hadn’t been the norm for many years now. But she was alone in the enormous space. A literal pond took up the center of the cavern, which was natural, smooth carved marble just like the rest of the play house. In the pond swam fish that resembled koi, but with rainbow colors rather than the typical orange, white, and black she was accustomed to. 
 
   There were benches around the pond, and bird feeders had been set up in-between them with what she recognized as fish food to feed the fish. Along the left wall, there was a long counter with sinks of marble in the shape of clam shells. Above them were large individual mirrors bordered in ornate gold frames. Upon the marble counters were intricately woven baskets filled with all shapes, sizes, and colors of soaps. In separate bowls of glass were lotion bars, beeswax bars, and miniature tubes of varying perfumed creams. Thick, plush embroidered hand towels were folded in neat piles in between each of the sinks. 
 
   On the right were the “stalls,” which were actually individual rooms, complete with their own full-sized doors that left no space above or below. They afforded total privacy. 
 
   Above, chandeliers made of crystal – actual crystal stalactites that dangled from the ceiling – lit the room with a pastel glow that switched at a relaxed and gradual rate through the entirety of the rainbow’s spectrum. Angel stood in one place and took it all in as it went from blue to green to yellow to orange to red to purple and back to blue again. 
 
   Even the bathroom is perfect, she thought.
 
   She was losing this battle. Sam was getting to her. He’d always gotten to her. But now he was showing her a world she’d only dreamed of. From the “Nautilus” to the play house, there was no end to the dream-come-true sensation. He was giving her everything she’d ever wanted.
 
   She put her forehead in her hand and thought of the Culmination… whatever it was. And she realized, with strangely ebbing fear, that if Sam kept this up, there’d be no way the Culmination wouldn’t come to pass.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   When she’d finished in the restroom, Angel left the room and headed back out into the hallway. From the sounds of varying conversations and the lack of music or dramatic speaking, she could tell the play still hadn’t begun. So she was right. It wouldn’t start until Sam wanted it to.
 
   Just how powerful is that man?
 
   When she reached the end of the hall, she stopped. Someone had approached their table and was speaking with Sam. For some reason, covert inspiration struck Angel, and she hugged the wall, keeping to the shadows as she peeked around the corner to surreptitiously watch. They were speaking very quietly, but when she concentrated, she could more or less make out the conversation….
 
   The man talking was one of the gargoyles she’d seen earlier. Now that she was really looking at him, he seemed vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place where she’d seen him. His hands were clasped politely before him in supplication. “Mr. Lambent, I of course didn’t want to interrupt your dinner with your beautiful date, but I did want to take any opportunity that came along to tell you how grateful I and the others at the foundation are for your extremely generous donation.”
 
   Angel blinked.
 
   Sam shook his head. “It’s nothing, Grant. You do good work. It’s my honor to support it.”
 
   “Grant” wore an ultimate expression of gratefulness. “You’ve always been more than supportive. How can we thank you?”
 
   “Just keep your word.”
 
   “Of course,” Grant said, bowing slightly. “Mum as usual.” He smiled and closed his eyes in a sort of “Namaste” farewell, and with one last bow, left the table.
 
   What the hell? thought Angel. What was that all about? What word was Grant keeping? And why hadn’t she ever heard of Sam donating money to anyone? Ever?
 
   At that moment, the maître d’ – Charles, his nametag said – came walking down the hall from one of the back rooms. Angel gently touched his arm as he came near. “I’m sorry, Charles was it?”
 
   Of course he turned his undivided attention to her. “Not at all, Miss Angel. Please, what may I help you with?” He seemed genuinely earnest to see to her needs, whatever they might be.
 
   “I was just….” She glanced back at the table, where Sam was taking a slow sip of his wine. She bit her lip. “I was just wondering who that young man is right there.” She pointed at the gargoyle who was walking back to his own table.
 
   “That is Grant Sterling, of the Sterling dynasty. Why do you ask, miss?” 
 
   “Well, I’m embarrassed to say, I….” She thought fast. “I thought I recognized him, but for the life of me, I can’t remember where from, and should we end up speaking with him, I would hate to embarrass myself.”
 
   Charles took on a look of absolute understanding. “Ah, I see.” He chuckled softly. “Not a problem at all. Mr. Sterling is the founder and president of United Assistance International. Of course, in the mortal world, he goes by the name Allen O’Hara.”
 
   Oh my gosh, that’s where I’ve seen him! Allen O’Hara kept a very low profile. He didn’t want people to see him, but to see his company, so his messages to the public were always accompanied by images of those they were trying to help or those they had helped. Just like any charity, it was about the victims, not the saviors. 
 
   “He comes here often with potential donors and when he’s not working, he comes with family and friends.” He smiled graciously.
 
   United Assistance International. Her mind reeled. UAI had been one of the most wide-spread and successful charities helping people and animals world-wide in crises since the early nineteen-seventies. And Sam was a supporter. Apparently, a generous supporter.
 
   And here, she’d been accusing him of callous apathy toward the disasters his media companies covered.
 
   She felt dizzy. “Yes, I remember now,” she said uneasily, hoping the smile she plastered to her face would hide her confusion. It felt horrible to lie to such a kind man. “Thank you so much, Charles. I truly appreciate it.”
 
   “You’re more than welcome, miss. Anything I can do.” He bowed, as everyone here seemed to do, and continued on his way to wherever he’d been going. 
 
   Angel closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and attempted to compose herself. Could all of this be true? Were the rumors about Samuel Lambent’s nastiness just that? Were the articles that told how he exploited people, manipulated people, never got involved in charity work, and was heartless to his employees all actually lies? But why? Why would anyone say such things about the most eligible bachelor in the world? 
 
   Oh my God, she thought, and almost slapped her forehead. Let me count the reasons. From Jealousy to envy to down-right hatred, there were endless possibilities as to why other companies, other businessmen, would make up lies about Sam and his corporations. Rumors were the life blood that fueled everything from the stock market to wars. 
 
   But more importantly, even if this was the case, and the rumors were just concocted revenge by the competition, why on Earth would Sam put up with it? Why didn’t he put a stop to it all?
 
   She had no idea. But she was willing to bet five bucks that it had something to do with Sam’s cryptic reminder to Grant: “Just keep your word.”
 
   And Grant’s response: “Mum as usual.”
 
   Was Sam… asking people to keep quiet about the good things he did? Could he, maybe, just possibly, actually want the world to think he was an asshole? Why in the world would he want that? What could he possibly hope to gain by making everyone think he was that hard, that ruthless, that….
 
   Oh.
 
   The tougher a man was, the more difficult he was to beat. The less intelligent it was to cross him. The better it was to leave him alone. And Sam had more than his fair share of enemies.
 
   Angel shook her head. She breathed. Then breathed again.
 
   Everything she thought she’d known about Sam was being picked up in a tornado of confusing possibilities, and all the windows of her mind were open. She was going to lose it all. It was all going to go flying away.
 
   But maybe that’s a good thing, she thought. Just maybe.
 
   When she thought she had some control over herself again, she opened her eyes, straightened, and stepped out of the hall into the main room of the play house.
 
   As she approached the table, Sam stood. 
 
   The movement was so fluid, so graceful, it almost stopped Angel in her tracks. 
 
   Oh yeah. The Culmination was definitely going to happen.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Not in two thousand fucking years had this happened. He was having trouble concentrating. Every time she looked at him, he was back in his dreams, back in the depths of that longing that was born in their recesses and grew until it had nearly consumed him. There she was – the woman he’d tracked down and hunted, the one thing he’d sought relentlessly for the last month, and unknowingly for the last two millennia. 
 
   And he could barely think straight to damn well talk to her. The demure drop of her eyelashes against her cheeks made him want to reach out and lift her chin. The storms in her eyes that he had never cared for in his own gaze, and the slight hint of clean, fresh rain drifting toward him, were a constant draw on his soul. He felt like a child presented with a rain puddle, and all he wanted to do was play in it. Nothing else mattered!
 
   She’s where angels came from.
 
   Her hair looked like star dust woven into locks like comet tails. It shimmered with impossible dimension every time she moved. Her skin was so fair, it was nearly translucent. Alien and perfect, she looked like a China doll. 
 
   His mind reeled at her beauty. She was so very obviously not human, despite the loss of her powers. He could understand how she’d felt the need to hide her true self over the years. She was Helen, ready to start a war with nothing more than a wayward glance.
 
   Sam waited until he was sure she wasn’t looking, then took the opportunity to loosen his tie. It was getting harder for him to breathe. 
 
   The play had just begun, with a slight nod from Sam to the director who waited at the edge of the curtain, when Sam’s senses kicked into overdrive. His ears pricked. His skin began to over-sensitize, his nerve endings sizzling to life. He became hyper-alert, and ultra-wary, and for the first time ever, he was unable to sit back and enjoy one of his favorite scripts, which he’d very much been looking forward to sharing with Angel. 
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   They can’t find us here, he attempted to reassure himself. He’d rid them both of their powers, effectively cutting off their traceable signatures. He’d greased a lot of capable palms pretty much across the globe in the name of their safety. The two of them were virtually surrounded by an army of bodyguards disguised as something else. And yet, he was in full code red.
 
   No doubt, the Four Favored and their good for nothing Guardian were scratching their chins over the Adarian business and the fact that they’d become heart-gobbling monsters straight from the abyssal imaginations of Hollywood. But Samael was fully aware of Gregori’s motives. The more the world looked as if it were coming to an end – and what screamed “apocalypse” like zombies? – the more the archangels were going to want to stop it from happening. And if Gregori assured the archangels that the only way for the end of the world to fully come about was for Sam to mate with his archess, then surely, they would join him in attempting to stop it.
 
   Sam wasn’t stupid. He knew the rumors. Hell, he ate rumors for breakfast. He knew Gregori had approached Azrael in San Francisco and warned him to stop Samael. Yes, Sam had people there too. In the fog. In the wind.
 
   Sam also knew, now, what had happened to Jason. Gregori had killed the incubi and re-animated him prior to setting him upon Sophie Bryce like some sort of well-trained attack dog. 
 
   And at this point, Sam was up to speed. And everything pointed to Gregori and his general plan to deny Samael the one thing he wanted. All so that the Culmination wouldn’t come about. Because Gregori had a vendetta against the Old Man – and apparently the Old Man was here on Earth.
 
   Now… that was interesting. Samael’s teeth ground together as he pondered the implications. The possibility that the very same man who’d cast them all down here thousands of years ago had actually resided amongst them all this time was mind boggling. It was also infuriating.
 
   Gregori was not the only one who had a bone to pick with the Old Man.
 
   But could it even be true? 
 
   Sam glanced at Angel, taking in her profile, the curve of her chin and neck, and the corner of her beautiful smile. She’d worked her whole existence fighting the evil on the planet. With no help from anyone. And sometimes she failed. Sometimes the evil was too strong, and she went home with a job half-done, and it destroyed her. He knew. 
 
   Oh, he knew.
 
   Sam had often wondered about the lack of any kind of communication any of them had experienced from the Old Man all this time. He’d never once appeared to any of them. He’d never interfered on any of their behalves, much less the mortals he’d left down here to rot. For all intents and purposes, he may as well not exist.
 
   But… if he’d been here instead of there, then that would explain a few things. Maybe here on Earth, he was altered somehow? Maybe he was incapable of helping? Maybe… maybe he was even injured! Now there was a thought!
 
   One to give anyone good dreams. The son of a bitch.
 
   At once, Sam’s recollection of the Old Man turned to bitterness. There was no avoiding the memories of betrayal. The loyalty he’d shown, the devotion. Only to be replaced at a moment’s notice because he, like Lilith, had thought to speak up about something. And Michael, the perfect, had not. Michael the most favored. Michael the kiss-ass.
 
   Sam felt his teeth begin to throb, and he realized several things at once. First, he realized that if Michael and his archangel posse did decide to take Sam on to prevent him from being with Angel, Sam would relish the fight. Bring it.
 
   The second thing he realized was that his teeth would not throb the way they were throbbing if he weren’t suddenly mortal. And that reminder was grounding. Not that he wouldn’t give the Warrior Archangel a run for his money, but in the end, Sam would probably lose. Michael was a paladin archangel with a chip on his shoulder and more power than a little boy knew what to do with. 
 
   Sam was only a man.
 
   The final thing he realized in that moment was that the air in the play house had grown so heavy, people were beginning to notice it. It wasn’t a humidity kind of thick. It was thick with something else – a foreboding. A darkness. 
 
   Up on the stage, the actor and actress continued expertly with their lines; they were professionals, consummate and wonderful, and that was why he’d chosen them for his play house. However, out in the audience, people were exchanging glances. At the entry way, Charles was speaking with security. Small signs of trouble moved like ripples through the area.
 
   As he’d surmised earlier, something was indeed wrong.
 
   He held up his hand – one finger, just slightly. Up on stage, the play stopped at once. Two men approached their table, flanking it and awaiting instructions. 
 
   Angel was at once alarmed. 
 
   Sam stood, rounding the table. When she looked up at him, her brows were raised, and her eyes wide.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “Angel, please come with me. We need to leave immediately.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Damn it, I knew I shouldn’t have worn heels! Angel quickly stood up and joined Sam in front of the table. She’d lived long enough and been through enough shit in her time to know better than to look around like an idiot when someone yelled duck. When someone told you to duck, you hit the ground. Shit was about to fly, and Angel could tell.
 
   She’d noticed the air growing heavy with darkness a few minutes ago, but she’d figured it was just her nerves, or maybe even someone in the audience of the play house. After all, Sam owned it, and there was no telling what kinds of connections he had. 
 
   But the tension in the play house increased, and her instincts kicked in. Something wasn’t right, and from the look on Sam’s face right now, and the way the play house was emptying out, she’d been spot on.
 
   The patrons managed to maintain a fairly orderly escape, as if they’d been prepared for something like this all along. They hurried quietly, filing out in two separate lines. One headed to the cave opening on the left with the beach, and the other to the right with the dense forest. 
 
   Sam had grabbed Angel’s hand and was leading her down another hallway in the opposite direction, but she managed to glance over her shoulder in time to watch as people stepped through the barriers she’d known had been there, and into the worlds beyond.
 
   Angel squeaked when she tripped a little in her heels. Then she let out a low curse when Sam immediately stopped, and she went barreling into him. He steadied her. “Are you okay?”
 
   She nodded, but held up her finger and bent over, ripping the heels off her feet to toss them to the side. Once she was barefoot, she straightened again. “I’m good.”
 
   Sam took her elbow again and guided her very quickly through the hallway. One of the men who’d approached their table earlier was in front of them, and the other followed behind. She guessed they were bodyguards of some type; both men were very large, but it was the magic moving through them that stood out to Angel. She wondered how mortals could perpetually miss something like that in a person, because she was mortal at the moment, and she could definitely sense it. 
 
   The hallway was the same one she’d gone down to find the restroom. But it was changing now as they hastened through it. The windows were fogging up as if the humidity in the cave was rising rapidly and drastically. It wasn’t humidity, though; she would have felt that on her skin and seen it in curls around her face. It was magic making them fog.
 
   The stalactites wrapped in their tiny lights that were so plentiful before were becoming scarce, and the bathroom door was gone. The walls were smoothing out, becoming featureless.
 
   She and the others seemed to run for full minutes, the cave changing around them. Eventually, it was a man-made hall, square and perfect. Angel was just getting winded when they finally reached the end of the hall. It bore a single door.
 
   The man in front of them placed his hand on the door knob and signaled for Sam and Angel to step back. Sam pulled Angel back several feet and stood in front of her. The bodyguard whispered words Angel didn’t recognize – a magic spell. The doorknob lit up with spinning runes, and those runes spread out and began to speed through the door as if a spell were literally writing itself across the metal surface.
 
   But the runes grew redder and redder, and Angel could feel their heat. The man let go of the knob and spun to face them. “Get down!” Sam turned, taking Angel to the ground, covering her body with his. She felt an extra weight squeeze down upon her as well and knew the other two men were shielding them both.
 
   A humming sound rose, lasted around half a second or so, and then there was a blast. It was nothing like thunder, which crashed right through the atmosphere with a spear-like sound that announced itself all at once and sizzled through the brain. This was a rapidly building popping sound that made her head feel fat for an instant, right before it exploded outward and hurt so bad that she knew she was screaming and couldn’t hear it over the roar of fire and debris.
 
   The weight atop them became heavier. With a budding sense of doom, Angel realized why. The men who’d shielded them were unconscious. Probably dead.
 
   But there was smoke everywhere now, and even under several layers of people, she was inhaling it. It burned her lungs and stung her eyes. She tried to move, but just as she was beginning to panic due to the pressing weights on her, Sam moved above her, shoving off the bodyguards to get to his feet. He grabbed her arms and lifted her alongside him, and Angel found her footing in a world of blaze and ash.
 
   Sam spared the slightest glance to the fallen men, and Angel saw something there in the depths of his gaze. But then it was gone, shoved into the background of a world of chaos and misery.
 
   She coughed when she tried to inhale. 
 
   Whatever had been behind the door was now in the hall, and it was burning like mad. “We have to get out of here!” she cried, then coughed again because the last word got stuck in her throat behind a building grime.
 
   Sam didn’t respond. He’d already been pulling a transport orb from his pocket; she’d forgotten they were there. Now, he palmed it tightly with one hand and yanked Angel closer with the other, wrapping his arm around her waist so hard, she could barely breathe. But that was okay; she couldn’t breathe anyway.
 
   A moment later, the smoke and fire blurred into smears of red and gray, the heat began to ebb, and the world spun. They were in a transport tunnel.
 
   Angel closed her eyes and hugged Sam back. Whether it was self preservation or something else, she had neither the time nor the desire to ponder. The tunnel came to an end nearly as quickly as it had spun to life, and Angel felt carpet under her feet.
 
   She opened her eyes as Sam stepped slightly back, loosening his grip on her enough that she could regain her balance. Once he knew she was fine, he let her go completely and pulled away.
 
   Angel stood in the center of a hotel room with a double queen bed, television, and an opening on the other end that no doubt led to a bathroom. It was a standard room, not a suite, and nothing too fancy, but not exactly low-end either. It was just a basic hotel room.
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “This room is one of several I’ve had shielded over the years. We’re in Boston at the moment, but we won’t be staying long. We’re just going to get you changed and then we’re moving on.”
 
   Angel blinked. She looked down, only now remembering that she was in a gorgeous satin red dress and wasn’t wearing any shoes. The dress was now ruined, fraught with miniature tears and smoke stains.
 
   She nodded. “Right.” Then she frowned. How was she supposed to change? This wasn’t her place. She had no clothes here, and no powers with which to summon them.
 
   Sam moved to a large ornate piece of wooden furniture against one wall. “This armoire will supply any clothing you need. Simply imagine what you want, then open it.” 
 
   Now that she looked at it closely, it was obvious the armoire was not a normal part of the décor in the room. “I’ve heard of something like this,” she said as she moved toward it. “But it was a small box that supplied food.”
 
   “The Hollow Box.” He nodded. “It so happens the armoire was made by the same genius. I believe he also has a hat box, a gym bag, and most impressively, a garage.”
 
   She gaped at him. “You mean you can imagine whatever car you want –”
 
   “That’s the idea.” He smiled.
 
   She pondered that for a moment, suddenly imagining Sam speeding along in some sexy muscle car. Or on a motorcycle.
 
   She’d actually seen him on a bike once. Just once.
 
   Her mouth watered, and her knees at felt weak. There was a picture she’d never be able to get out of her head. It was a candid shot taken of him while he was out riding his own Harley Davidson Fat Boy. Until then, the media had only ever seen him in suits. But in the photo, which had been caught by someone with a camera phone, he’d been in jeans, a black T-shirt, and a rugged pair of riding boots. His hair was messy. He was suddenly the very portrait of a laid back billionaire with a body like Superman’s and a mind like Lex Luthor’s. 
 
   He wasn’t wearing a helmet. Of course, the world had viewed him as a gorgeous fool; men all over added a note of dangerous recklessness to their lists of things to be jealous of him about, and women everywhere began drooling buckets. But Angel had known a helmet was simply pointless. 
 
   He was Sam. 
 
   Now that photograph slammed back into her mind, but this time it was an entire movie, with wind and the thrumming, thunder-roar of a V-twin engine. 
 
   She jerked out of her reveries and looked up to find Sam watching her with silent and keen interest. From the glint in his gun metal eyes, she was guessing he had a pretty good idea what she’d been thinking.
 
   She cleared her throat. “Um, I need privacy if I’m going to change.”
 
   His smile was back. “Very well.” He took a step back and shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. The look was drop-dead sexy. “I’ll go wash the smoke out of my eyes.” He turned and headed to the bathroom around the corner.
 
   When Angel heard the door close, she exhaled a shaky breath. She stared down at her hands as if she didn’t recognize them. What the hell was she doing? People were dead back at that play house. She and Sam were running for their lives. And she was standing here in a hotel room flirting with the Fallen One. Thinking about motorcycles and garages and tight blue jeans. 
 
   “Oh God. I am so screwed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   The knowledge that he could somehow find the one who’d caused him this inescapable suffering, who’d allowed his love to wither and die, and that he could exact the justice that was so sorely needed for this crime, was all that kept Gregori going. It was all that had kept him going for a very long time. Life was tired, Earth was weary and disgusting, and humanity was failing at best. He was beyond done with it all, and ready to join Amara… wherever she had gone. If death would allow it, he would hunt the realms for her. They would be reunited. 
 
   If death did not allow it, if there was nothing remaining once the body and mind disintegrated, then so be it. Oblivion was better than pain.
 
   Some indeterminate amount of time ago, he’d been on the verge of ending it all. He’d lingered in this realm, going through the motions of existence, but afraid of whatever lay beyond. He’d been about to give up… when he’d realized that the Old Man was no longer in the angel realm. He wasn’t sure how he’d come about the knowledge… it was as if he’d learned it all in a dream or something. It was the same way with his knowledge of the Culmination. It was vague and there was no recollection of the source of his intel; he simply knew. 
 
   When he’d realized the Old Man wasn’t in the angel realm, it had given Gregori renewed hope, and a reason not to kill himself. Whatever realm he was in, he would no doubt be weaker. He would be vulnerable. That was reason enough for Gregori to keep going.
 
   He’d hunted for the Old Man ever since.
 
   As far as the Culmination was concerned, his knowledge of it dictated that it would occur when all the archangels were mated with their archesses. And at that time, it would send the angels back to their own world. Gregori reasoned that the Old Man, wherever he was, would join them there, and Gregori would not be allowed to follow. 
 
   If that happened, then obviously Gregori would never have his revenge.
 
   So, with purpose, Gregori had set out to stop the Culmination at all costs. He approached the archesses that remained and attempted to hinder their progress. He needed time. He needed to figure out where the hell his old boss was. 
 
   Gregori had fingers of power stretched throughout every realm that adjoined Earth. He had men in dimensions that would make the mortal mind spin. But no one had seen hide nor hair of the king of angels. The Old Man was untraceable. Seemingly lost.
 
   It was no wonder at all to Gregori that any time the archangels had attempted to contact him, they’d never been answered. Communication between himself and the rest of existence seemed to have been completely cut off. 
 
   Once more, Gregori had begun to lose hope. He would never find the bastard.
 
   And then – just last week – everything changed once more. 
 
   Gregori had been in his home in the arctic, the only place where the cold pain of the landscape matched the same cold pain residing in his soul. He’d been thinking of Amara. She filled his mind even as his heart emptied to nothing. He’d looked up from his reveries as the vibration in the air shifted, and new knowledge entered his mind. 
 
   He’d been searching for the Old Man for so long, needing justice for so long, by now he must have been connected to him somehow. That could be the only explanation. Because he’d suddenly known where the Old Man was. 
 
   He would never find him by looking for him out there in the other realms. 
 
   The king of the angels was actually here, on Earth. He had been all along.
 
   Right under my nose.
 
   To say that Gregori had felt another renewal of hope was a disgusting understatement. It was suddenly more essential than ever that the Culmination not occur. Gregori pulled in his armies, amassing them on Earth, and even started recruiting more. The archangels had no idea how vast his reach was or just how many resources he had at his disposal. 
 
   He planned to show them. He would pin-point the Old Man’s location, and if the archangels got in his way, he would unleash holy hell upon them. 
 
   At least, that had been the plan.
 
   But, one second, he could feel the Old Man’s presence there on Earth, somewhere, and Gregori was closing in on his location. And then, the next moment… he couldn’t. He simply could not feel him any longer. 
 
   It happened immediately after the series of tornadoes ran roughshod over Kansas City, Missouri. Gregori had zeroed in on him there and was about to pounce. But once the storms were gone, so was all trace of the Old Man. It couldn’t be a coincidence. Somehow, it was related. The sky was quiet again, and the Old Man had vanished.
 
   Maybe he’d gone back to the angel realm. Or maybe he was dead.
 
   “No.” 
 
   He hadn’t realized he’d spoken the word out loud until the ice of the wall across from him cracked. He watched as a hair-line fracture climbed from the right corner of wall beneath his portrait of Amara to the ceiling so high overhead. It kept going, traveling along the magically carved ice until it reached the chandelier. The crystalline shapes in the chandelier shook, clanking together like a wind chime.
 
   A single shape of ice broke free from its casing and crashed twenty feet to the ground, where it shattered like a snowball on impact. Bits of ice spread across Gregori’s right shoe. He looked at them as if they were the most interesting things in the world – and yet, as if he could not have cared less about them. 
 
   “No,” he repeated, this time more softly. He would find him. 
 
   The girl holds the key. 
 
   Angel was supposedly the archess for Samael, the archangel that the Four Favored loved to refer to as the Fallen One. But Gregori knew the truth about that, too. He was like a fucking repository for all these ancient truths, all this knowledge. Without warning, it would surge through him, born from nowhere, and in place of blood and oxygen, sometimes it fueled him. As it did now.
 
   Angel was the key to finding the king of the angels because she was not, in fact, Samael’s archess. She was the Old Man’s. 
 
   Gregori doubted that Sam recalled why he wanted Angel. He doubted Sam could remember that he’d decided to claim Angel as his own mate in an act of revenge against the Old Man. He had been angry because he’d been displaced at the Old Man’s side for doing nothing other than questioning his actions. No one was ever supposed to question the boss. And for that, Michael the Warrior Archangel had taken his place as favored.
 
   Samael had seethed.
 
   As he’d taken so many other liberties with the Old Man, Sam had secretly sworn Angel would be his own. He’d convinced himself that she belonged with him. As the revolution of the angel realm stirred and the Old Man cast everyone to the Earth, Samael had jumped down of his own accord so he could find Angel on his own.
 
   He simply hadn’t expected to forget everything upon impact. 
 
   For two-thousand years, the Fallen One had been dreaming of her, craving her, and wanting her as his own. Maybe not initially for the right reasons, but after all this time, as any man would with such a creature, he’d become besotted. Now he longed for her with all the fierce determination that the others had desired their own mates. His need was as real as theirs. It just came from a different place.
 
   Gregori could understand that.
 
   In another life, in another realm maybe, he and Samael might have been kindred spirits. They both hated the Old Man, and for good reason.
 
   Sam was a powerful man who played his cards close to his chest. He was an exceedingly smart man. He’d avoided everything Gregori had thrown at him, as had Angel. Even at the play house, where Gregori had caught word Sam would be taking her, they’d manage to escape the trap he’d laid. 
 
   It was almost unfortunate that Gregori had to go up against the Fallen One. He’d rather work with him than against him. What a team they would make. The Old Man wouldn’t stand a chance.
 
   But Sam couldn’t be allowed to join with Angel, because whether she was originally meant for him or not, she was as much besotted with him now as he was her. Their souls would mate. The last of the archesses would be found and claimed. The Culmination would occur.
 
   “No.” 
 
   Once more, the word filled the halls of his mansion of ice. And this time, tiny fissures appeared throughout the entire structure.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   Thunder rolled in the distance. Sam straightened where he’d been leaning on the bathroom counter, attempting to compose himself. He’d entered the bathroom, shut the door, shrugged off his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, and splashed cold water on his face in an attempt to compose himself and clear his mind. But that thunder drew his attention now, and he wondered.
 
   He wondered whether the warnings he’d been given about the power-negating spell were coming to fruition. He’d been warned that sapping so much magic from two creatures as inherently powerful as he and Angel might have extremely weighty consequences. The power had to go somewhere, after all. Magic did not simply cease to exist. It was transferred from one state to another, from one being or place to another, and changed. It was born and it could even die, but it never vanished altogether.
 
   Storms seemed to be everywhere lately. He couldn’t stop and listen without hearing thunder.
 
   They’re following us, he thought, and as suddenly as the thought occurred to him, another bolt sent massive marbles rolling across the heavens. And he realized he was right. It was true. The storms were following them because their magic was leaking out around them and into the atmosphere. It wasn’t that it was gone – it was that it was no longer directly connected to their bodies.
 
   Just closely connected.
 
   And if the storms were following them, then Gregori could easily follow the storms. 
 
   Sam let out an expletive and fisted a hand in his hair. All he’d wanted was more time. He could tell he was getting to her. And she’d sure as hell been getting to him. He was making progress. Why did it have to end so quickly?
 
   There was a knock at the door.
 
   “Sam? You okay?”
 
   No doubt, she’d heard him cursing.
 
   He opened the door to find her standing fully changed, now wearing jeans, high-top Converses in navy blue, and a navy blue V-neck T-shirt to match. 
 
   “I’m fine,” he said. “Are you ready?”
 
   She nodded, then cringed a little when thunder rolled closer overhead. “There sure are a lot of storms these days.”
 
   He took her hand and moved with her into the main area of the hotel room, grabbing his jacket from the bathroom counter on the way. Once at the center of the room, he pulled an orb from his suit pocket and held it in his hand. Maybe if they could move fast enough from place to place, and maybe if he could transport them to a location where it was always storming, Gregori wouldn’t be able to catch up and wouldn’t find them in the camouflage.
 
   Maybe it would give him more time, before everything came crashing down around him. 
 
   “What are you waiting for?”
 
   Sam blinked and looked up at Angel. There had been no impatience in her voice, only genuine concern. Her expression was worried – and beautiful. 
 
   “I… was just trying to figure out where to go.” He exhaled and almost laughed. He felt mystified. This indecision was unlike him. 
 
   “We’ll go to my place.” She laid her hand over the orb in his palm and closed her eyes. Clearly she’d learned how to use them by watching him, because a second later, the room blurred into streams of color and light as they entered a transportation portal. 
 
   This time, when it ended, Sam felt wood under his feet, and heard something that sounded remarkably like creaking. The swimming colors dissipated, and the room around him cleared. Angel stepped back and looked around, smiling.
 
   Sam turned a slow circle. “You… live in a tree house?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Angel said, grinning now. “It moves from place to place just like your Nautilus does.”
 
   The room was large and multi-dimensional; there were more facets to it than there were to a diamond. Polished light wood floors stretched to the walls, which were composed of glass just like the walls of an atrium. For supports, more wood beams cast through the glass in a design that vaguely resembled a spiraling spider’s web. The walls rose up and over the tree house, offering 360 degree views of the forest canopy around them, and at its summit, a large round piece of glass spared an unobstructed view of the sky above. 
 
   To Sam’s left, a spiral staircase rose to a round loft that was fenced in by dozens of thin but apparently living cherry blossom trees. The petals cascaded slowly to the floor beneath the loft, drifting like pink dreams. Which was fitting, because through the gaps between the tree trunks, Sam could make out a bed. 
 
   What an amazing place to sleep it would be, surrounded by fragrant cherry blossoms, sitting high atop the entire world, with an open view of the night sky and its galaxies beyond.
 
   To Sam’s right was a living area replete with a fireplace, coffee table, plush furniture, soft rugs, and throw blankets draped over arm rests. Beneath the loft was a kitchen complete with gas burning stove, tea maker, microwave, and so forth. Not that a building as magical as this would require the use of such rudimentary human machines, but he could understand their being there.
 
   Growing up with humans made you fond of them to some degree, or at least of their accomplishments. You couldn’t help but want them to enter a better age. In that respect, for an immortal, the desire to own a microwave or a flat screen television was based on the same feelings that had caused Sam to want a fuel-burning car when it was first invented at the turn of the century. It was an object of hope. 
 
   It hinted that through science, learning and forward thinking, humanity was opening the door to endless possibilities. And that if they never shut that door due to closed-mindedness or fear, then one day, something better might just walk through it.
 
   Besides, it was a lot easier to push a “30 seconds” button on the microwave than it was to use magic to reheat your coffee.
 
    There was even a bathroom in the tree house, from what he could see. From the other side of the spiral staircase stretched an arched hallway. At the end of that hall was an open door. Sam could just see the edge of a claw foot tub peeking out from behind that door. For privacy, the ceiling of the hall and restroom were opaque glass that slowly blended once more into clear glass as they joined with the overarching ceiling.
 
   Surrounding the entire tree house was a wrapping balcony. There seemed to be no stairwell leading down from the home, however. There was no rope ladder, no way of obtaining entrance to the tree house.
 
   You’d have to use magic.
 
   As if she could tell what he was thinking, Angel’s grin turned mischievous. “I’ve been here just as long as you have, Sam. It must have occurred to you that I might use magic to create a living space too?”
 
   It had, actually. But he wasn’t going to say anything. He was rather in awe of her at that moment. Hell, that was nothing new. But the ingenuity of the room, its structure and fundamental function… its beauty… was astounding. And it was Angel.
 
   “It isn’t always a tree house. It adjusts itself in design to match its surroundings. Right now? It just so happens to be hanging out in the canopy of an enormous patch of untouched Brazilian rainforest.” She glanced at the balcony and the view beyond. “Hence, the tree house décor. You should have seen it when it wanted to hang out at the top of Everest. It didn’t look anything like this.”
 
   “When it ‘wanted to hang out there’?” he questioned.
 
   She looked back at him. “Yeah… it….” She shrugged and sighed. “Well, it sorta has a mind of its own. I’m sure you’re familiar with the tale of Baba Yaga’s Hut?”
 
   Sam’s brow furrowed, and he blinked. “That was you?”
 
   Her smile was back. “Well, every story has an ounce of truth to it somewhere. At least, all the best ones do.” But then she frowned. “Though I have no idea where the hut standing on chicken legs thing came from. I’m pretty sure the first kids who saw the house just made that shit up for attention.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   “I have to tell you, Hummingbird,” he said slowly, his eyes filled with genuine wonder. “I’m truly impressed.” Sam ran his hand along the railing of the stairwell. It was smooth and polished, but carved into miniature relief designs of everything from snow peaked mountains to unicorns. The entire tree house was a work of art. She knew that. She’d put a lot of work into it, both by hand and through the use of different types of magic. But to see him admire it was another thing altogether. He was literally the first man ever to compliment her for something she’d done… rather than what she was.
 
   Plus, he called her Hummingbird. And for some reason, she really, really liked it. It made her feel weak inside. But also strong. It was confusing, and a little hot.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, clearing her throat.
 
   He turned to face her, and she felt the full weight of those heart-stopping eyes. “You’re amazing. All that you do, for so many others, and all you’ve done….” His voice trailed off, and for a brief moment, he seemed almost lost. It was a fleeting thing, a shadow over his perfect features. If anything, it intensified his beauty. 
 
   She sensed a barrier falling, a defensive wall crashing to the ground. 
 
   She almost reached out for him. Almost. But she stopped herself just in time and turned away to stride to the windows that looked out over the forest canopy. Her heart was hammering. She heard it pulse in her ears. 
 
   You will lose everything. If you let him win, if you give in, you’ll lose everything. But she’d already lost her powers. What else was there that she had to offer the people of this realm?
 
   Did running from Samael even matter anymore?
 
   In the midst of the turmoil of her thoughts, she noticed the dark clouds gathering over the tree tops in the distance. Her addled mind took a moment to realize it was an approaching storm. Trepidation at once filled her, and she didn’t even know why. 
 
   Wait. Storms happen here every day. She rolled her shoulders back and mentally shook it off.  This is the rainforest, remember? And why would it matter, anyway?
 
   “It looks like a storm is coming.” She said it out loud just to change the subject.
 
   “Angel.”
 
   Angel’s eyes widened. Her body went tense. He had moved across the room and was now standing directly behind her. She hadn’t even heard him! How did a man in leather-soled shoes not make a sound on wood flooring?
 
   He’s Sam, she reminded herself. Galactic powers or not, he was still the most amazing man on the planet. He’d had two-thousand years to practice doing everything under the sun and moon. If he wanted to sneak up behind someone, he damn well could.
 
   She wrapped her arms around herself and did not turn around. “What?”
 
   “Turn around and look at me.”
 
   Oh God! She bit her lip and slowly turned to face him. But she couldn’t look at him. She was losing control of herself. This had never happened before. 
 
   “Look at me, Angel.”
 
   She wanted to stand firm, but he was towering over her. She was not a short woman, and yet he dwarfed her. He dwarfed everyone.
 
   She almost jumped out of her skin when he curled his finger beneath her chin and lifted it. There was no point in fighting. That would be childish. So she let him draw her eyes to his as her heart threatened to burst out of her chest and join the storm in the distance.
 
   He caught her gaze, and she went utterly still. Something flashed within it. Lightning? He was turmoil, chaos, and confusion wrapped in a beautiful shell. 
 
   “How can you, Sam?” she whispered. “How can you still want me when you know what it means?”
 
   “What does it mean, Angel?” he asked softly.
 
   “If the Culmination happens, everyone goes back. Everyone, Sam. And this is all over. Everything we have ever done for humanity was a waste of time.” 
 
   Sam’s thumb brushed her jaw line, making her pulse jump. He shook his head. “Not everyone, Angel. You, yes. The Four Favored and their mates, no doubt. Even Gregori might be welcomed back into the angel realm. But not I. The Old Man will cast me out again the moment I arrive.”
 
   Angel winced. There’d been a sudden pain in her chest, as if something very sharp had pierced an area deep inside. She stepped back and yanked away from his touch, feeling instantly cold for her efforts. A heavy pain began pushing itself toward her eyes. With her jaw clenched, she asked, “Then I’ll ask you again. How can you want this? Knowing you’ll only be here and alone when it’s all done!”
 
   But Samael slowly lowered his hand and cocked his head to one side. With a voice so wrought with sincerity, it nearly cracked in two, he said, “For one moment of untainted happiness with you? I would stay here another two-thousand years. I would linger another twenty. Whatever he can throw at me, I would gladly take.” 
 
   Angel stopped breathing.
 
   That flash in his gaze was back, and with it a look of pure, hard resolve. 
 
   A low rumble filled the sky, brushing against the glass as if the heavens wanted to kiss them but were blocked by the windows. Sam glanced up, and concern etched his features. 
 
   “What… what is it?”
 
   He looked back down. “We shouldn’t stay in one place for long.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Sam ran a hand through his hair, and seemed suddenly agitated. The mood in the room had switched just like that. “The storms are following us. And if Gregori figures out that they’re linked to us, he’ll follow them too.”
 
   Angel’s brow furrowed. “What?” She watched the clouds move closer. They were going fast. “But it rains all the time here.”
 
   Sam shook his head. “That may be, and possibly we’ll be safe. But do you really want to take that chance?”
 
   She was so confused. “Well, why would they be following us?” But then it hit her, and she straightened. “Wait. Does this have something to do with the spell you cast?”
 
   He looked at her as if he were not at all surprised she’d figured it out. “Clever girl.”
 
   “You screwed us over, didn’t you.” It wasn’t a question. “You took away our powers and sent them careening into the atmosphere! You torpedoed us!”
 
   “Not necessarily. If we keep moving, we might deaden the trail enough to finally settle somewhere safe.”
 
   “Like where? Any place on land is going to notice a storm that doesn’t move! Or do you mean somewhere like the Nautilus?” she asked incredulously. “Don’t you think people are going to wonder about a centralized perfect storm over Lake Michigan?” She ran her hands over her face and shook her head. “And what exactly do you think that would do to the Nautilus? We don’t have powers any longer, Sam. We can’t save ourselves if it springs a leak!”
 
   Sam exhaled in exasperation. “We don’t have the leisure to argue like this at the moment. We’re running out of time.” He glanced at the storm again. It was perhaps less than two or three miles away and closing fast. The rumble of thunder was growing louder, and she could see the flashes of lightning from deep within its roiling darkness.
 
   It was quite a storm.
 
   When she looked back at Sam, it was to find him peering up through the glass as if he half expected something to come swooping down on them at any moment. And that was when she noticed the change in the air. Maybe it was barometric pressure or something, and this was what mortals felt all the time when the weather changed. She was just so used to controlling the weather herself, she perhaps had never paid attention. 
 
   But her gut was telling her this wasn’t barometric pressure. The feeling she had now was the same one she’d had in the play house. Something bad was coming. The air was growing heavy, not only with storm, but with darkness.
 
   “Not again,” she whispered.
 
   Sam strode to the couch, where his jacket lay over the back of the sofa. He picked it up and shoved his hand into one of the pockets. Then he cursed and shoved his hand into the other one. “Fifty-fifty fucking chance and of course I get it wrong the first time,” he muttered as he moved quickly back toward her. “Give me your hand. We’re leaving now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   Sam held her tight with one hand, and the orb with the other. He had begun to close his hand around it, when there was a sudden sound at the tree house’s bathroom door. It was a warp-like sucking and popping. Then a man stepped out of the bathroom and into the tree house’s short hallway.
 
   Angel felt Sam go tense, his grip on her tightening painfully.
 
   The man wore his usual three-piece brown suit, and hadn’t failed to don his glasses either, despite the fact that everyone knew damn well he didn’t need them. “Samael,” the man greeted uncomfortably. “And Miss Angel.” He nodded at them both. “So sorry to intrude like this. But we must speak with you.”
 
   From behind the man Angel knew to be the archangels’ Guardian stepped more men and women. Before long, as Angel and Sam looked on, the entire dozen or so “favored” team stepped out from the bathroom doorway and into her tree house. 
 
   Angel’s head spun. She pulled away from Sam, working against temporary resistance. But he let her go, and she faced her guests. “What the…. Rhiannon? What – what are you all doing here? How did you even find me?”
 
   “Wow! This place is Kryptonian!” 
 
   “Mimi?” Angel’s eyes felt golf-ball sized in her head. 
 
   “Hi Angel!”
 
   “You’re here too?” Angel asked.
 
   “I’m the one who found you,” Mimi told her. “Well, sorta. I traced the IP address from your last conversation with me, and Max found this dude who could cast a spell to follow it from there.”
 
   Mind doing cartwheels, Angel touched her forehead. She did have a computer in the tree house. It was upstairs near her bed. It went wherever the house went. Maybe she needed to lay off the electronics. She was just so fascinated with progress.
 
   “What do you want?” 
 
   The question came from Sam. Angel looked up at him to find him standing still and tall, seemingly at ease, but at ease the way a cat is – always ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. Always ready to kill.
 
   Max addressed Sam. “We’re here to warn you that Gregori knows how to find you. He’s on his way.”
 
   Samael’s gaze narrowed. “Why would the Four Favored deign to warn the Fallen One about anything?”
 
   “Maybe it isn’t you we’re trying to help,” said Michael testily. “Maybe it’s Angel.”
 
   “Michael.” Max shot the warrior archangel a warning look before turning back to Sam and Angel. “Gregori is out of control. We’ve learned that he will literally do anything to prevent the Culmination, and he believes destroying Angel will not only guarantee it won’t happen, it’ll bring the Old Man out of the wood work.”
 
    “He means business, Angel,” said Rhiannon, who stepped forward to join Max at the front of the group. “Trust me.”
 
   Angel noticed the blood on Rhiannon’s jeans, and her vision refocused. Now that she was looking, she could see that all of the archangels and archesses looked a little worse for wear. A shirt or two were ripped, most jeans were stained with blood or mud, and hair was tousled. It wasn’t something you noticed at first because the lot of them were so beautiful. But she saw it now.
 
   “What happened?” she asked.
 
   Mimi came forward now. “It was righteous,” she grinned. “We fought some serious bad guys and saved a mermaid.” 
 
   Angel’s heart skipped. “What? Mimi, you fought someone?”
 
   Rhiannon put her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “She can hold her own,” she said calmly and resolutely. But her gaze never left Angel’s. “But what we faced was a meager handful of trouble compared to what Gregori has at his disposal.” She looked at Sam now. “I’m sure you’re aware of the situation with Jason.”
 
   Sam nodded, just once. His expression was grim.
 
   “Then it was Gregori after all. No’ you,” said Gabriel.
 
   Angel looked from him to Sam and back again. “What situation with Jason? Who’s Jason?”
 
   “He was my assistant,” said Sam calmly. “Gregori killed him, reanimated him, sent him out to do his dirty work, and Azrael put him out of his misery.” He turned to Az. “Does that about sum it up?”
 
   Az didn’t reply. There was a line of tension between the two a mile thick.
 
   Angel was still confused, but she was guessing that whatever had happened with Jason had something to do with Sophie. If Sam was right, then maybe Jason had attacked her? That had to be it. Because nothing else could give a seasoned man of death like Azrael the look he had right now.
 
   She also had a feeling Sam was more than a little bitter about the murder. She just wasn’t sure who Sam was more angry with – Gregori for killing Jason the first time, or Az for killing him for good.
 
   “The problem is, Gregori didn’t stop with Jason,” said Max, taking up the reins like a wise man who detected an oncoming disaster. “My sources have confirmed that people are disappearing from every supernatural faction across the board.”
 
   “He’s recruiting,” said Sam, who’d obviously put the pieces together.
 
   “Do you mean to tell me we can expect reanimated corpses of everything from seelie fae to dragons to come banging down our door?” Angel asked, fear forcing her words to tremor slightly. She was mortal now, after all. The thought was rightly terrifying.
 
   All Max did was nod. 
 
   “Oh crap,” she breathed, running a hand through her white-blonde hair.
 
   “No dragon worth her salt is gonna join Gregori,” said Mimi. “But, you know… not everyone is worth their salt. By the way, you look really beautiful,” she added, nodding at Angel. “You shouldn’t hide hair like that.”
 
   Angel blinked. 
 
   Come to think of it, how had Mimi even recognized her? 
 
   As if she’d been reading Angel’s mind, Rhiannon said, “Dragons recognize scents once they’re trained to do it properly. Mimi’s been doing an awful lot of training.”
 
   Mimi beamed, even though her smile was respectfully small given the dire situation.
 
   “What do we do now, then?” asked Uriel, his voice hard. Angel would be willing to bet the Angel of Vengeance wanted to attack Gregori first and get on the offensive side for once. A glance at Michael told her the Warrior Angel was right there alongside him in that respect.
 
   Hell, they all were.
 
   “Well, the truth is, I’ve been asked to keep you safe, Angel,” said Max. 
 
   At which point, Sam began laughing. It began as a chuckle, but quickly rose to a full-throated sound that was both beautiful and mocking. “Let me guess. Lilith.” He shook his head, still laughing. “The woman has an incessant habit of butting in where she isn’t needed.”
 
   “So you want to tell us you don’t need help against Gregori?” Eleanore demanded, crossing her arms over her chest defiantly. “If I’m not mistaken, you’re mortal now. Just a man.” She waited for emphasis, as Sam’s laughter died. “Whereas Gregori is a monster.”
 
   Sam’s gaze narrowed, and his entire countenance changed. “News travels fast.”
 
   “It was Hesperos,” shrugged Max. “I guess he felt it was necessary to share.”
 
   “Besides, you smell mortal now,” said Mimi. “And I’m sure anyone with a ton of magical power is gonna to be able to tell that you don’t have it any more.”
 
   “There’s a storm approaching,” said Sophie, who was gazing out the window. She’d managed to change the subject and gain everyone’s immediate attention. “It’s almost here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
   There was almost no time between them. There was a hiccup of a moment and nothing more between Sophie’s cryptic announcement and the shattering of the tree house’s glass dome overhead.
 
   Angel shrieked and ducked, instinctively covering her head. But the part of her that was used to helping in situations like this rather than hiding was immediately looking for Mimi. She was only a child. She might be a dragon child, but she was a child nonetheless.
 
   Lightning crashed, the sound deafening and discombobulating. She felt glass crunch under her feet as she attempted to run toward the location she’d last seen Mimi. She got two steps in before an arm was slipping around her waist. She was lifted off her feet and spun around.
 
   She started to scream, and instinct kicked in, forming her hands into claws and her knees into bludgeoning devices. “It’s me,” Sam said in her ear. Angel froze. He took them both to the floor behind one of the couches, and Angel looked up to find him rising once more. “Stay down,” he commanded.
 
   Then he was gone.
 
   But Angel scrambled to her knees, her instincts and her brain at distinct odds. She peeked over the back of the couch at the scene beyond. From the top of the tree house, through the broken glass, figures swooped downward. They were large and dark, with bat-like wings and snake-like bodies. Spikes trailed down their backs, and four arms ended in razor-like claws. Wyverns. She’d seen them before, but it had been a very long time.
 
   They moved like sharks through the air. At one time, before they’d taken to hiding like the majority of Earth’s supernatural beings, that’s what they’d been considered – the sharks of the sky. They were terribly agile, blurringly fast, and their teeth were laced with a poison that prevented blood clotting. 
 
   Appearing in the tree house itself within intermittent flashes of transport spells were other creatures. Some caused the floorboards beneath them to creak with their weight. Those were gargoyles. Others were tall and lanky, with skin as white as snow that rippled like fog and was covered in scrolling blue symbols like magic spells. Those were phantoms.
 
   Polka dotting the increasingly tight space like a Dalmatian’s coat were monsters of pure black with skeletal hands and yawning faces. Wraiths. 
 
   The appearance of the wraiths drew Angel up short. They were terrifying creatures, capable of opening up every old wound a being had ever suffered. Cuts, scrapes, bruises, concussions, poisonings, broken bones, torn muscles and ligaments, self-made holes such as pulled teeth or openings for surgery, and even truly dangerous and deep wounds such as those caused by gun shots, swords, and daggers would reappear, build up, and pile atop each other until the body was as riddled as Swiss cheese. They were bad enough if you were immortal and blessed with healing powers or the strength of a hundred men. As a mortal, you wouldn’t last seconds. 
 
   Not that it much mattered after the wraiths appeared, but as if to add insult to injury, still more monsters infiltrated the tree house, appearing at the doors, crashing through the glass, and transporting out of nowhere. Tunnels were opening up left and right. They were being attacked from all sides. 
 
   Angel caught sight of a few slinking Icarans who clung to the shadows now afforded by the storm swirling like a massive tornado overhead. They were waiting to feed on anything picked off by the battle. Because of their ability to locate large quantities of cast magic at any given point in time and converge on the location in order to dine upon it, the monsters were often derogatorily referred to as leeches. 
 
   There’s no hope, Angel thought. Strangely enough, even as she thought it, she was searching for a way out. Maybe it was mortal instinct, this need to survive at all costs, because her mind was rapidly calculating as she rose from behind the couch. She glanced left and right, determining angles and distances, factoring in people and their powers. She couldn’t not do it. It was as natural as breathing.
 
   Mimi was the first person she sought out. She just needed to know the child was okay. On one end of the shattered tree house was Rhiannon Dante, the warrior archess that Mimi had obviously attached herself to. The dragon child was with her, and from the palms of her outstretched hands, she produced fire – which Rhiannon then manipulated into massive roaring fireballs. The archess then used telekinesis to throw them at her enemies.
 
   Angel was suddenly very glad she’d made the tree house fireproof ages ago.
 
   Sam was the second person she looked for, though she didn’t have to look hard. He was distinctive, even now, even among the archangels and their enemies. When she saw where he was and what he was doing, she rose completely to her feet, astounded and terrified.
 
   His jacket had been taken from the back of the couch by one of the Wyverns. Maybe it liked the smell of him, she didn’t know. But the flying creature had dropped the jacket on the cherry blossom tree railing of the loft, and the Icarans were closing in on it. They could no doubt smell the magic of the transportation orbs remaining in his pocket.
 
   There were more than a dozen monsters between them and the jacket, but it appeared as if Sam had decided to go through all of them single-handedly to get to it anyway. She watched as he hit the glass wall of the tree house, one of the few remaining panes still intact. His body shattered it and he landed on the outer walkway. He rolled, narrowly managing to grip the outer railing before he would have fallen off and into the canopy of trees below.
 
   As he hastily got to his feet, the gargoyle who threw him went after him, closing in fast. 
 
   More creatures continued to pour into the tree house. It really was a hopeless situation. The archangels and archesses were having a difficult enough time. Even the Guardian, Max, was in hand-to-hand combat with two different monsters and looked as though he were losing. There was no way a mortal could fight most of these creatures. Claws and teeth sent poison into the blood, dragon breath would burn you alive, a phantom’s touch would freeze you, gargoyles would crush your skull like a snow globe under a cinder block.
 
   At the thought of gargoyles and skulls, Angel returned her attention to Sam. The Fallen One ducked under the gargoyle’s reach, locked his leg with the gargoyle’s ankle, and took his enemy down to the wrap-around porch. The gargoyle hit the wooden planks with tremendous force; Angel would have felt it herself, she was sure, if it hadn’t been for everything else happening at the same time. 
 
   The wooden planks cracked under the collision, and part of one slipped away from its casings to tumble into the trees below. A half-second later, a column of white hot electricity sizzled its way from the darkness overhead and scorched its way through the very same wooden planks of the walk way.
 
   Sam rolled furiously out of the way moving further down the porch. He covered his ears with hard hands as the lightning scorched the already weakened area around the gargoyle and blasted the gargoyle itself. The monster may have screamed on his way down to the forest below, but Angel couldn’t hear it. All she heard was the popped air nothingness of the aftermath of a point-blank bolt of lightning. 
 
   Sam had little time to be grateful for the remarkably timed errant bolt of lightning. As soon as one monster disappeared, another came in to take his place. A blue dragon, one of the worst kind in Angel’s opinion, swooped down on massive blue wings that put the Wyverns’ wingspans to terrible shame. His blue-yellow burning eyes focused on Samael; she could actually see the irises spin, and the pupils expand.
 
   Angel glanced from Sam, who was quickly getting once more to his feet and staring the dragon down, to his jacket, which the Icarans had now torn to shreds. If the transportation orbs were anywhere at this point, they were probably in the leeches’ bellies.
 
   She touched her throat, desperate for a way out, and that was when she felt the smooth surface of her necklace.
 
   The locket! She’d forgotten all about it! It had transport orbs inside!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty
 
   Three massive dragons, red, green and blue, hovered over the tree house like dark angels in their own right, their wings so large, they shadowed the infrastructure even more than the swirling clouds did. Wind whipped through the shattered remnants of the house’s windows and picked up every loose object it could find to toss it about like confetti. Blasts of fire, cold, and acid changed the temperature in the tree house like seasons gone errant.
 
   The noise was a deafening cacophony of thunder, screeching, screaming, blasting, and shattering. It had become one solid din that was slightly muffled by the constant ringing now going on in Angel’s ears.
 
   She ignored it all, shoved away from the back of the couch, and headed in Sam’s direction. She ducked under a swooping Wyvern as she ran; they were like bats, incessantly diving for people’s heads. It made a crying sound as it just missed her with its mouth, and managed to land a hit with one of its claws across her right shoulder. She hissed against the pain, but was grateful it hadn’t been the teeth. 
 
   Up ahead, Gabriel the Messenger Angel was transforming dragon breath, freezing fire into columns of ice. They hit the floor and shattered into sprays of white that went everywhere. Further on, Uriel the Angel of Vengeance had his hand around a gargoyle’s throat. He was glaring at it, and little by little, as Angel watched, the gargoyle changed. His fingers, which appeared as normal human flesh, first switched from skin to granite. Then from granite to gold. The gargoyle howled in pain as that gold spread throughout its entire body, at last encompassing his face and head. The howl of pain ceased, the wood beneath him cracked – and then the gargoyle fell straight through the floor into the forest below.
 
   There goes my home, Angel thought wistfully as she dodged a fireball. She was forced to leap over a scrambling form as several leeches shuffled toward the new hole in her floor and peeked over, obviously wondering whether they should go down after the gargoyle. It may be dead, but it was still a dead magical beast, and there were always yummy remnants of magic to suckle from.
 
    Angel slipped on something and went to one knee. Looking over her shoulder as she hurried back to her feet, she caught sight of a puddle of what looked like black-blue goo. It was wraith blood maybe. Or dragon. It didn’t matter.
 
   Only one thing mattered. She turned back around and pushed on. Out on the balcony, Sam dropped to his stomach, flattening himself out to avoid the swoop of a blue dragon’s barbed tail. He rolled and shot once more to his feet to avoid the dragon’s teeth as the animal then dove for him. A roar of frustration shook the building just as Angel was gingerly pushing through a broken pane in her glass ceiling.
 
   The shaking caused her to lose her footing, and she reached up to grab hold of one of the structural frames of the dome to catch her balance. The broken glass still embedded in the frame sliced through her palm, but she gritted her teeth and ignored that too. The wind threw her hair in her face, confusing matters further, and she could feel it standing on end as well, signifying that the air was charging for another lightning strike.
 
   Fear thrummed through her veins, pushed along by her rapidly pounding heart. She stepped over the frame and onto the outer walkway.
 
   Then she froze.
 
   Her vision, her attention, everything focused on one single point. A man stood before her. A tall, black-haired man dressed all in white.
 
   “Angel. We meet at long last.”
 
   The noises of the world around her, the fighting, the chaos all faded. The wind died down. The electric heat in the air calmed. She gazed up into irises that looked like dandelions of black, and felt well and truly lost. 
 
   She knew who he was. “Gregori.”
 
   He smiled. “I’m so pleased you’ve heard of me.” He moved toward her, and she lost track of Sam. She had no idea what the rest of the universe was doing. It didn’t seem to be connected to the two of them. “I’ve heard of you as well. Though no one told me you were so….” He stopped and blinked, and Angel felt a hiccup in his power over her. His expression was unreadable for a fraction of a moment. 
 
   Angel took a step back. She was amazed she could move.
 
   But then the intensity was back, she was terrified again, and she froze in place, trapped in the pull of that dark gaze. 
 
    He continued to draw closer. “Tell me Angel, have I made an impression on you?”
 
   “Oh yeah.” She nodded, her heart banging so hard, she thought it might just get tired of her shit and give up on her. “You could say that.”
 
   His smile was back, and his eerie eyes sparkled. “Good.” He nodded. “Very good.”
 
   “You’re going to kill me.” 
 
   He cocked his head to one side, considering her with painful keenness. “I had planned to, it’s true.” He paused for a long time, and Angel had no idea what to think. “But honestly, I would rather not.” 
 
   She waited.
 
   “However, I’m uncertain you are going to leave me a choice.”
 
   “I…” Angel swallowed hard. Her voice was trembling too much. “I’m open to suggestions,” she finally said. Her whole body was shaking now. 
 
   “I’m sure you are.” Another step forward. And she tried to move back, but couldn’t. He was closing in. “I can’t allow the Culmination to take place,” he told her frankly. 
 
   The air was charging up again around her; she could feel the humid electricity building. It felt like tiny snakes writhing along and nipping at her skin. 
 
   “I can’t allow the Old Man to return to the angel realm. And I’m afraid you and the Fallen One here,” he said as he stepped to the side and turned slightly so Angel was afforded a clear view of Samael. “Have the power to bring it about.”
 
   Gregori seemed to have literally almost stopped time. Everything was moving in slow motion, including Samael. Angel tasted the metal of horror in her mouth, and her legs went numb. A heavy weight settled in the pit of her stomach like a brick. Was such a thing even possible? By any supernatural creature at all?
 
   “However.” He turned back to her, once more blocking her view of Sam. His presence filled her world and blocked out eternity. He towered over her, less than two inches away. 
 
   Her breath stilled. Everything stopped as he leaned in. 
 
   “If you come with me, I’ll let you both live, Angel. Forsake the Fallen One. Be mine forever and you don’t have to die.” He glanced up at the frozen-in-time tree house with its menagerie of destruction. “None of them do. I will spare them all.” He looked back down again, his black-star gaze searching hers. “Even the little red dragon.”
 
   The air around Angel was now so hot with held-back lightning, it was starting to burn. 
 
   “Angel,” he said, almost conversationally. But his tone was too low, his voice too smooth. “Have you never wondered why the Old Man would even bother to create an archess for the Fallen One? Has it always simply made perfect sense to you that he would give an angel who betrayed him something as precious as a perfect mate?”
 
   Angel felt the dread in her stomach spread outward to her limbs. The truth was, it had occurred to her. She had wondered why the Old Man would create her for Samael when he’d cast Sam out of the angel realm the way he had. Why would he bother, when Michael had taken his place as favored? But she’d just figured the Old Man had made her before Sam betrayed him. And in a fit of anger, he’d simply thrown them all out at once. Nothing else made any sense.
 
   “Maybe the answer is quite simple,” Gregori said. “Maybe… you weren’t made for him.”
 
   Was he telling her… what? Was he actually saying that… she was made for him instead? For Gregori?
 
   His smile was like spider’s silk in the dew, so beautiful and so deadly. “Join me, Angel. And you don’t have to wonder about any of it anymore.”
 
   “W-why?” She meant to ask why he would choose her, why he would let her live all of a sudden, but it was too hard to speak. He was paralyzing her. Her mind was closing down.
 
   He must have understood though, because his hand came up, fingers curled. “Because you remind me of someone.” She winced as he brushed the backs of his knuckles across her cheek. It was tender.
 
   Almost – loving.
 
   The touch hurt. It was unnatural. It was so painful, in fact, it felt as though she’d stuck a fork in a light socket. Her soul screamed, and the universe heard her.
 
   Time lurched forward, the sky opened up, and at long last, the bolt of lightning that had been held back was set free. Gregori looked up just as the white-hot column encompassed him like a searing cocoon.
 
   Angel went deaf as she tore herself from her spot, and in the eerie, painful silence of the blast’s aftermath, she ran to Samael, took hold of the locket in her right hand, and grabbed his arm with her left. He looked down at her, understanding and recognition of the situation dawning on his face. Sam pulled her into his arms, freeing up her hands. She pried the locket open and grabbed one of the transport orbs, curling it into her fist before she snapped the locket shut again.
 
   She closed her eyes and concentrated amidst the wind and rain that pelted her. And the Brazilian rainforest and its monsters melted around them. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-One
 
   Max hit the floor hard in the wake of the lightning blast that had speared directly through the top of Angel’s tree house and into the middle of her living room. It engulfed the space where Gregori had been standing moments before. Max had seen him appear before Angel, but his presence had come and gone blinkingly fast, as if he’d been there for a split second and nothing more. 
 
   The lightning bolt was too close and too massive. It sent the tree house inhabitants sprawling to the wood floor, rolling in opposite directions like leaves tossed on the wind. As the archangels’ Guardian, he was used to keeping track of several people at once, and from the corners of his eyes, he’d watched his charges go their separate ways. 
 
   Rhiannon covered Mimi’s body with her own, shoving her down behind an overturned coffee table. Michael, ever the strategizing warrior, used the confusion of the lightning to outsmart his green dragon opponent. As he was knocked back by the blast, he turned and sliced across the dragon’s exposed stomach with the edge of his shimmering long sword.
 
   Uriel and Eleanore had been standing back-to-back, Eleanore using her telekinesis to toss large objects into her enemies, Uriel using his archangel ability to transmorph immaterial objects at a molecular level. Eleanore would pick up a piece of wood with her mind and toss it at a Phantom – and Uriel would turn that wood into lead or gold half way there so that it slammed like a freight train into the monster, taking him down at once. 
 
   Juliette preferred to run her fight from above, and she had sprouted a pair of glorious eagle-colored wings at the beginning of the fight, which she used with tremendous expertise to weave under, over, and around her enemies as she, too, utilized both telekinesis and lightning to her advantage. 
 
   Her mate, the Messenger Angel preferred to simply use his fists for his fights. That was Gabriel, ever the brawler. The only thing that could have been more perfect for him would be to fight with a beer in one hand. 
 
   Sophie Bryce had learned very early on that her greatest strength as an archess was in her ability to heal. All of the archesses could do this, but Sophie seemed capable of going deeper and for longer periods of time when it came to mending wounds. So, probably partly due to this talent and partly due to the fact that she was a little gun-shy from having just been brutally attacked, she ran interference for the fight. She ran between the brawlers, drawing monster attention and dodging out of the way so others could take the monster by surprise. Then she would return, and in “tag” style, she would speed by an archess or archangel and touch them to heal whatever wounds they’d sustained.
 
   Azrael…. Well, Az was clearly still angry about what had happened to his mate. All it took was that single glance for Max to see the fangs, claws, and pile of dead guys at the vampire king’s booted feet. He was knocking them over like a bowling champion on a perfect night, and his eyes burned like two rampaging suns.
 
   But each of them caught the lightning blast in their own way and dispersed in the interrupted battle. When the blast cleared and the buzzing took over in Max’s ear drums, he propped himself up on straight arms to find the Man in White was gone.
 
   In his place was a circle of black dandelions. 
 
   The spot of blooming black was obliterated the next second, when a wraith trampled it just before being caught mid-stride by a spinning ball of fire. Max followed the trail of fire to find Rhiannon and Mimi again working together to take the bad guys down.
 
   Max did a quick head-count.
 
   Ten of them. Eight archangels and archesses, Mimi, and Max.
 
   Flash, flash, flash….
 
   No fewer than three dozen enemies, and more approaching with every open and close of a portal. They seemed to be waiting in a line somewhere, an entire army on some rise, each rank moving forward when its time came to take the place of comrades that had fallen before it.
 
   They failed to let it show, but he could sense his charges weakening. He could feel them, deep down. We can’t win this fight, he thought. Gregori had the upper hand. 
 
   Max glanced down at the forest he could see through the scorched holes in the floor of the tree house. It was frankly amazing that the structure was still standing at this point – or rather, floating. It was some major magic that had put the home together. It had been Angel’s magic.
 
   But down below, the unprotected natural world was beginning to look like one of the nine circles of Hell. A batch of trees had been somehow frozen, and the tops of their leaves crackled like chandelier chimes. Animals took to flight in large flocks and screamed in unnatural fear as they ran away down below. Another copse of trees was on fire. A third portion, yet, was warping, going from wood to stone and back again. The magic of Gregori’s army was colliding with that of the archangels and archesses, and before long, nothing would be in its natural state any longer.
 
   The Man in White was going to take down the entire Brazilian Rainforest as he whittled away at the archangels and their mates. 
 
   Mimi shouldn’t be here, Max thought desperately, turning back to look at the child where she stood in the midst of it all. She was so small – but with her feet planted firmly apart, and a look of fearless determination on her youthful face, she was also not small. Little dragon, he thought. 
 
   Then he blinked. Mimi! She was a red dragon! She could contact the other dragons!
 
   Christ, why didn’t I think of this sooner? Az could have called upon his vampires for help, but there were no shadows up here for the vampires to use for transport, and only the oldest of them possessed that ability anyway.
 
   But Mimi’s brethren could help them! Dragons were capable of flying with unparalleled speed – he’d seen it himself! If she could contact them, and they agreed to help, they might be there in time to tip the scales in the archangels’ favor!
 
   Max scrambled to his feet, ducked under a wyvern, and dove with an arched back under a swipe by a Phantom’s outstretched claw. He felt its cold race over his spine as it passed by, sending chills throughout his entire body. He hit the ground, rolled to his side, and once more got his feet under him. Somehow, he made it all the way across the room without injury, and finally slid into first base in front of Mimi.
 
   “Mimi, call the dragons!” 
 
   He suddenly felt odd asking her to do this. He’d once seen a movie called The Labyrinth, in which the main female character at one point asks her friend to “call the rocks.” This image for some reason flashed through his mind as he gave his order. 
 
   Mimi looked down at him. Her red hair was naturally crimson, shimmering like spun rubies. Her eyes were glowing like Azrael’s, spinning with flickering flames and pent up magic. In her outstretched palms, she held two equally spinning and deadly fireballs. She smiled though, and despite the fangs she flashed, he recognized the child in that smile. 
 
   “Sure thing!” she quipped just before she tossed both fireballs in the air, and Rhiannon used telekinesis to whisk them to their monstrous destinations. The little red dragon was going to grow up to be truly amazing. 
 
   Max wasn’t the only one who’d taken note of her burgeoning abilities. The leeches had too. And because the leeches had begun slinking toward her, others began to notice. Max caught sight of two Phantoms to his right who were shifting their focus toward her. A wraith and another Phantom did the same to his left. He looked over his shoulder to see a Gargoyle’s gaze locked on the red-haired girl. 
 
   Max turned back around just in time to see one of Gregori’s dragons close in. A green dragon dove like an emerald bomb from the sky, talons outstretched and open, jaws gaping, teeth glinting. 
 
   “Mimi, get down!”
 
   But Rhiannon was already shoving the girl to the ground, covering her head with her own upper body. The archess held up her right hand, and her green-white gaze narrowed. Lightning pulled from the skies overhead to slam into the dragon’s back. The dragon screeched out an ungodly sound, filling the tree house with it. Its back arched, its mouth opened, and lightning sizzled between its jagged teeth.
 
   Max looked back down to find Mimi shut her eyes really tight. He saw her lips moving silently, and could lip read well enough to tell she was saying the same term over and over again: “Please come quick, please come quick, please come quick….”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Two
 
   All she wanted was to be some place safe. She couldn’t actually think of anywhere they could go where Gregori and his minions wouldn’t be able to follow them. So she just thought, “safe place, safe place, safe place,” over and over again as she clutched the orb tightly in her fist.
 
   Around her waist, Sam’s arm kept her secure, and the hardness of his body against hers was both reassuring… and not. He felt a little too good. 
 
   He’d outsmarted a gargoyle. Then a dragon. Nothing seemed daunting to him. He was mortal, he’d lost all of his powers, and yet he’d whisked her to relative safety and stood back up to fight like a man. 
 
   What kind of man did that take?
 
   Angel felt her chest and neck growing warm by the time the portal around them re-opened to deposit them in their new location. She realized she’d lost focus and concentration, and she wondered where on Earth the orb had decided to take them. 
 
   Solid ground appeared beneath her feet, and she looked down. It was a marble floor. She looked back up as the rest of the portal dissipated, and realized they were in a large, plushly designed living room.
 
   A huge flat-screen TV at one end of the room was currently switched on. It was turned to a news channel; at the moment, broadcasters were reporting on strange weather phenomenon and something about monsters. 
 
   Sam pulled away, releasing her. His attention was tuned in to the room around them. “I’ve never been here before,” he said.
 
   “Me neither,” agreed Angel.
 
   He eyed her questioningly. “Then why would the orb bring us here?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know. But… it seems familiar somehow.”
 
   He nodded. “Agreed.” 
 
   They both turned slow circles, taking everything in. The ceiling overhead was vaulted, giving the room a spacious quality. The couches and love seats were leather and thickly padded, the rugs were muted in color but ultra-soft, and there were surfaces and coasters for drinks pretty much everywhere.
 
   A merrily crackling fire was already lit in the hearth, which was a massive stone structure replete with gold-gilded carvings of what looked like gargoyles and angels. But trailing from one side of the hearth and up to the ceiling to finally end where the chandelier began was a massive crack in the wall. 
 
   Another crack could be seen in the marble floor, beginning near an adjacent hallway and running continuously across the living room until it disappeared beneath a pair of thick rugs. Other cracks in the structure could be seen here and there, most small, but some larger. They were highly unnerving for some reason.
 
   One wall of the living room sported double glass doors that appeared to lead into a yard or balcony. Thin gauzy curtains disguised what lay beyond, but she could see enough to know the glass was intact, despite the cracks prevalent in the rest of the room. The knobs on the double doors were gold, and just like in the Nautilus, Angel could tell it wasn’t brass or gold-color. It was real gold.
 
   That same gold had been used to line the edges of the doors, the insides of the window panes, and basically every surface one might have to pass through or use to gain entrance into the house. If it was a house. It could have been an apartment. All she’d seen so far was a living room.
 
   An adjoining open-concept kitchen revealed an enormous refrigerator. Going purely on a hunch, Angel thought of something she wanted. She entered the kitchen and opened the fridge.
 
   “Dr. Pepper,” she whispered as she pulled the frosted glass bottle from the fridge’s interior. These vintage glass bottles were no longer used for this beverage; they hadn’t been made in decades. Now she knew whose house this was – and it was indeed a house. A very big, very magical one. It also explained why there was gold lining all the entrances. 
 
   “What did you say?” asked Sam. He’d joined her and was standing at the archway leading from the kitchen. 
 
   She turned toward him, holding up the bottle. “I think I know where we are.”
 
   Sam nodded, “I have an idea as well.”
 
   At the same time, they said, “This is the archangels’ Mansion.”
 
   Angel smiled. “I’ve always wondered what it looked like inside. But I didn’t think anyone could get in here except the archangels, their archesses, and their Guardian.”
 
   “They can’t,” said Sam, shaking his head and turning his attention to the ceiling, where more cracks had made their way through stone. “Something isn’t right.”
 
   “You mean… other than the fact that we’re here, in a place we’re not supposed to be able to get into, while the Mansion’s real owners are back at my house fighting our battle for us?”
 
   Sam regarded her. His stormy eyes didn’t look any less filled with magical power now than they had before he’d cast his little spell. “Believe me, Angel, Gregori’s fight is with everyone.” He touched a marble pillar, running his finger along an unnatural fissure. “I don’t think anyone is going to get out of this one untouched.”
 
   “You’re right about that.”
 
   Angel nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of the new voice. The Dr. Pepper slid from her grip and crashed to the floor, where it exploded into a flower of tiny shards. 
 
   Sam turned, moving into the room to shield her from the newcomer – as Abraxos the Adarian stepped out of the shadows of the living room’s adjacent hallway.
 
   In the most basic sense of appearances, Abraxos, also known as Kevin, didn’t look much different now than he had the first time Angel laid eyes on him approximately twenty years ago. 
 
   His build was still tall and strong, he still had black hair, and his facial features were the same. But that was where the similarities ended. Whatever had befallen Abraxos, the change was the most visible in his eyes, which glowed a terrible deep red, as if someone were holding a light behind a film of blood. They were a frightening contrast against the sallow color of his pale skin and the blue-black beneath his eyes. 
 
   Dried blood covered much of his clothing, and Angel caught the smell of rusted metal. It was at stark odds with the scent of fresh fallen rain coming from Sam, and probably from her as well, though she was used to that by now. Abraxos smelled dirty, in so many ways. His hands were brownish-red with other people’s death, and she knew his mind was as muddled in mire as was his body. No angel had ever fallen as far from grace as he had, once a warrior in his realm’s army, created for fighting exactly the kind of monster he’d eventually become.
 
   Abraxos was the Fallen One. Not Sam.
 
   “Abraxos,” said Sam calmly. He radiated calm from where he stood before Angel, shielding her from the re-animated vampire. 
 
   Abraxos smiled, revealing those fangs he’d so quickly become infamous for. “Hello Angel,” he greeted, ignoring Sam to gaze steadily at her instead.
 
   She scooted back a step, her mind spinning. It was two against one. But he was Abraxos, an angel who’d become a vampire who’d become a heart-ripping monster. And they were only human. And who knew what else might be lurking down that hallway behind him.
 
   Maybe they were all here, and Abraxos was just toying with them.
 
   “How did you get in here?” Sam asked, amazingly keeping his calm as he expertly turned the Adarian’s attention back on him.
 
   “Well actually,” said Abraxos. “You let me in, Sam.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Three
 
   What was that supposed to mean? 
 
   Abraxos grinned, bearing those fangs as if he were a rabid dog. “As it turns out, something about the two of you together?” he pointed at them both, “Whatever you did to get in here, you opened the door to a house half the supernatural nations have been trying to get into for two-thousand years.” He chuckled, and it was unnerving. He took a step toward them, his hands shoved in the front pockets of his dark blue jeans. “So I guess I should thank you. Tonight’s my lucky night.”
 
   “You’ve been waiting for the opportunity to enter the Mansion?” Sam asked incredulously.
 
   “Call it an old bone to pick.”
 
   What was it about bones and everyone needing to pick with them?
 
   “I never really thought it fair that the Four Favored got to play house while the rest of us had to make do with whatever the planet had to offer.” Abraxos continued to approach, and Sam stood his ground – but Angel really wanted to retreat. The Adarian was radiating wrongness. It was a crazy kind of wrong. Like he’d snapped.
 
   Or would any second now.
 
   “Don’t tell me it never occurred to you, Sam? How spoiled those four are? Not only getting their own women, but their own fucking mansion?” He laughed, but there was no humor in it. “But now that I’m in…” He looked around, and Angel could tell he’d noticed the cracks too. “I have to tell you, I’m a little underwhelmed.” He touched the same fissure in the marble that Sam had run his finger along moments ago. “This shit hole is falling apart.”
 
   “What do you want, Kevin?” Sam asked, using the man’s human name. From the slight twitch of the Adarian’s eye, it seemed that Sam used the name just to irritate him. 
 
   “Oh, I think you know.” Abraxos straightened. Angel’s fear ratcheted up. His expression grew serious, his smile disappeared, and the red in his eyes darkened to a near black. “Gregori’s got this notion that the two of you should never get around to partying on the Posturepedic. Says it’ll bring about the Culmination. Who knows? Maybe he’s right. Though that’s what everyone thought about the first four too.”
 
   On the television in the living room behind Abraxos, the news casters went on about reports of zombie activity….
 
   “Quite a coincidence, Mark. What do you think?” asked a brunette with perfect layers and too much makeup. 
 
   “Well, Dayna, twelve different reports from seven different states, and you have to wonder.”
 
   “Is it something in the water?” Dayna half joked. But the smaller window beside her on the screen showed bodies being dragged out of a diner under white sheets and packed into meat wagons.
 
   Mark shook his head. “Unfortunately, whatever it is, and wherever it’s coming from, the body count is rising.”
 
   Dayna must have agreed with the seriousness of the sentiment, because she nodded sagely. “Indeed. Thank you again, Mark. When we return, we’ll hear from Andrea, who’ll fill us in on the surprising meteorological changes. More coming up. Stay tuned.” 
 
   The three of them had been temporarily distracted by the announcement. Abraxos was the first to recover. “Of course, maybe they were right?” His grin spread. “Maybe the Culmination came with the last of the Four Favored after all.”
 
   It was a chilling thing to say – or rather, to admit – since it was him and the other Adarians who were behind the “zombie” sightings. 
 
   “Either way, I guess I have my orders. And I knew you’d come back here. Somehow I just knew.” 
 
   Angel thought about the years Abraxos had spent strategizing for various militaries, the Romans, the French, the Russians, the United States – he’d gone from one military to another. She supposed it was all he knew, having been part of the angel realm’s military for so long. Maybe he’d gravitated toward it because it brought him a sense of familiarity and comfort.
 
   Regardless of his reasons, he’d had tons of practice outsmarting others. He was good at being one step ahead of the enemy. So she wasn’t surprised that it had occurred to him they might come here and find a way in, knowing it was possibly the only place in the world they would feel safe.
 
   She was just surprised he’d managed to get in too. She wondered if what he said about them was true, about their combined powers opening the Mansion’s door. Especially since they didn’t have their powers right now.
 
   Abraxos crossed his arms over his chest and pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Just think of me as your chaperone.”
 
   Very slowly, very carefully, Angel was opening her locket with one hand. She wanted to get the transport orb out and into her palm without Abraxos noticing. It was their only hope, yet again. And so far, so good.
 
   “I have to admit it was an amusing change of pace to watch the Four Favored fight someone else for a change. Gargoyles, dragons, Wyverns? Gregori’s repertoire seems to be quite large, wouldn’t you say?” He didn’t wait for a response. He just stopped and shook his head. “I don’t know what the hell you were thinking, Sam, giving up your powers. But you were so very wrong. You don’t stand a chance at surviving now. Surely, you must know that.”
 
    “Abraxos, leave now. I’m only going to warn you once.”
 
   Abraxos smiled again, and even laughed. “You’re a tenacious little mortal now, aren’t you Sam?” He shook his head. 
 
   Angel glanced up at the man in front of her. His expression was unreadable, but despite his magic loss, he was radiating waves of abrasive strength. 
 
   Abraxos turned his attention on her. “It’s good to see you’ve stopped hiding behind disguises, Angel. It’s too bad you weren’t given a choice in the matt –”
 
   Abraxos wasn’t given the opportunity to finish his sentence, as that was when Sam attacked. He rushed the Adarian, catching him in the chest with his shoulder and taking him to the ground. They tumbled out of the archway to the kitchen, then into the living room beyond, rolling so hard into the furniture that one of the couches went skidding across the marble floor. 
 
   Angel could scarcely believe what she was seeing. Abraxos tried to gain the upper hand, using his supernatural strength to flip the coin, and roll his way on top of Sam. However, Sam raised his legs fast, shoving Abraxos in the chest with his knees. The Adarian sailed several feet, where he slammed into the Mansion wall, knocking chunks of marble rubble from the ceiling above. It crumbled and skittered across the floor.
 
   The two met again at the center of the room, shattering the wooden coffee table as they collided in a wrestling grip. It seemed impossible, what Sam was doing. But he was a towering vessel of fury, spinning in released anger so strong it was as if he’d stored it for centuries. Maybe millennia. And poor Abraxos was going to take the brunt of it, immortal zombie-like, heart-eating vampiric former angel or not.
 
   Angel waited for an opportunity, knowing she would have less than split seconds to get to Sam, take hold of him, and use the orb. If Abraxos had followed them into the Mansion, it was likely Gregori was right behind him. She had so little time, and chances were very good that because of their proximity, if they transported away, Abraxos would just be able to tag along. The opening had to be just right, and hopefully very soon. 
 
   And then it was there. Because that was when Sam gained the upper hand and slammed the Adarian up against the wall with a hand around his throat. Without missing a beat, he hauled his other fist back and shoved it into his opponent’s face so hard, Angel saw an instant spray of blood. Abraxos’s face snapped viciously to the side. Sam released him, Abraxos fell, and along with the blood that drooled from his mouth, Angel saw what must have been a loosened tooth clang to the floor.
 
   Sam stepped back. Angel ran forward. 
 
   She reached him just as Abraxos was regaining his feet, eyes glowing bright orange now with renewed fury, a terrible growl rising up from somewhere deep in his throat. The air charged with what felt like building lightning, though that was impossible, wasn’t it? In the Mansion? 
 
   Abraxos leapt forward, Sam turned to take the attack, his own teeth bared, and Angel shoved her hand into his chest and concentrated for all she was worth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Four
 
   The transport orb from Angel’s locket deposited them into an alley between two relatively short buildings in the warehouse district of Chicago. He recognized it at once, feeling immediate familiarity and a sense of comfort with the location. How had Angel known to come here? Did she know the city as well as he did?
 
   She’s been here all along, remember?
 
   Just as she had last time, she’d probably only wanted to take them some place relatively safe and familiar, and the orb had transported them here, to the city where she’d resided right under his nose for decades. 
 
   He looked down as the orb dissipated in her opening palm. 
 
   She lowered her hand and looked up at him, her gaze questioning. 
 
   Thunder rolled overhead. They both turned to find clouds gathering over the lake at a wholly unnatural and rapid rate. The new storm was headed in their direction, moving in like a bat out of Hell. It would be upon them in minutes, maybe seconds. 
 
   Already, Sam could feel the wind picking up. They were leaving a trail of atmospheric breadcrumbs behind them… and Gregori was the hungry raven plucking the pieces right up as he calmly tracked them to their doom.
 
   Pain arced through Sam’s right arm; he glanced down in irritation. Blood had soaked the sleeve of his dress shirt and stained the knees of his pants, though that was barely visible through the darkness of the material. He looked up at Angel in the jeans and T-shirt she’d barely managed to don before they’d once more fled from one of his apartments. Blood smeared and stained her shirt as well, and her jeans had been ripped along one thigh. Somewhere at the tree house, she’d sustained damage and probably hadn’t had time to give it a second thought. She stood tall and strong – that was Angel. But he knew she was hurting because she was mortal now.
 
   Oddly, that knowledge hurt him worse than any physical injury he’d sustained himself.
 
   Sam ran a hard hand through his hair and furiously tried to think. But the ground felt strange. 
 
   He looked down to see pebbles skittering beside his shoe. His brow furrowed.
 
   His head jerked up when something groaned nearby, and when he glanced back to the same spot they’d eyed just seconds ago, it was to find that a building half a mile away had been ripped up into the air and was coming apart at its seams. The sky had transformed into an angry, spinning beast. Chicago was witnessing the birth of one hell of a tornado.
 
   Angel squealed in fear and began running. He followed on her heels as she sped like a gazelle through the alley. They went a hundred paces or so before Sam saw an opening.
 
   “There!” he called. Angel skidded to a halt; she’d seen it too. It was a door in the adjacent warehouse. It was a good, sturdy building made of thick gray stone blocks that sported almost no windows. Those it did possess were short and squat, high up near the roof of the building. It was definitely a structure meant solely for storing and not habitation, and it was perfect for hiding in during a tornado.
 
   The door was locked, of course, but the lock was rusted. Sam grabbed a two-by-four that had been tossed with other wood remnants a few feet away in the alley and slammed one end down on the lock, which instantly gave under the pressure.
 
   Angel wriggled it free of its holdings and Sam pushed the metal door open. It opened inward, which was rare due to fire safety codes, but lucky for them because it meant they could brace it shut from the other side. 
 
   They rushed inside and pulled the metal door closed behind them. Sam slid a nearby crate against the door, locking it down. 
 
   The wind picked up outside and the building made crackling, creaking sounds. Sam turned to Angel. Time seemed to slow down, the moment becoming pivotal.
 
   They were both injured, not mortally, but the injuries were weakening them. They were out of transportation orbs. Gregori had figured out how to trace them, regardless of the lack of signature, simply following the storms they were causing everywhere they went. The city – if not the world – was being overrun with monsters. And the weather had just turned very, very bad. The archangels were separated from them, thrown to the wind by circumstance and duty, right along with their Guardian.
 
   Disaster was about to strike Chicago. Thousands were going to be hurt, if not killed. The city was on the verge of falling completely apart, and this time, there wasn’t enough controlled magic in the world to stop it.
 
   Unless….
 
   A blast of wind rocked the warehouse, and the metal roof groaned. Angel crouched down, her hands clawing at the cement as if she might find purchase there. Sam knelt beside her. The noise grew louder, a terrifying cacophony of impending doom.
 
   “Angel!”
 
   She looked up at him, eyes wide. 
 
   He thought twice. Then three times. Then he said, “There’s a way to stop this!” The walls of the warehouse rattled. The windows creaked. They would come crashing in at any second. But this was important. Now was the time. 
 
   Because there was a fail-safe to the spell he’d cast on them both. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” she demanded, screaming to be heard above the wind.
 
   He watched her quaking before him, all rage and confusion and terror, and yet still so beautiful he could have died. He considered his next words for half a second before he finally divulged them. “There’s a fail-safe!” He yelled back. “To the spell!” His voice was booming, loud and deep despite his mortality. 
 
   He’d known there might come a moment when it was imperative that their powers be returned. He knew what they were up against. He had simply wanted time. Time to get away from it all, time to be alone with her, time to get to know her and… to win her to his side. He’d wanted what the archangels had, and this had been the only way to get it.
 
   But he wasn’t a fool. In the end, worst case scenarios had a way of coming to fruition for him. And now the world was falling apart, their magic and strength had been dispersed into nature, and the apocalypse truly would come about if they didn’t reign it all back in and possess it once more. 
 
   And there was Gregori to deal with. Nothing short of a miracle would solve the problem of that man.
 
   “We will regain our powers,” he told her, somehow managing to be heard this time without shouting too loudly. “It only takes….” He swallowed hard, suddenly feeling terribly selfish for making this the stipulation in the spell. But what could anyone expect of him? She was beautiful. And he was a man.
 
   “One kiss,” he finished.
 
   One kiss from her was all it would take.
 
   She gazed up at him, parted lips, breathless and terrified, eyes wide and filled with chaos. He waited in that impossible moment between indecision and destiny, when the fate of every remaining breath a man had rested upon a single decision, upon a single point in time. His body ached, his mind reeled, and the world spun around the warehouse in a funnel cloud of fury that was rapidly building into the anarchy it so badly wanted to become.
 
   He waited. God help him, he waited.
 
   Lightning flashed outside those tiny windows. Thunder dominated the skies.
 
   And then she crashed into him. Her arms slid around his neck and she leaned in – and Sam exploded into action as his senses came firing to life. His arms wrapped fiercely around her, lifting her from the ground as he stood and pulled her hard against his chest. His lips slammed down onto hers, claiming them with abandon, so soft, so pure, like the taste of dew and the feel of the sun in the cold and raindrops on a fevered forehead – she was perfect.
 
   The windows of the warehouse at last shattered, spraying tiny slivers in every direction.
 
   And his spirit roared. He felt it separate from his body, rise up, and throw back its head in victory. She parted her lips for him, and he dove in, searching, demanding, drinking her like a man dying of thirst. She moaned beneath him, and he felt her body tremble, weakening in his grasp. She leaned further into him, and he took her weight, tried not to crush her, and only wanted more.
 
   In that moment, in that desperate surrender, there was nothing else. There were no thoughts of consequences, there was no Culmination.
 
   There was only that kiss.
 
   Somewhere in the fog of his elation, he noticed the sky had not calmed. Lightning now crashed all around them, surrounding them in a circle of sizzling, deafening electricity. But its source had changed. His body was a conduit of power, a Tesla Coil of immense, living proportions, and the world’s weather was slave to his emotions now.
 
   And to Angel’s.
 
   He didn’t want to let her go, but life and death were happening around them. He knew this, he felt it, regardless of his own needs, his own temporary, fleeting, perfect happiness.
 
   Slowly, with willpower he hadn’t known he possessed, he lessened his grip and pulled away, breaking the kiss.
 
   A part of his spirit ripped away in that broken embrace, and it hurt like hell. But he gritted his teeth against it and found her gaze. 
 
   Lightning – actual bolts of white hot fire – cascaded in the depths of her eyes. Sam froze before her, glued to the spot in awe. He’d always seen clouds there, seen darkness and a building gale. Her beautiful eyes had always flashed with bright intelligence and a hint of magic, and he’d always likened it to a storm. But this was not figurative lightning. This was real – it was there. In her gaze. 
 
   She is the storm.
 
   She was not a victim of that electricity. She was its source. 
 
   And this storm is ours.
 
   All this time, they’d been running from it, trying to hide, trying to shy away from its marker like mice in a yawning field. When instead they should have risen to greet it. Because it was there to protect them. That was why it had struck the gargoyle – and then Gregori. That was why it built up around them when they faced their dangers. It was their own magic, their combined strength, and it was there for them.
 
   They were meant to be, he and Angel. She was his other half. No one else’s, no matter what fate had originally decried. She was his and his alone. He would die proving it.
 
   And because he knew he would, Samael fell in love just then. He fell in wonder and reverence. He fell in veneration and devoted worship. He dropped to his knees, weakened before her magnificence, and stared up at the glorious creature standing over him. Her long, white hair whipped around her perfect face in the furious gale. She was the picture of godliness, of tumultuous indestructibility, this literal angel who was more than an angel, whose eyes controlled the skies.
 
   He didn’t deserve her. No one did. But he wanted her anyway. And he had never, ever wanted her more.
 
   Like a blessing and a curse and the answer to every wish he’d secretly made, she came back to him. She stepped forward, her hands slid around his neck, and she leaned over.
 
   Sam’s breath would have been caught, but he’d lost it long ago. He was already in her thrall. She could have killed him, and he would have died the happiest man that had ever lived.
 
   But she didn’t kill him. Not quite. 
 
   Instead, she parted her perfect, plump lips and placed them once more against his own. The world tipped on its axis, and everything changed….
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Five
 
   Angel couldn’t tell up from down. She was floating in a fire. That was all she knew – this weightless heat that was steadily consuming her from the inside out. She could almost hear it crackling, in fact, like firecrackers in her ear drums. So she parted her lips, offering herself up to the Fallen One in a surrender that told him she was willing to burn.
 
   And quite suddenly, everything changed. A surge of something painful and powerful warped around Angel; she cried out, and Sam devoured the sound with his kiss. His arms were steel bands around her. Those bands were heating up, brands of possession that seared. 
 
   She felt the ground move beneath her feet and knew she was no longer standing on the cement floor of the warehouse. A wall of lightning encased them, and though it was impossible, it felt right. The world was turning around her as Sam explored her mouth with hungry abandon, and his fingers curled into her like claws. Electricity sizzled along her skin, licking it like electric snakes. It all hurt. All of it. Like mad.
 
   And yet it felt so good.
 
   Nothing mattered anymore. Not the archangels or the Adarians or Gregori. Nothing. It didn’t matter what Gregori said about Sam and his archess or the Old Man or the Culmination. She couldn’t have cared any less. 
 
   This was hers. This, right here, she’d waited two thousand years for. Whether she was originally meant to be with Samael or not, she’d ultimately taken the reigns, as any woman should have the right to do, and decided the matter for herself. 
 
   Damn it all to Hell.
 
   There was an anger in her, a defiance that belied the gentleness that was the profile of a woman. There was a roaring beast awakening deep inside, one that matched the cracking, sizzling, spinning, fucked-up white-hot world around her. It was out of control and dying of hunger. Take me.
 
   The words sped through her fevered mind like a blur of neon on a wet summer night. It was a wanton, brazen thought that had no place being thought at a time like this. And once again, she didn’t care.
 
   With pleasure.
 
   He’d heard her; their powers were back.
 
   And he’d responded. 
 
   Her T-shirt and bra dug momentarily into her skin as the Fallen One ripped them from her body without breaking his kiss. He tasted the way a rain storm smelled, like fresh hope and lightning, like fun and danger mixed into one terribly tempting cocktail. She became drunk on the flavor as he bruised her lips. She became lost in his endless demand. 
 
   He didn’t have to rip her clothes off. Neither of them had to deal with clothing at all if they didn’t want to, not any longer. But whatever Sam was, he was very much a man, and he displayed that now with full force as his fingers curled over the waistband of her jeans and, a quick heartbeat later, shredded them with one fast, hard tug. 
 
   Everything vanished in that moment, leaving her completely bare but for the lightning that cocooned them and clothed her skin like silk spun from a thousand suns. Like every delicious thing she was experiencing, it hurt. And she wanted more.
 
   He lifted her arms over her head and broke their kiss, relieving her of his bruising torment and yet torturing her with his new absence. She moaned, and it was well lost in the electric fizzing of their lightning encasement. His hands, as hot as the lightning itself, slid down her arms to the sides of her breasts, and their nearness drew another moan from the depths of her throat.
 
   Her nipples stood erect, so suddenly exposed, so hot and yet cold – wanting and waiting and ready. But he didn’t make her wait long. The mouth that had left hers was back, this time laying feather-soft kisses along the side of her neck, kisses she somehow felt more strongly than the crackling electricity. They lit a trail of fire along her flesh as he moved lower… closer….
 
   Until at last, his teeth encased her right nipple, clutching it tight enough for her to jolt in his arms, run-through with a whole new kind of lightning. It moved through her body, from nerve point to that ultra-sensitive network of pulsing wetness between her legs, and fingers of sizzling heat licked at her there, teasing in torment.
 
   He sucked her nipple into his mouth and pulled hard, forcing blood painfully into her nub. Her hands slid through the white locks of his hair and clutched tightly, pulling against his strength. She wanted him to stop. And she knew she would die if he did.
 
   She was bucking against him now, whipped into a near frenzy by the power of the storm and the monster within her. Blood was pooling into every sensitive area of her body, and as he moved his hands further down her sides to cup the supple cheeks of her bottom, that touch only took those sensitive nerve endings and flayed them raw. She felt even her eyes heating up; the world behind her closed lids was taking on a bright-white cast, like the glow of a halo or a sunrise. 
 
   He was power incarnate; everything he did was too strong, too hot, too much. 
 
   I can take it, she thought. I can take him. Somehow she knew she was the only woman who could, and she wanted to do so right now.
 
   He pulled back, releasing her tormented breast from his grip. Cold heat cascaded over her freed nipple, teasing the already tender flesh. But her reprieve was short-lived, and his teeth found what he had neglected, and proceeded to torture her further.
 
   Angel’s own teeth clenched tight, suffocating the growl that was building within her. She thrashed at this new tender brutality, uncertain she could take much more. The pain and pressure built, the electric pleasure shooting inward and downward with relentless aptitude. 
 
   She was about to scream, to beg him to stop, to grovel that he end her suffering, when at last, he pulled away completely. Her breathing came in ragged hiccups of need. She was destroyed, fragmented, desperate. 
 
   As if in a dream, she opened her fever-burning eyes to find them trapped in a gaze so tumultuous, it housed all the universe’s fury and release, the very heart of every storm that had ever been born. Lightning crisscrossed his charcoal gray irises, framing a pupil that crackled and zapped like a Tesla coil. 
 
   His clothing was gone, and floating before her on a cloud of electricity was the angel who had inspired Michelangelo, who’d been the downfall of chastity, the haunted turning of hearts and minds for hundreds of years. No, thousands.
 
   Eons.
 
   And as she gazed up at him, utterly and completely lost, on the verge of a kind of madness she knew only the hardness of him – the man the angel was trapped within – could bring her back from, she began to slip over the edge of sanity. She knew she must be, because behind him, she could have sworn she saw the lightning re-forming. 
 
   It was taking the shape of two enormous, impossibly bright buzzing, hissing and humming wings. They stretched out behind him like salvation and damnation, never seen before. Invisible all this time.
 
   But they were there only for an instant. She blinked and wondered whether she’d imagined them. And then his beautiful, beautiful face hardened into a mask of ravenous, furious need, and he was once more wrapping his arm around her lower waist to clutch her tightly to him.
 
   Her flesh met his, softness against unyielding strength, and she felt that hard promise there at the brink of her opening. There was but a moment for her to inhale – before he was ramming into her, and she was being torn in two. 
 
   She clutched at his shoulders, her fingernails digging furrows of desperation. He was massive, and all this time, all this long, long time, Angel had never wanted anyone but him. She felt his arms tighten even further, holding her so close it was like he was afraid she would slip away. Like the end of a dream. She heard him make a low and reckless sound, in agony or in bliss, she couldn’t tell. She was too caught up in her own living dream, the waking culmination that her every wish had suddenly become.
 
   So hard… hurts so… can’t…. need….
 
   Her mind was spinning, her brain spouting the words her body felt because there was no filter any longer. She had no control over herself, over time, over anything. She was a vessel for building need and mounting pleasure, and the eye of the storm around them was but an echo of it all.
 
   It took forever, the slow infiltration of him into her body. He sank deep, filling every space she’d ever felt empty, pressing her to the limits of pleasure and pain, until she felt wetness upon her cheek.
 
   And Sam gently kissed it away.
 
   At last, he claimed her, body and soul. They were connected, and nothing would tear them apart. This promise Angel felt radiate from Sam as he pulled agonizingly away, stretching her sanity paper thin – and then thrust back with the force of a brand upon her soul. Again, he pulled back, and again he slammed home. Over and over, he took her like this, a slow pull, a hard thrust, and a claim that no one would forsake.
 
   And that lightning heat that had built within her began spinning, began blending. It joined his own, where lightning and fire meshed. The storm around them swirled and spun. Portals opened and closed like flashes on a screen. Worlds passed by in a blur of colors and sounds. They were impermeable, immortal, indomitable. 
 
   They were Samael and Angel… and in that final inexplicable moment, when Angel felt that electric heat climax, when she felt it reach a summit where no more pleasure could possibly be had and no more pain could push it further, an orgasm ripped viciously through her, rung the same from him… 
 
   And she realized that they were so very much more.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Six
 
   He understood.
 
   In that precious, priceless moment when the multiverse held its breath and stared wide-eyed, when galaxies stopped spinning in respect and admiration – he understood. 
 
   He remembered.
 
   Pleasure inexplicable pulsed through his flesh and blood and body and into hers. They were tied, bound as no one ever had been. Ever. He was complete.
 
   Slowly, oh so slowly, as not to disrupt the fabric of time and space, Sam loosened his hold on her and pulled back just enough. Those beautiful, beautiful eyes blinked open above their shed tears, long lashes fluttering, storms gazing up at him. 
 
   He smiled. And she smiled back. 
 
   They both understood.
 
   They were one.
 
   He took time then, time for them, and time for what they’d shared. And when enough time had passed, he dressed them both. They hovered in that electric space where portals went when they weren’t there, in that other place that wasn’t here, and they held each other.
 
   “What do we do now?” asked his gentler half. 
 
   He gazed down at her and shook his head. “You are so beautiful.”
 
   She blushed and looked away. But he tenderly placed a finger beneath her chin and brought her gaze back to his. “We’ll do what you think we should do. You’ve always been the wiser one.”
 
   She laughed, softly and perfectly. “Sure, you say that now.”
 
   And it was his turn to laugh. It was a wonderful sound. It had been so very long since he’d heard himself really and truly laugh. 
 
   “It’s time to bring it all to a close,” she said softly. 
 
   He nodded slowly. “I agree.”
 
   “Of course you do.”
 
   Again, he laughed. He could definitely get used to this. But he let it drift away, and when it did, it left a feeling of peace upon his lips. “And then what?” he asked, hoping she would say what he already knew she would.
 
   “You don’t have to ask.” She shook her head, smiling that same reflection of peace. “We’ll do what we were meant to do. We’ll do the right thing.”
 
   He kissed her. He couldn’t stop himself. And he would never even try again. When the kiss broke at last, he found himself grinning. “Of course we will.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Seven
 
   Abraxos waited until the transport light around him faded. Then he turned a slow circle to take in his surroundings. A cacophony of noises, blasts, screams, and the intricate symphony of magic could be heard loud and clear, but he ignored it. Instead, he looked around.
 
   He was standing in a relatively small clearing within a tremendously thick copse of trees. The trees that had once been where he now stood had been uprooted, burned up, destroyed or disintegrated. The floor was riddled with their remnants. 
 
   The other Adarians, all twelve of his former friends and comrades, arrived one at a time after he did, each arrival preceded by a popping sound and followed by the fading light of a dissipating portal. They, too, looked around. Then they looked to him, and waited.
 
   To Abraxos’s right, at one side of the outer edge of the flattened circle, the trees that made up the wall of forest were petrified. They’d literally been turned to stone. Upon closer inspection, in fact, it seemed they were partly… gold. To his left, another group of trees was chopped in half, as if a mighty scythe had come down and cut them off like broccoli tops just for fun. 
 
   There were no animals in the surrounding forests; he would have known. He could sense life now, and it had fled long ago in self-preservation. 
 
   A loud blast shook the ground, and Abraxos rolled his eyes. He sighed. Because he knew he had to eventually, he looked up. Up there, where the “floor” of a floating structure waited beyond the tops of the forest canopy, was where all the noise was coming from. Mighty winged creatures straight from the bowels of ancient yore swooped down and back up again in a deadly dance of fire, acid, poison, teeth, talons, and tails. Shocks of exploding magic sent rippling waves over the tree tops that remained, reminding Abraxos of a green ocean, disrupted by sound. 
 
   He knew there was a veritable army of supernatural creatures up there wreaking havoc on the archangels and archesses for their master. For Gregori. 
 
   Doing his bidding. Fighting his battles for him.
 
   Abraxos looked back down at his Adarians. They waited patiently and silently for him to give them their orders. They’d done so ever since Gregori brought them each back from their different brinks, from their various damnations, to those ends they’d all reached when they’d gone their separate ways. Abraxos supposed he owed Gregori that much. He’d reunited him with his brethren.
 
   But in that moment, they’d been changed. They went from being an army of angels to an army of incomprehensible darkness.
 
   Abraxos looked down at his hands. Blood was caked on them; it had been for some time now. They were dirty, and darkness stained beneath his fingernails. They were hands he’d used to rip the hearts out of living, breathing human chests, both young and old. He’d done it so that the life beating within them would replace just a fraction of the life he’d lost within himself.
 
   He looked up at his men. There was Asteraoth, whom Uriel had killed what seemed like eons ago. He was back, and watching Abraxos with the same quiet patience they all did. There was Dumah, also killed by Uriel. Elyon, whom they’d all called Ely. Laoth, also known as Luke. Mendrion, whom Abraxos had called Mitchell – the tall dark angel who was fond of human cigarettes and shadows. Morael, Puriel, Hamon… whom Abraxos had unfortunately killed, himself. Ramael, Rumon, Tartys, and Xathanael – all of them were there in that burned and desiccated field. They stood there before him, waiting for orders to come from the man they’d once called General, or in quieter, more peaceful and laid-back moments, “Brax.” And in more recent times, Kevin. 
 
   They’d been through so much together. Two thousand years on Earth, and a history in the angel realm. Only to be gathered at last, mere slaves to a man they barely knew.
 
   Gregori had brought them together well enough, but he’d brought them together to suffer, and to cause the same to those around them.
 
   Abraxos took a deep breath, filling his lungs with remnants of smoke in the apocalypse that had become of the forest. “I don’t know about you, boys,” he said very softly. It was almost a whisper, barely intelligible amidst the din of the magic battle above. But he knew his men heard him anyway. “But I think I’m just about done.”
 
   The silence in the small clearing was nearly as deafening as the racket above. And then Ely lifted his chin and shifted on his feet. The tall black man took a deep breath, a calm gesture that was at odds with the blood on his stained clothing. “As am I,” he said.
 
   Mitchell pulled a cigarette out of his black leather jacket pocket, and the tiny click of a lighter broke the following silence. The Adarian took a long drag off its end, then lowered it, releasing his breath in a puff of smoke. “Same here.”
 
   Luke looked from Ely to Mitchell to Abraxos. He ran a hand through his dirty blonde hair, giving the impression of someone waking from a nightmare. “Yeah, me too.”
 
   One by one, the Adarians turned toward Abraxos and nodded in agreement. 
 
   “I’ve had it.”
 
   “Count me out.”
 
   “We’re all done.”
 
   Until they stood at last truly reunited, joined in defiance against the man whose yoke they bore. When they’d finished, Abraxos asked, “Okay, then. So what now?” He’d never directly asked his men for advice before. He was the General, he was the idea man, he was the leader. But he recognized the wisdom of time and experience in his companions as he looked upon them now. Their dirty clothes, their stained fingertips, their soul-filled eyes.
 
   He was no better than them. They were a team.
 
   It was a long time before any of them answered. They glanced at one another questioningly until finally, Ely cleared his throat. “Well, I think it might be a good idea if we find a way to get rid of this heart-eating curse. I miss the taste of mac and cheese.”
 
   Kevin did too. And he smiled.
 
   The problem was, he had no idea what magic user in any of the realms connected to Earth would be powerful enough to negate a curse Gregori had placed on them. Even now, he knew they were going to have to face the man in white himself when Gregori learned of their defiance. They’d been sent here to do away with the archangels and archesses once and for all. 
 
   But they weren’t going to do that. And now they would have to deal with Gregori’s wrath. If they even survived that bit, which Abraxos was dubious about, they would then be tasked with finding a cure for whatever Gregori had done to them to turn them into apocalyptic zombies. 
 
   The battle was far from over, and the war had just begun.
 
   Just when Abraxos was taking a deep breath to warn his men of the work ahead and give them a pep talk as he had done in the old days, there was a shift in the wind. The smoke around them wafting up from the destroyed earth and trees swirled around the figures standing like monuments in the waste. Those swirls rose and switched direction, lifting away. 
 
   The wind picked up in speed, clearing the air within a few seconds. 
 
   Abraxos stood frozen to the spot. He could feel something moving in. 
 
   Once, when the west was young, he’d placed his ear to a freshly laid railroad track, just to see if the rumors about the steam engine’s power were true. It had been said you could tell they were coming from miles and miles away by hearing the humming vibration they made in the metal rungs. The rumors had been true, and Abraxos remembered feeling slightly awed as he pictured the oncoming beast. In his mind, he saw the mightiest of all dragons, forged of cold iron and large beyond life, with breath of smoke and sparking ash. 
 
   He had that same feeling now, that slightly scared sense that something very big was on its way. 
 
   “Brace yourselves, men.”
 
   But they knew it too. Mitchell dropped his cigarette into the dirt and snuffed it out with his shoe… as if it were necessary in this scarred battle scape that errant magic had formed. He rolled up the sleeves of his long-sleeved white shirt. Beside him, Ely placed a hand on his shoulder and nodded at Abraxos. Luke looked to the other Adarians in silent communication, and they all moved inward, supporting each other, drawing close.
 
   Abraxos knew what was coming. And it was bringing hell with it.
 
   He closed his eyes, accepting that this may very well be the end. He’d had a good run of it, all in all. There’d been some crappy years near the end, and some extra crappy days at the end of those years. But if he were to average it all out, well, it hadn’t been that bad. 
 
   So he took a deep breath.
 
   But a mere second after he’d closed his eyes, all sound beyond his eyelids ceased. 
 
   No crackling fire, no screeches, no blasts, no warping magical spells, no crunching of leaves under boots, no nothing. He was plunged instantly into a world of peaceful quiet.
 
   He popped his eyes open again, more alarmed by this than anything.
 
   And found himself in another world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Eight
 
   It had probably been mere seconds since Mimi had put out her call to the dragons, but for everyone on that platform that had at one point been a very lovely tree house, it felt like forever.
 
   Max stumbled back, his grip on the hilt of his sword slippery with sweat and blood. He took the weapon with him as he retreated, yanking it from the wraith’s midsection as he stumbled backward. It dislodged itself, covered in blue blood, and the wraith fell to the floor.
 
    As the monster vanished from view, Max looked up.
 
   At first, it was almost only a sound that kept his attention heaven-ward. It was a distant call not unlike an eagle’s cry. But the calls became more plentiful and deeper, resonating the way thunder did, and one by one, the archangels and their opponents slowed in their battle to look up.
 
   The dragons arrived like a tide of color on the wind. They spanned across the horizon, distant raptors of red, green, blue, and even black. There were dozens of them. Possibly hundreds. They were distant dots, but he could make out their wings, and before long, he recognized tails, arms, legs, and toothy maws. Max could scarcely believe it. 
 
   One by one, the Phantoms, wraiths, and gargoyles slowed in their attacks and looked up as well. The sound was upon them, now, the colors near. When they realized what was coming, they stopped fighting altogether and seemed lost and unsure, like pets without their masters, or soldiers without orders. 
 
   Max looked back down to find the archangels glancing at one another, the archesses pulling slowly together, their wary, keen gazes watching their enemies as they moved in. Then he noticed Mimi when Rhiannon stepped away, revealing the red-headed child.
 
   It happened as if the change was a portent to the arrival of her kin. One moment, she was standing there, eyes closed, feet firmly planted, hands outstretched and bathed in fire, the next, a coating of magic enveloped her, and inch by inch, her body switched from human – to dragon. Her legs and arms developed red shimmering scales, her hands curled into talons, her back arched, and in a bright red flash, she was entirely magnificent, every inch the young red fire-breathing monster.
 
   Max gazed up at the beast with the spikes down her back, the tail that could take a man’s head off, and the teeth that could rip another monster in two. Mimi raised up on her back legs, threw back her dragon’s head, and roared to the heavens. Fire emitted from her throat like a blow torch, and the flying beasts closing in answered her call.
 
   The sky was suddenly filled with a concerto of dragon cries. The tree house inhabitants scrambled. More flashes of bad guys came in one after another like a camera bulb that had gone crazy. The dragons had come, but as if Gregori had set up the battle to match and counter everything the archangels could throw at him, more monsters came in to fight them.
 
   The next several minutes were a blur. Where one body ended and another began was impossible to decipher. There was movement all around Max. It took split-second decisions to determine whether the creatures standing in front of him were friend or foe. He lashed out again and again, trying to make his way to some sort of wall or stable structure so he could get his bearings. One after another, he slashed through his enemies. One after another, they dropped at his feet.
 
   He felt the platform of the tree house shift under his boots, and for a breathless moment, he was sliding side-ways on something wet. Probably blood. He grasped at a piece of furniture and righted himself. The platform straightened out again, but he knew it wouldn’t last. No matter how strong the magic had been that had created that tree house long ago, it had taken all it could. They were all going down. 
 
   This is the end of the world, he thought.
 
   In the back of his mind, he wondered where Samael was. He wondered about Angel. He wondered if they’d escaped or if they were dead. Was this the Culmination? Did it even matter anymore?
 
   Suddenly, there was intense pain. 
 
   Max stopped, freezing in place. He looked down at the claw protruding from his midsection. It was covered in his blood. He had a sheer moment to register the attack – skeletal hand, a wraith. All of his injuries would come back now.
 
   And then a second hand punched through him to join the other. This time, the pain was unbearable. A wave of nausea rolled over him. His body flushed impossibly hot, then cold. He made a sound that he could not hear and watched in horrible fascination as the second appendage exited his rib cage. This wasn’t a wraith. The hand was carved of sheer granite. 
 
   And it held Max’s heart.
 
   It’s over.
 
   They must have drawn their arms back out of his body, but Max barely felt that. He was staring at the sky now, the flashes of color that came and went. In his mind, he heard music. It was the last song he’d listened to – Moonlight Sonata. He’d played it to relax, to help him think.
 
   It drifted, unattached through his thoughts. The colors in the sky grew lighter, back-dropping against a field of pure white. He was floating. The pain was gone. Absolute peace enveloped him as his nerve endings shut down and his brain stopped registering their signals. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Max,” a voice told him in that cloud of soft wonder. It was the most beautiful voice he had ever heard, one he had always admired. “That was a close one,” it told him lightly. The voice was smiling, and he could see the curling lips behind it. “But I’m here now.”
 
   Beethoven continued to caress the piano in his mind, but now someone was drumming. There were no drums in this song. Max frowned and bumped into something in his floating miasma. He was knocked gently to the side. Then he bumped into something else. Again, he was moved, like a balloon rising up through a crowded room.
 
   The drumming became louder, and the piano faded. The colors darkened once more, the white backdrop turning to blue and pink and orange. Little by little, he became aware of his body, where moments ago it had been gone. He could feel it now, heavy and real. 
 
   But still, there was no pain.
 
   The beating drum centered itself within him, settling at last in that place just behind his ribs. He had a heart once more, it would seem, and it beat steadily.
 
   “Open your eyes, Max.”
 
   He did as he was told. He would do anything and everything she ever told him to do. How could he do otherwise?
 
   She was smiling just as he’d imagined her to be. Eyes of black forever gazed down at him, and within their endless depths, he saw the galaxies of the multiverse. Her hair was down now, and the glasses were gone. But she was the same as she had ever been, and in that fateful moment just after dying, there was rarely anything more welcome than a loved and familiar face.
 
   “I guess this time it was you doing the saving,” he said.
 
   Lilith gently brushed a lock of hair from his forehead and shrugged. “Well, after all this time,” she said, and cupped his cheek. “I sort of owe you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Nine
 
   The floor was slipping. Rhiannon’s boots bumped into a Phantom’s foot as the tree house platform tilted at a 30 degree angle, and everyone went sliding. She turned her body, ready to catch Mimi and prevent her from touching the icy beast, but Mimi was already responding to the danger herself. She batted her huge red wings, and Rhiannon was buffeted by air as the young red dragon took to the skies. 
 
   A much larger and more powerfully built red dragon swooped down out of the army of flying monsters that had arrived and circled Mimi as if to protectively welcome her to the flying hoard. The larger red dragon was no doubt Calidum, a powerful red who also happened to be Mimi’s personal trainer.
 
   Rhiannon turned her attention away from the dragons, knowing that Mimi would be safe with her own kind. She ducked under the Phantom’s swing, dropped to her stomach, and rolled back in the other direction as the floor again tilted, this time to right itself.
 
   This thing isn’t going to last long, she thought. It was going to plummet right out from underneath them at any second, and they’d all be riding Disney’s Tower of Terror, except this time for real. They needed a Plan B.
 
   I’ve got wings, she thought. So did all of the archesses and archangels. All they needed to do was break them out and use them the moment the tree house fell. Juliette, in fact, was already in the air. She and Gabriel passed the time in Scotland by jumping off cliffs overlooking the North Sea and soaring through the night over the cold, white waves. The sky was her second home, and she was comfortable up there, using her telekinesis to aid in the battle however she could.
 
   The others only preferred to leave their wings shelved because for some reason, wings were the first things bad guys went for when trying to disable you. And having your wings sliced up really, really hurt. 
 
   Rhiannon had learned that the hard way when she’d been in a fight with a boat load of human traffickers shortly after she’d earned her own glorious pair of wings. She’d landed atop the boat in the middle of the night, interrupting nefarious negotiations. Then she’d smiled and transformed into her angel form, hoping the change would shock the boat’s inhabitants enough to make them put down their weapons. They all wore crosses, after all, big gaudy gold and silver things that dangled over hairy chests under open collars. Surely they wouldn’t hurt an angel?
 
   But she’d been wrong. Maybe they weren’t as reverent as they pretended to be, or perhaps they immediately assumed she was a demon instead. Either way, they sprung into action at once and used their guns on her wings. It was exceedingly painful, and she’d quickly forced the appendages back into their magical hiding places before taking care of the bastards without them. 
 
   So she’d learned: It was best to fight on the ground, hand-to-hand and in person. But in the end, the wings were always there, and the archesses and their mates would have them when they needed them. In fact, the only one among them who didn’t have wings was….
 
   Max. 
 
   Rhiannon frowned. She jumped to her feet and spun, taking in her surroundings with the speed and agility that she’d trained long and hard to develop. The tree house around her was packed so tight with struggling, fighting bodies, they could scarcely move without bumping into one another. She saw Michael going up against a blue dragon, which made Rhiannon nervous. It had been a blue dragon that had nearly killed him weeks ago, when she’d been forced to sacrifice the last of her life’s force to save him. But he seemed to have things well in hand, and Rhiannon knew she had to trust her mate’s abilities. They were all fighting demons right now.
 
   She saw Gabriel struggling with a gargoyle. But when the Messenger Angel punched the gargoyle in the face and the rock-hard beast dropped to his knees, rather than cradle what must have been a broken hand, Gabriel grinned like the crazy angel he was, and kicked the stone monster in the throat. The gargoyle toppled backward and crashed to the floor.
 
   Then, coming to no surprise whatsoever to Rhiannon, the Messenger Angel took two steps to the wall closest to him, and pulled a beer from the mantle over a fire place. He’d obviously placed it there before taking on the gargoyle. 
 
   He was just lucky the tree house floor had tilted in that direction when it had, or the beer would have been lost. Gabriel took a long swig, replaced the beer, and turned to fight someone else.
 
   Rhiannon shook her head and continued to scan the room She saw Sophie next, who was clearly running healing interference, because she sped past Gabriel, reaching out to touch him gently on the back as she ran by. A quick flash later, Gabriel was flexing his no-longer injured hand and calling after her. “Thanks lass!”
 
   Eleanore and Uriel fought back to back like the team of vengeance they were, and on the floor at their feet were a ring of dead or unconscious bodies. Just beyond that ring was another ring of creatures, this one alive and waiting. Leeches – restlessly anticipating the fall of either the archangel or the archess. Rhiannon knew it wouldn’t happen. They were powerful enough on their own. Together, they were absolutely awesome.
 
   Speaking of awesome – Azrael, too, had been surrounded by a mountain of fallen foes. However, when Rhiannon located him again, it was to find him kicking the bodies off the tree house platform and into the forest below. 
 
   Making room, she thought to herself. Or maybe the Angel of Death simply wanted to kick something. 
 
   Okay, they were all accounted for. All except for Max. There was no sign of the Guardian.
 
   Rhiannon began to make her way to the platform’s edge on her side so she could peek over and see whether Max was on the ground below. She punched and kicked her way through opponents as she went, but half-way there, the ground tilted once more. Oh crap, I knew it, she thought uselessly. The tree house moaned, and a terrible groaning rose up from the floor boards. 
 
   This time, it didn’t stop and slant back the other way – it just kept tilting. Rhiannon’s eyes grew wide as she felt the ground disappear beneath her feet. She cried out, grew her wings in a flash, and struck the air with them hard to hold herself aloft.
 
   All around her, bodies began raining down. Rhiannon looked up as the tree house’s west wall rose high above them, and everyone on that end was tossed into nothingness. She saw Gabriel’s beer sail past.
 
   And then something very heavy and very hard struck her shoulders, instantly breaking her left wing. She cried out as she tumbled downward, and the gargoyle that had landed on her dropped past her.
 
   “Rhiannon!” she heard Michael yell. She knew he would probably be coming after her. But it was too late. The ground was spiraling upward at an impossible rate. This is going to hurt, she thought, closing her eyes tight just before she hit the ground. 
 
   But it didn’t hurt. Because she never hit the ground.
 
   Instead, the terrible groaning of the dying tree house, the screeching death cries of their fallen enemies, the smashing and crashing of things and bodies slamming into the trees and ground below – it all stopped. All sound vanished.
 
   Rhiannon opened her eyes. There was a warm white melting of the world around her. The burned forest ground that had been reaching up to meet her a millisecond before was no longer there. It had been replaced by dandelions.
 
   She was standing on her own two feet, tall and strong, in a field of white dandelions. She looked up to find that she was not alone in that field, which stretched to the horizon and bent slightly with the curvature of the Earth. Michael was there, about ten feet away. He looked as confused as she felt, and when their eyes met, only questions passed between them. No answers.
 
   Sophie was there too. And Azrael. Uriel and Eleanore. Gabriel and Juliette.
 
   And they were not the only ones. The Adarians were there in that dandelion field. Around twenty yards away, the entire group of fallen warriors stood together, their arms at their sides, their expressions puzzled. Their clothing was clean, however, no longer covered in the dried remnants of their victims. Their skin coloring, too, was different. It was no longer gaunt or bloodless. Their eyes were blue or green or brown, not red.
 
   Rhiannon turned slowly in place until she found the final two inhabitants of the endless field. 
 
   Samael and Angel stood together behind them, on a small hill overlooking the field. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty
 
   Michael recognized the Old Man as soon as he saw him. Michael was his favored, his right-hand, his faithful servant until the bitter end. As such, the Warrior Archangel would have recognized him all along, if the Old Man had been himself. If he’d been whole. But he hadn’t.
 
   The Old Man had been torn in two long, long ago. Two thousand years ago, to be precise. 
 
   And now, reunited with both parts of himself, he stood atop the hill in the field of white flowers and gazed down at them all in silence.
 
   Samael and Angel were the Old Man. Two halves of one very mighty whole, combined in spirit and soul. 
 
   All this time, Michael had hated Samael so. How could he? Confusion ran thick through his archangel blood.
 
   “You did so because I told you to,” Samael said, his voice changed. It was the same deep voice in tone and timbre, but different in depth. It echoed now, pure and eternal, like the night. “You believed what I determined you would believe. It was necessary.”
 
   He stopped, and Angel stepped forward. “Long ago,” she said, her voice as powerful as his, like the day to the night, and two sides of the same coin. “I ruled over a world of angels. We were content there.”
 
   “Or so it would seem,” said Samael. “I’m afraid I made some mistakes.” He smiled sheepishly, and it was an expression Michael had never before seen on his face. It was bizarrely endearing. Gazing up at that self-ashamed smile, Michael felt he could forgive the Old Man for anything. Anything at all. 
 
   “Every leader makes mistakes at one point or another,” Sam went on. “Unfortunately, the more powerful the leader, the grander the mistakes.”
 
   “In an attempt to form the perfect realm around me, I created life and, when it did not suit my ideals of perfection, I tossed it away,” said Angel. “Here. To the planet you’ve called home for two thousand years.” 
 
   “I sent the imperfect here to fend for itself and never gave it another thought. Why should I? Does an artist consider the repercussions of a torn up canvas? Does a sculptor think twice about the clay he throws away?” asked Sam.
 
   Angel shook her head. “In my eyes, it was waste and nothing more.”
 
   “A few among you questioned my actions,” said Samael. His expression became serious now, and Michael felt his stomach turning to lead. Sam waited a good long time before he continued. At last, he said, “You were right to do so.”
 
   “But at the time, I thought you were wrong,” said Angel. Now it was her turn to smile, and it was as self-deprecating and beautiful as Sam’s had been a moment earlier. 
 
   “A challenge was given to me,” said Sam. He met Michael’s gaze now, and Michael… began to remember. “It was you who challenged me, Michael. My favored, my faithful.” He smiled. “It was you who told me I was wrong to do what I had done. Not Samael.”
 
   Because Samael had not existed. Samael had never existed. 
 
   There was only the Old Man, Michael, and the archangels. 
 
   “When a leader’s wise counsel tells him he’s wrong, the leader can do one of two things. He can ignore the counsel. Or he can find out whether it is true,” said Angel.
 
   “We chose the latter,” said Sam.
 
   “And it was perhaps the one thing we’d done right in a very long time,” said Angel.
 
   “I thought long and hard about what I could possibly do to prove you wrong, Michael,” said Sam. “In the end, I gathered together the Four Favored. You four. I pointed to four stars in the sky that shined brighter than the others. I told you, my archangels, that I wished to reward you for your loyalty, and that I had created for you soul mates.”
 
   “Four perfect female beings,” said Angel. “Archesses.”
 
   Sam said, “I told you that these female beings encompassed the empathy you accused me of being without. And I told you that you had a choice. You could remain with me in the angel realm as incomplete as you claimed the angels were, or you could journey to the mortal realm and seek your soul mates out.”
 
   Angel smiled softly. “You chose to hunt for your mates. And who can blame you?”
 
   “Once you’d decided to go, I put my plan into action,” said Sam, grinning. “I needed to find out whether I was truly as heartless as you said I was. So, I laid the groundwork for a vacation of sorts.”
 
   Angel continued. “I needed to leave the angel realm and join the mortals on Earth. There is no better way to understand something than to become a part of it.”
 
   “But to do this,” said Sam, “I had to make certain you would not return to the angel realm any time soon. If you did, you would find me gone.”
 
   “And though I was in essence willing to learn,” said Angel, “I was not yet willing to admit I was so wrong that I would question myself. So it was imperative that you not know I had ever left.”
 
   “I created the story that you would believe. I wove a tale,” said Sam. “And what a tale it was.”
 
   “Within your hearts and minds, I placed false knowledge,” continued Angel. “You would now believe that an angel named Samael had caused trouble in the angel realm. You would believe he had followed you to Earth to claim your archesses. You would believe that should you all find your mates and join with them, a Culmination would arise.”
 
   “And I made certain you did not know what that Culmination was,” said Sam.
 
   “As I said, I needed time,” shrugged Angel. “So it was merely important that you be hesitant.”
 
   “Not that the warning did any good at all.” Samael chuckled. 
 
   And he was right. As soon as the archangels had found their mates, they’d consummated their relationships with them. A randy lot, angels.
 
   “Once I laid this groundwork,” said Angel, “I then proceeded to do something that no leader of the angel realms had ever done. I tore myself in two. Into Sam’s half, I placed the tenacity, strength, and power that had always made me what I was.”
 
   Sam continued, “And into Angel’s half, I placed the rest. The emptiness that you told me should have encompassed compassion, Michael. That part of me that as of yet, possessed nothing.”
 
   Angel said, “My thought was that I would live among the humans and other creatures I had thrown away, and if they were deserving of the empathy you said they were, then surely I would develop it.”
 
   “It would infuse my empty half, filling that space,” said Sam. “If, however, the mortals of this realm were nothing more than the refuse I had always considered them to be, then I would remain the same, empty and strong. And upon reuniting with my other half, I would learn that I was right.”
 
   “In a use of power that nearly drained my resources completely, I then erased my own memory,” said Angel. “And filled my own mind with the story that I had woven.”
 
   Sam said, “I set it down that once I found my other half and reunited with it, I would remember everything that had transpired.”
 
   “In effect,” said Angel with that soft smile, “creating a true Culmination after all.”
 
   “Until then, we would all believe the same lies,” said Sam. “And the test could commence.”
 
   Now Sam looked down at the ground in quiet shame. Softly, he said, “I had no idea how wrong I would be proven. And how right you truly were, Michael.”
 
   “For I have learned,” said Angel. “And I am different.”
 
   There was a pause as the Old Man grew quiet, and in that grand pause, the angels remembered the lives they’d lived before. They remembered the truth. 
 
   “However,” said Angel softly, breaking that encompassing silence. “It would seem that I had caused more strife among my angels than even I was aware.”
 
   “My sins were great,” said Sam. “And here on Earth, I would have to pay for them.” He looked to the Adarians, who stood just beyond the Four Favored and their archesses. Michael and the others turned to regard them as well.
 
   “You are among the imperfect that I sent into this realm so long ago,” said Angel. “And because there was more dissent in the angel realm than I believed, word of what I had done leaked from our realm and into this one.”
 
   “You learned of the archesses,” said Sam. “You never learned the true details; my magic ensured that no one would do that until the time was right. But you learned enough.”
 
   “And your need for revenge drove you to betrayal,” said Angel. There was no reprimand in her voice, however, no acid. She simply sounded sad. “I cannot tell you how sorry I am that you were brought to such desperation.”
 
   “And in amends, I am now promising you that should you be worthy, you needn’t be alone,” said Sam.
 
   Angel nodded, just once. “I have created mates for you. They await you in the angel realm.”
 
   A ripple of shock went through the Adarians. They looked at one another, their eyes wide, unasked questions on their lips. They… had mates? They would be allowed back in the angel realm?
 
   As if Sam and Angel had heard their questions loud and clear, the they nodded, both heads lowering and raising at the same time. “You have earned that much and more,” they said together.
 
   “You may return to the angel realm whenever you wish. I have opened the door for your passage. I must warn you, however,” said Sam. “Your mates are women.”
 
   “Above all else,” said Angel, with a broad smile.
 
   “And as such, they are souls in their own right, with their own minds, and may either accept you or reject you,” said Sam.
 
   “As is their right,” Angel added.
 
   Sam smiled down at his other half. “I know this now. Nothing floats more free than a hummingbird.” 
 
   Angel grinned at him and gently cupped his cheek. He placed his hand over hers lovingly. Then she turned to Abraxos. “So you’d best be charming,” she told the Adarian. Then, in a soft whisper only Sam heard, she added, “You’d best be sweet as honey.”
 
   He chuckled, sharing the inside joke. “And be grateful,” he added, for the Adarians’ benefit again. “It isn’t easy to create a woman. It takes a hell of a lot more work than it does to create a man.”
 
   Angel laughed, and the sound filled the field with audible happiness. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-One
 
   There was no better feeling than the satisfaction one experienced after a job well done. The pleasure was amplified if that job had been a long and trying one, difficult in the extreme at times, and at others so hard that it was easy to contemplate giving up.
 
   That deep satisfaction was the sort that embraced the people in the dandelion field that afternoon. It was an overwhelming sense of peace, as if their collective breaths had been held for two millennia, and now, finally, they could exhale. They embraced one another like they hadn’t seen each other in as long. They remembered who they were, and with those memories came embarrassment and forgiveness and laughter. 
 
   The fight the Four Favored and their archesses had left behind was long over now. Time moved differently here in this field. It was a small pocket of space the Old Man had set aside for this moment. Only those of the angel realm could enter. 
 
   The dragons who had come to the forest to aid the archangels had won the battle and gone, and Azrael’s vampires came that night to clean up the mess. The Brazilian Rainforest had unfortunately experienced yet another forest fire, but this one had been small, and easily contained. 
 
   And that was all history would ever know.
 
   Angel felt a small sadness for the house she’d lost, but it passed. It had only been a house. She would build another. And there was still the Nautilus….
 
   Now, in the field, the Four Favored held their archesses tight, and Angel knew they were feeling lucky. They’d been given the choice to return to the angel realm or to remain on Earth and aid humanity as they had for the last two millennia. It came as no surprise to Angel at all that they’d chosen to remain. They had lives here, and they were doing good. As Gabriel put it, “Earth needs its heroes.”
 
   She knew as she looked upon them now that they felt blessed, fortunate beyond words that they were alive and not alone. 
 
   Loneliness was a terrible thing. In the end, it was perhaps the worst thing.
 
   Angel knew that now. Having lived among the mortals for so long had taught her a great deal. In fact, she – Angel – was the culmination of that knowledge, of those lessons learned. Her half of the being she’d once been was composed solely of the empathy she had gained by experiencing life in a mortal world. The senseless agony and heartache the human heart was capable of feeling was undeniably one of the most powerful forces of the universe.
 
   If that pain couldn’t teach someone something, then nothing could.
 
   The other most powerful force in that universe was love. It was an overused word, “love.” It rolled off the tongue for everything from chocolate chip muffins, to new shoes, to the color purple. But it was the heart of it, it was the core of what love truly was, that was strong enough to make a mother die for her child. Without a second thought.
 
   It was love, and love only, that could bring about the sacrifice of one precious, irreplaceable life for another.
 
   For all her power, for all the things she had made, formed in the molds of her mind, and set down upon the ground of existence, she’d done so without understanding this, this most important of all lessons, this strongest of all emotions. 
 
   She wondered whether a good, long stay amongst the mortals they created should be compulsory for all angel realm leaders. Sort of a mandatory training exercise, as humans would put it. She laughed internally. Her own had been a real eye opener.
 
   Michael’s objections to the Old Man’s behavior had not only been right, they had been an understatement. 
 
   But at least there’s that, she thought now. At least I was good enough to make something else that could feel empathy. She’d made Michael, after all. She’d made the archangels and their archesses. She’d made humans and animals. And they certainly understood compassion. It was her one triumph. In all of their so-called “imperfections,” she had created life that was capable of love, not only in the angel realm, but on Earth. 
 
   Of course, that life was also capable of a lot more. There was badness in the world. There was evil. But as long as there was also love, then there was hope. And as long as life had hope, it was redeemable.
 
   “I guess we didn’t completely screw up then, huh?” asked Sam beside her. He had been in her thoughts, of course. In that respect, they were one now. 
 
   “No,” she agreed. “Not completely.” She grinned broadly. 
 
   But then her smile slipped. Her brow furrowed. She placed her hand above her eyes to shield them from the sun.
 
   Out on the horizon was a line of black. It had not been there before. “What is that?” she asked.
 
   Thunder rolled over the immense field of dandelions – thunder out of a clear blue sky. 
 
   The archangels, archesses, and Adarians stopped talking. They stopped laughing. They looked up, and in confusion, they also looked around. Eventually they, too, saw the line of black in the far distance.
 
   It rolled closer, and above it, as if it were kicking up massive clouds of dust, the sky grew darker. They stared, all twenty-three of them, at the oncoming disaster. A sense of foreboding rode near, smothering in its approaching doom. 
 
   She felt as if they were gazing at a tornado or a tidal wave. 
 
   “It shouldn’t be here,” Sam said. Nothing should have made it past the bubble’s walls. It was a time and space that had been set aside, that was separate from the mortal realm and the angel realm. It was in-between. Who could possibly have known it was there?
 
   What could have known it was there? And what in the realms was powerful enough to breach it? And why?
 
   Comprehension dawned on Angel like sickening black ink over a beautiful painting. She knew Sam realized it as well. 
 
   “It’s Gregori,” they said. 
 
   They’d forgotten. In their haste to celebrate, in their relief that this two thousand years was finally at a close, in their happiness that they remembered and had learned, and had lived to tell about it – they’d forgotten about Gregori.
 
   How could I have? Angel asked herself. How could she have forgotten about the man they’d left behind? 
 
   But we’ve done so before, Sam said in her mind. It was true. They’d forgotten about men and women countless times. And those mistakes did not just go away, and apparently learning your lesson did not preclude you from continuing to mess up.
 
   “We continue to make mistakes,” Angel said softly. Hopefully, one day, they would get the hang of it. But that day was not today.
 
   As the darkness rode closer, they could begin to make out forms and figures within it. Riders on mounts of nightmarish proportions, fangs and hooves and burning eyes. Winged creatures from the imagined pits of Hell, soldiers in an army of absolute hatred. 
 
   “And it seems we will continue to learn from those mistakes,” said Sam.
 
   “You can say that again,” came a new voice.
 
   It was deep and it seethed with loathing, and when Sam turned around to meet the speaker, there was nothing there. 
 
   Even Angel was gone.
 
   In the space where she’d been standing, the dandelions began to turn black. Sam watched in horrified fascination as that blackness spread, enveloping each white petal one after another. It painted the flowers the color of night inch by inch, foot by foot, until every bloom in the field had turned as black as the dandelion irises of Gregori’s eyes.
 
   The black flowers stretched clear to the horizon, where Gregori’s army continued to advance like a bad dream.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Two
 
   Angel felt Gregori’s hand slide over her mouth a split second before she would have inhaled to call out. Her hands went to his to try to pry it off, but to no avail. So rather than use her mouth, she tried to use her mind. She cried out in her head, using her internal voice to reach for Samael.
 
   But as if a massive hand were muffling her mind as well, there was no response. Her call was met with quiet, pure and deep.
 
   She felt slightly queasy as the world turned around her. The lightness of the dandelions her eyes had grown accustomed to was shadowed by a graying haze. It grew darker, murkier, and she closed her eyes against the wrongness of it.
 
   When they at last stopped moving, and she felt something solid beneath her feet, Gregori removed his hand and released her. Angel stumbled forward. She opened her eyes to a world of black.
 
   It was not dimensionless, however. The ground was smooth black stone, perhaps polished marble or granite. It stretched into a square room around twenty by twenty feet, and was bordered by three walls. The walls were the same black polished stone, and torches of black-purple flame shed light from sconces spaced throughout. On the fourth side, the ground fell off into a wide set of stairs. Those stairs led to another square platform below.
 
   From that platform sprouted no fewer than a dozen other sets of stairs, each one leading to a room just like the one they stood in right now. There were no walls on either side of the stairwells. There was just nothingness; it was deep, immense space. She wondered what would happen if she tried to jump off. The separate rooms at the ends of these separate stairwells rose from the center room of the structure at varying levels of height, and the entire thing reminded Angel of an architectural flower. 
 
   A black flower.
 
   She watched as Gregori stepped around her, his shoes echoing in the darkness. For once, he wasn’t wearing white. Instead, his clothing nearly matched his surroundings, dark and featureless, not quite gray, not quite black. He turned to face her, and she swallowed hard.
 
   She felt powerless here. In this place without hope.
 
   “Why have you brought me here, Gregori?”
 
   He frowned, glaring. “Must you really ask?” he asked, his tone laced with malice. “Do you seriously not know why, or are you have you chosen to mock me as usual?”
 
   “Okay, that’s fair enough,” Angel admitted. She swallowed hard and took a step back out of self preservation. After all, she did have a fairly good idea as to why he’d abducted her. Clearly, he’d learned that she and Sam were the Old Man. He wanted revenge on her for what had happened with Amara, and what better way to exact that revenge than kidnap her, force Sam to worry, then kill them off one at a time, destroying them slowly?
 
   “What is this place?” she asked instead, changing the subject.
 
   “You have your home,” he told her. “I have mine. Just as yours is a reflection of what you have become over the last two-thousand years….”
 
   “So is yours.”
 
   He gave her a winsome, if loathsome look, then turned away from her to begin slowly descending the steps that led to the center room. “You know, she died faster than the others,” he said. It was an odd image, the man on the steps that were bordered by nothing. “But what am I saying? Of course you know that. You caused it, after all.” He glanced at her over his shoulder, and she caught the brief flash of red at the centers of his pupils.
 
   “When we decided to remain on Earth rather than return to the angel realm, you were incensed. And you took it out on the woman I loved.” He reached the bottom step as Angel’s mind spun. She tried to think back to that time long, long ago. But part of her memories were with Sam, and this had happened when he was in charge – the power, the pride, the quintessence that had until recently been the Old Man.
 
   Still, she recalled enough. 
 
   Gregori had been the angel realm’s first general, the first warrior in charge of the Old Man’s army. As such, he’d been on the front lines during countless battles with other realms. On those front lines, he had witnessed things that changed him.
 
   One day, he’d approached the Old Man with questions about death and misery. The Old Man had chastised him for questioning anything at all. Questions led to dissent. And dissent led to revolt. And that simply wasn’t allowed in the angel realm.
 
   But Gregori could not be silenced. He was ancient, he was tired, and most of all, he was lonely. Millennia of killing will do that to a man. Taking life after life and never bringing any back into the world. It is the loneliest thing of all.
 
   So he snuck away, and with him, he took a handful of his most trusted warriors. They fled to Earth amidst the ramshackle “garbage” that had been recently tossed out of the realm.
 
   “I trusted you,” said Gregori softly, drawing Angel’s attention out of her memories. He watched her carefully, silently and seethingly. “I believed you so much that when I came to Earth, I fully expected to find junk. Rubbish. I thought I would land amidst a pile of waste that was not fit for existence.”
 
   His eyes lightened for a moment. “But, instead….” The lines of his face softened, and his expression became lost in wonder. “I found her.”
 
   He shook his head and turned away. Angel began descending the stairs.
 
   “I found her people in the desert. They’d made a home for themselves in the sands. My men and I disguised ourselves and asked them for shelter. They welcomed us with open arms, sharing food and drink, giving us a place to lay our heads.” 
 
   He paused as Angel reached the bottom step. She stopped too. She was caught in his words as if his tale held a spell over her. She felt his pain as if it were her own.
 
   “We hadn’t realized that we could feel so grateful for such a simple gesture. We hadn’t known that on Earth, you can grow thirsty. You have to drink, you have to sleep.” He turned to face her. “Amara approached me. She smiled at me. She laughed with me – sometimes at me. But always in kindness.”
 
   Angel pictured the scene in her mind. She pictured Gregori sitting near a campfire. Beside him sat a beautiful woman with long, thick black hair, eyes as dark as Gregori’s, and a smile as warm as the fire they sat beside. And Angel knew she was seeing it as it actually had been.
 
   “I realized that you were wrong. Those you had tossed away were not trash, Old Man. They were treasures.” He stepped toward her. 
 
   Angel could not move back. She didn’t want to. She stayed where she was and heard him out.
 
   “The world was young then, and magic had not yet been spread too thinly among its inhabitants. There was enough to go around. Amara and her people showed us how to use it to get by. We fashioned clothing for ourselves out of nothing. We created food when there was none, and drink when the sky ran dry. We created fire and told stories around its crackling flames. We laughed and knew companionship. It was something none of us had ever before experienced.”
 
   He paused, and closed his eyes. “It was good.”
 
   It was good, Angel’s thoughts echoed. He was so right. It was good.
 
   But then he opened his eyes again, and now that red spark was back, and burning bright. “So I approached you. I snuck back to the angel realm and told you what I had found. You were furious. You banished me and my men from your realm and cursed us to forever remain with the mortals on Earth.” He smiled, but it wasn’t a kind smile. “You know, I didn’t even care. Why would I? So I couldn’t go back and kill for you any more. I had something better on Earth. I had Amara. I had her magic. I had her love.”
 
   Now he came toward her again, and Angel felt a wave of something dark wash over her. It was wrath, good and strong.
 
   “And when you realized I didn’t care, it was the most galling of all. You couldn’t take it. You could not accept that someone could get along without you, could defy you and actually win. No. Your damnable pride would not allow it. So you went after Amara.”
 
   He stopped directly in front of her, and Angel realized she was having trouble breathing. She gazed up at him with wide eyes as he leaned over her. “Her people began to die. The entire world’s inhabitants began to die too soon. They started aging at an accelerated rate. They became sick, and their lifespans were sliced into a miniscule fraction of what they’d been. My defiance was where human misery began. I would no longer be taking lives for the angel realm, so you took them for me on Earth. You cut their fates short and sent Azrael after them early.” He shook his head, just once.
 
   Angel felt dizzy as he leaned in, and his words whispered softly across her lips. “And of all of them, Amara went the fastest.”
 
   “And for that, Gregori, I will forever be sorry,” said Samael.
 
   Angel felt a rush of warmth move through her at the sound of his voice. Gregori froze above her and blinked. His brow furrowed – and he straightened.
 
   Angel found she could move, and instantly, she was turning around. There at the top of the stairs where she and Gregori had first appeared in this dark flower-like structure, stood the Fallen One.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Three
 
   This time, it was Samael who wore the lighter color, a gray not quite white just as Gregori’s clothing was not quite black. “Gregori,” he greeted officially.
 
   Gregori’s burning eyes widened. He stared at Sam in disbelief. “How did you… how could you have found us?”
 
   “We are truly one, Sam and I,” Angel said. Now she understood that the reason she hadn’t heard Sam respond to her is because he was following close behind all the while, and didn’t want Gregori to know. She saw into Sam’s mind, saw the field of black dandelions, and saw him instantly transport away, following her signature as if it were his own.
 
   Gregori turned back to face her. His expression was one of surprise, but anger still radiated from him like static.  
 
   “We cannot be parted,” she explained.
 
   Gregori’s expression darkened. The black walls of his strange dark home took on a reddish cast, mimicking the fire in his eyes. Flames reflected in their depths, and the emptiness flanking the stairwells heated up as well. She watched as fire flickered to life out of nowhere and bordered the steps on either side. 
 
   Within seconds, it had gone from darkness to hellish. 
 
   Gregori spun to face Samael once more. “Am I to believe that you came here to save your archess, Samael?”
 
   “I will always come for her,” Sam said.
 
   “Why? Because you love her?” Gregori spat. “You aren’t capable of love!” he roared.
 
   “No,” said Samael. “I wasn’t. Not as I was, not as the being you once knew. Not as the immortal Old Man.” He shook his head. “You’re so very right, Gregori. That man was not capable of love. As a being who had never felt pain, loss, or hope, he was literally incapable of empathy.” 
 
   “And empathy is love,” Angel told him softly. 
 
   Gregori turned to face her.
 
    “But once we left the angel realm and lived among the humans….” She looked down, breaking eye contact. Her eyes felt hot, and she knew they’d begun to glow. At the same time, they grew wet as well, and she knew they’d begun to cry.
 
   She felt a trickle break free from beneath her long lashes and trail down her cheek. 
 
   “Then I understood,” finished Samael. 
 
   Angel opened her eyes and looked up. Sam caught her gaze and held it as he descended the steps. Fire leapt to angry life on either side of him, a reflection of Gregori’s desire to strike him down.
 
   To burn him.
 
   “What I did to you was wrong, Gregori,” Sam said. “But it was me, not Angel. She is everything good that there is in the world. She is its salvation. She is my salvation.” He stopped directly in front of Gregori, and the other man straightened to meet him eye-to-eye. “Just as Amara was yours.”
 
   Gregori swallowed hard, then said, “So I should take her from you just as you took mine from me.”
 
   “You could do that,” said Sam calmly. “But if you do, you will repair nothing. You will mend nothing. You will only turn me into the same man who struck you down and damned you in the first place. Without Angel, I am only the Old Man. I am weak. With her, I am whole.” He stopped and his voice lowered. “And I can make amends.”
 
   Angel knew full well what Sam planned to do because she would have done it too. When he did it, their choice would be made for them. Their decision whether to return to the angel realm or remain on Earth would have been decided. That would be that.
 
   For doing what Sam wanted to do was, quite simply, against the rules.
 
   In breaking those rules, he would ironically damn them both to the same fate that had befallen Gregori. They would have to remain in the mortal realm and never return to that from which they’d come. They would never again occupy the same single body. They would be forever two people, two minds, two hearts. And they would never leave Earth.
 
   But….
 
   Sometimes, when there were no options left, and fate pushed you too hard, you had to say, “To hell with the consequences.” You had to buck the system. Because sometimes rules were just plain wrong. And the only way to set things right was to break them.
 
   Besides, they would still have each other.
 
   Gregori stared long and hard at Sam as the Fallen One continued. “Gregori of the Angel Guard, General in the First Rank, and Follower of the Angel Code, hear me now.”
 
   It had begun.
 
   Sam didn’t even have to ask Angel whether he was making the right choice. He knew he was. He knew she agreed. They were one in their souls, regardless of their separate bodies. 
 
   As he spoke, Angel joined him, lending her strength to his. Her body felt prickly as her power was pulled to its surface in preparation of what she was about to do.
 
   “For countless generations, you took lives in the name of your position – in the name of your king,” said Samael. 
 
   Angel picked up the reigns. “You blindly followed my orders and unfailingly defended our world. For that,” she said, “you have earned a boon. It is the last and the only thing your creator can give you.”
 
   Sam said, “It is something that never should have been taken from you to begin with.”
 
   Sam and Angel stepped back together. They were synchronized now, well and truly one for the last time. 
 
   Gregori, seemingly frozen to the spot, could only watch them as Angel raised her left hand, and Sam raised his right. Their fingers intertwined.
 
   “Treat it well, Gregori. For life is fleeting, no matter how long it is,” Sam warned.
 
   “And you already know well that it is precious,” Angel added.
 
   She felt the magic skating over her body slide up her arm and coalesce in the hand that clasped Sam’s. There, it met his, and warmth and heat radiated outward. She closed her eyes. In that darkness behind her shut lids, she imagined Amara.
 
   She imagined her laugh and her smile, her warm and welcome arms. She imagined all that Gregori had come to know and love about her, and once she found it all, she gathered it together and held on to it tight as her power filled in the gaps, pulled at the fabric of space and time, and broke the rules.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Four
 
   “Have ye any idea where the dead go when they die, Az?” Gabriel asked with a sidelong glance at the former Angel of Death beside him. 
 
   Az shook his head and laughed softly. “Would you believe I don’t?” he said frankly. “I just waited for their spirits to leave their bodies and sent them on their way. I never had any clue where exactly I was sending them to.”
 
   Uriel chuckled darkly. “That just figures,” he said. “But no matter. We’ll be finding out soon enough.”
 
   “Aye,” agreed Gabe as he lifted his flaming sword of gold and readied himself for the oncoming pandemonium.
 
   The world had turned dark in Sam and Angel’s absence. Gregori’s army was nearly upon them, and it was thousands – tens of thousands – deep. It had breached the confines of the Old Man’s private realm because the only force in the realms as blatantly powerful as love was hate. And this was an army forged of pure, unadulterated hatred.
 
   None of them had ever imagined anything like it. Hollywood crews had CGI’d scenes that were perhaps similar, small fragments of the terror that rode ever closer like a black tide. Earthquakes had caused destruction that felt like what they were about to experience. But short of natural disasters and all-out wars combined, there had simply never been anything like this.
 
   “You think we’ll find each other again on the other side?” Eleanore asked. She glanced at Uriel. Then she glanced at her sister archesses and the other archangels. 
 
   They all nodded.
 
   “Damn straight we will,” said Michael. 
 
   The army pulsed closer. A beat passed.
 
   The archangels crouched, and the archesses each flicked the lighters they’d grown accustomed to carrying in their pockets. With them, they drew fire into their open palms and held that fire at the ready.
 
   They’d elected to remain in the mortal realm, outside of the angel world, and at that moment, they could have returned to Earth. But they knew Gregori’s army would only follow them there. It would follow them anywhere. And on Earth, innocent mortals would die. 
 
   It was best to face them here. It was their only choice.
 
   “So here it ends,” said Juliette softly. 
 
   “I always wanted to go out in a blaze of glory,” said Rhiannon. She winked at Juliette, and the other red-head grinned winsomely. 
 
   “Right,” Jules said with a nod. “Me too, actually.”
 
   Michael raised his sword, a glowing white weapon of absolute glory. “What do you say, boys and girls? If we’re headed for Hell, let’s take as many of them down with us as we can!”
 
   The eight of them cried out in agreement, their voices ringing loud and clear to fill the black-flower field. 
 
   From behind them, a beat later, came another battle cry. Michael glanced over his shoulder to find Abraxos and the Adarians flanking them. They, too, held weapons they’d no doubt fashioned out of their returned angel magic.
 
   Michael met Abraxos’s gaze, and the former army General nodded. Just once.
 
   Brax supposedly had a woman waiting for him to find somewhere in the angel realm. All of the Adarians did. They could have returned at any time; the way was cleared for them. And yet they’d elected to remain there with the archangels and fight.
 
   I pegged you wrong, thought Michael. But he simply nodded back. It was gesture enough.
 
   He turned back to face the oncoming slaughter a split-second before it descended upon them like a cloud of black. He braced himself, brought back his sword arm – and swung, meeting thin air.
 
   He stumbled forward slightly, but righted himself at once and spun to swing again. This time, however, there was not even anything to swing at.
 
   Silence filled the field. 
 
   Gregori’s army was gone.
 
   Just like that, the thousands of dark soldiers had up and vanished. One moment, they were bearing down on the archangels and Adarians, and the next, there was nothing there at all but dandelion pollen and a cloud-filled sky.
 
   “What the –” Confusion took over for Michael, and he turned in place. That was when he caught sight of the people up on the hill.
 
   Sam and Angel were back. 
 
   But they weren’t the only ones who had re-appeared in the field. Down below the hill, at the center of the black dandelion field, stood Gregori. 
 
   He was dressed in dark gray slacks and a gray shirt, and it was the first time Michael had ever seen him without his white suit. For some reason, it made him seem a little less formidable. A little less frightening.
 
   But it might have just been that Gregori wasn’t paying attention to him. His attention was on the woman several yards away.
 
   Standing alone, wearing long white shimmering robes, stood a woman Michael had never before seen. Sandals adorned her feet, and like a new bride, she carried before her a small perfect bunch of snow-white dandelions wrapped with a string. She was medium-height and curvy, with olive gold skin that glowed with health, and long black hair that shimmered with the same. That hair had been intricately pleated behind each ear, and white dandelions had been weaved throughout it.
 
   Her facial features were slightly familiar, and Michael realized she resembled Angel in a superficial way. Their eyes were the same shape, maybe. Or perhaps there was a magical air about them both, or one of mystery.
 
   She had dark, dark eyes. And she was smiling.
 
   The archangels, archesses, and Adarians turned to face the two people at the center of the field. Michael watched on in silence as Gregori gazed at the woman. He seemed lost for words. In fact, it seemed the man could barely breathe.
 
   But when he did manage a breath, he used it to form a single word. “Amara….”
 
   She laughed, very softly. “Hello Gregori.” Then she shook her head. “Still causing trouble, I see.”
 
   Gregori stumbled forward to fall at the woman’s feet. Michael could tell the man was crying. His large body shook, his back bent, his head bowed low. The woman he’d called Amara leaned over and gently touched his cheek. 
 
   He lifted his head. “Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   Her smile was warm, her gaze eternal. “Always, my wayward soldier. That’s my job.” She leaned further, and he wrapped his arms around her waist as she touched her lips to his.
 
   The clouds overhead parted, and a shaft of light illuminated the couple. One by one, the flowers underneath them lightened. They turned from black to gray, then from gray to white. This transformation overtook the entire field like a ripple in a pond, spreading outward to shift every last dandelion back to its snow-white color all the way to the horizon.
 
   Michael looked from Gregori and Amara to the couple up on the hill. Sam met his gaze, and Michael understood what the Old Man had done. He’d brought Gregori’s love back to life. He’d broken the angel realm’s strictest rule, and in doing so, in re-creating life and rekindling love, he’d given hatred a quick and sure death. That was what love did.
 
   But he’d also sealed his fate as Samael. He would no longer take the position he’d once held; he would no longer bear the title “Old Man.” He and Angel would remain in the mortal realm as separate beings, right alongside Michael and the others.
 
   Sam nodded at Michael, a small movement that was barely visible across the distance. Michael returned the gesture.
 
   And out in the field of flowers, the dandelions at Gregori and Amara’s feet transformed one final time, shifting from white blooms to fluffy spheres of seed. The change rippled outward just as the first had, and before long, the entire field was filled with puffy wishes, waiting to be made.
 
   A breeze picked up out of nowhere, lifting the seeds from their stems to send them floating gently away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   The “Oldest Man,” who was actually a woman, sighed a long and satisfied sigh. This last job had been a doozie. It had taken two thousand human years to complete, but as far as she was concerned, it had been worth it. 
 
   Long ago, by human terms, she’d caught word that Samael, or the “Old Man,” as he’d been called at that time, had been acting up. So she’d done what she always did when someone who worked for her wasn’t living up to their expectations. She took matters into her own, much more ancient, and much more capable hands.
 
   She’d allowed herself to become one of his creations – a woman named Lilith who was actually not too shabby a job for a beginner. Then she’d let things play out as Samael wanted them to, just to see. The rumors had been correct, unfortunately. The Old Man was unfeeling, uncaring, and undisciplined. He’d cast her out for speaking her mind against him, which was bad enough considering anyone in any of the angel realms had every right to speak out against their leaders. She ran a democracy after all, not a tyranny.
 
   But she’d internally and silently shrugged off Sam’s belligerence and gone along with it, allowing him to believe he’d been successful in casting her down. He was sooo much more powerful than she was. Yadayada. She needed time to figure out a way to bring him back down from his high horse, and she sort of needed a vacation anyway. Maybe Earth, which was within Samael’s designated realm, would be the break she craved.
 
   On Earth, however, things became complicated. Jobs always did become complicated. It was never any other way once humans were involved.
 
   She smiled when she thought of them. They were her favorite inhabitants of the non-angel realms, despite their shortcomings. They were so small, and yet they possessed the remarkable, seemingly impossible capability to be so very large. 
 
   Well, up in his own world, Sam continued to make a mess of things, sending down “reject” angel after “reject” angel, and Lilith realized she needed to speed things up a bit. It was time for him to learn his lesson.
 
   But as luck would have it, just as she was considering intervening, he went and made his own bed, making promises in his knee jerk reaction to accusations that he was heartless. He created the archesses, forecasted a Culmination to bring an end to this point-proving session, and then ripped himself in two before casting both himself and his other half down as fallen angels just like he’d done to everyone else. 
 
   This is where Lilith did intervene. 
 
   Samael was on the right track. He was willing to make some changes in order to see whether Michael’s accusations of him were founded. That was a start, and it meant he was redeemable. Good help was hard to find, and where possible, Lilith wanted to preserve her leaders once they’d finally worked themselves up to that rank. 
 
   She wanted to help Sam.
 
   So she created the Mansion for the archangels and even sent Max to watch over them. Max was her own personal Guardian angel, the man who had attended her and protected her for thousands of years. To do this however, she had to wipe his memory as well. It was a seemingly small gesture on the face of it, but for her, it was admittedly difficult. She had missed Max all this time. 
 
   The Mansion and its Guardian were a blessing to the archangels in the worst of times. Some nights, just having a place to lay your head at the end of the day was enough to keep you going, and Max was always there for them.
 
   The rest was more or less history.
 
   All in all, she was pleased. Sam had learned his lesson. While it was true that he had in the end broken the angel realm’s cardinal rule as a result, she knew good and well from her own experiences that sometimes there was just no other way.
 
   Plus… she’d known he would do it. Deep down, she’d known the good in him was that strong. Hence, he may not realize it now, but down the line, at some point in the future, he would be allowed back in the angel realm. She would keep a window open for him and a light on. But that would be then. Tor now, he was content where he was.
 
   It was Angel that had done it. It almost always took a woman. He and Angel were right together. The goodness she’d absorbed in the mortal realm finally completed Sam, giving him the depth he’d been sorely lacking. 
 
   Lilith smiled to herself and opened the refrigerator. She pulled out a perfect, nearly frozen bottle of Welch’s grape soda. She twisted the top off and listen to it hiss pleasantly before taking a long, refreshing drink straight from the bottle. Her smile became a grin. She really did enjoy humans.
 
   Sometimes, life could be sweet.
 
   “One thing I don’t quite understand,” came a voice from the other room, reminding her that Max was waiting on a drink of his own. She pulled out a Jaxian ale, a drink he’d loved long before she’d sent him to watch over the archangels, and she unscrewed the top for him.
 
   Then she returned to the other room to join him.
 
   The house was a copy of the Mansion he’d lived in on Earth. Or, rather, the Mansion on Earth had been a copy of this house. It was the house Max had called home for eons.
 
   “What’s that?” she asked as she handed him the ale and took a seat on the couch across from him. 
 
   He stared at the bottle, and memories flooded his handsome features. “I remember this. It’s been ages….”
 
   “Yes, it has,” she said, smiling. “So drink up!” she took another swig of her own soda.
 
   He grinned before taking a long pull off the top of his bottle. Then he choked and coughed, and ale went spewing in every direction. 
 
   Lilith tried not to laugh, but failed. Max wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve and shot her a watery-eyed look of reproach. “I forgot what a kick it has.”
 
   “Your tastes have softened over the last two thousand years,” she told him jokingly. “But you’ll get them back.”
 
   He chose to set the bottle down rather than fight with it again. “Why was the Mansion on Earth falling apart? And why was it letting people in? Like Abraxos?”
 
   Lilith shrugged. “It was part of the lie we’d all created for Samael’s plan. And when that plan began to come to its culmination, the story fell apart. Hence, so did the Mansion and all of its defenses.”
 
   “It was a façade,” Max nodded.
 
   “Yep,” said Lilith. “And it crumbled.”
 
   He met her gaze, and his expression turned a little sad. “They don’t remember me, do they?”
 
   She looked down. “I’m afraid as far as they’re concerned, you never existed.”
 
   Max nodded, and sighed. “I understand. It’s best that way. Though they’re going to have to find their own places to live now.”
 
   Lilith chuckled. “I think that’s the least of their concerns. They’ve got evil to fight. What was it Gabriel said? ‘Earth needs its heroes’?”
 
   “Aye,” Max said, mimicking Gabriel’s thick brogue and grabbing his beer the way the Messenger Angel always did. He lifted it high in toast. “I’ll drink to that.” And he did.
 
   And once again, ale went spewing everywhere.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Look for Heather Killough-Walden’s other bestselling series, such as the NYT and USA Today bestselling paranormal romance series, The Big Bad Wolf!
 
   The Big Bad Wolf 
 
   The Heat
 
   The Strip
 
   The Spell
 
   The Hunt
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Heat
 
   Lily St. Claire is a southern girl, born and raised, and she has a soft spot in her heart for Baton Rouge. But when she returns after being out of town for a few years, she finds that things have changed. Katrina rearranged the city’s face, there are more people, the streets are meaner, and most importantly, the boy she had a crush on her entire childhood is all grown up. In a big, bad way.  
 
    
 
   Daniel Kane is the youngest police chief Baton Rouge has ever known. Standing well over two meters high, with a hard body, jet black hair that needs a cut, eyes like blue slate, and a quick mind, not much gets past him. But what could hold more sway than a handsome, young, competent chief of police? A handsome, young, competent chief of police who also happens to be a werewolf. And not just any werewolf, but an alpha.
 
    
 
   Yet, all that power doesn’t seem to mean a damn thing when it comes to claiming the one thing he wants more than anything on Earth – the girl who, as far as he is concerned, was meant for him: Lily St. Claire. Not only is Lily head-strong, independent, and more than a little capable of slipping through his tightly gripped fingers, it turns out, Daniel’s not the only one who’s ready to claim her as his mate. And as bad luck would have it for Chief Kane, his competition is also an alpha werewolf. 
 
    
 
   And a notorious cold-blooded killer.
 
    
 
   The Heat is the first book in the New York Times and USA Today bestselling Big Bad Wolf series by Heather Killough-Walden. Dig in and see why this series continues to receive world-wide acclaim, capturing the hearts and minds of thousands of paranormal romance fans around the globe. Also look for The Kings series, the bestselling paranormal romance spin-off series to the Big Bad Wolf. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Strip
 
    
 
   Claire St. James has music flowing through her soul. She’s young, poor, and living her dream as a drummer who’s just been offered a major gig in Las Vegas. Things should finally be looking up… but every night, she dreams of two wolves: One with green eyes that see into her soul, and the other with blue that tear right through it. She’s tired, and her band mates begin to worry when she uncharacteristically starts missing beats. 
 
    
 
   Malcolm Cole is a famous author whose murder mysteries continuously top the charts. But his secret to success is a killer. His murders are so life-like and vivid because they are based on things he sees in real life. A curse placed upon him by a World War II holocaust victim transports him to the sites of brutal murders – after they’ve already happened. And the dreadful curse is not Cole’s only secret. He’s also an ancient, powerful werewolf. 
 
    
 
   When Cole finds himself in Las Vegas following another gruesome killing, his entire miserable world is suddenly turned on its head. Because in Vegas, he catches sight of Claire St. James, a very special woman who is destined to be mated to an alpha.
 
    
 
   From competition with a megalomaniac werewolf who wants Claire for himself to a werewolf council that wants Cole’s head, the cards are stacked against Malcolm in this particular hand. And Claire’s friends call her “Charlie” because of her propensity for rubbing elbows with bad luck: “Sorry, Charlie.” But is this trip to Vegas more bad fortune waiting to happen for these two? Or will the bright lights and endless nights of The Strip finally bring about a change of luck for them both? 
 
    
 
   The Strip is the second book in the New York Times and USA Today bestselling Big Bad Wolf series by Heather Killough-Walden. Dig in and see why this series continues to receive world-wide acclaim, capturing the hearts and minds of thousands of paranormal romance fans around the globe. Also look for The Kings series, the bestselling paranormal romance spin-off series to the Big Bad Wolf. 
 
    
 
   Warning: This book contains scenes of graphic violence.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Spell
 
    
 
   Lucas Caige doesn’t care much for the world. It’s a wolf-hating planet filled with black hearts and darker magic. Hardened by the loss of his brother and best friend, he’s learned that lesson all too well. As an alpha in a werewolf society where mates are exceedingly rare and almost impossible to find, he knows there’s no real end to the torment of memories and loneliness that every day brings. So he rides. Day and night, he and his Harley eat up the roads fast and hard in a futile attempt to put distance between himself and the past – and between himself and the world in general.
 
    
 
   Dannai, aka “Danny” Chantelle is on the way to becoming herald of her witch coven, the highest and most respected rank amongst the magic users she’s grown to know and love. She has always been talented in the art; magic comes as naturally to her as breathing. She should be happy. But instead, she’s losing weight and can’t sleep. Because when she does, she dreams of two wolves. And having spent time around werewolves, she knows what that means. Dormants dream of wolves – women who are fated to become werewolf mates. 
 
    
 
   Danny doesn’t want to be a werewolf. To make matters worse, one of the wolves she’s dreaming of is Lucas Caige, the alpha who would like nothing better than to forsake all magic users. And the other big bad wolf in her dreams? Would like nothing better than to eat her. 
 
    
 
   The Spell is the third book in the New York Times and USA Today bestselling Big Bad Wolf series by Heather Killough-Walden. Dig in and see why this series continues to receive world-wide acclaim, capturing the hearts and minds of thousands of paranormal romance fans around the globe. Also look for The Kings series, the bestselling paranormal romance spin-off series to the Big Bad Wolf. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Hunt
 
    
 
   Her entire life, Katherine Dare has been hunting the man – the monster – who destroyed her life. The world has never known a Hunter like her. She has trained vigilantly since she was a child, since the day she saw a massive black wolf rip her father to shreds. There is nothing she wants more than revenge, and nothing she hates more than the demons who call themselves werewolves. So it’s understandable that when she learns she’s marked to be one of their mates, she’s more than a little unhappy about it.
 
    
 
   Byron Caige is a lost man. His brother Lucas thinks he’s dead, killed by a dark mage long ago. But for the last two decades, Byron has been locked away and tortured, imprisoned by one of the coldest creatures to walk the Earth – a vampire. When he finally manages to escape, he does so to find a world of supernatural darkness on his heels, and the woman who’s meant to be his mate with his heart in her sights. Rifle sights, that is.
 
    
 
   To make matters worse, he is not the only alpha interested in claiming Katherine. After all, every Dormant dreams of two wolves. Can Byron’s determination and strength defeat Kat’s distrust and win the love of a woman who wants to kill him? 
 
    
 
   More importantly, is he powerful enough to protect her from an entire army now gunning for them both? 
 
    
 
   The Hunt is the fourth and final book in the New York Times and USA Today bestselling Big Bad Wolf series by Heather Killough-Walden. Dig in and see why this series continues to receive world-wide acclaim, capturing the hearts and minds of thousands of paranormal romance fans around the globe. Also look for The Kings series, the bestselling paranormal romance spin-off series to the Big Bad Wolf. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Look for the bestselling paranormal romance spinoff to the Big Bad Wolf series – The Kings!
 
   The Kings
 
   The Vampire King
 
   The Phantom King
 
   The Warlock King
 
   The Goblin King
 
   The Seelie King
 
   The Unseelie King
 
   The Shadow King (coming soon)
 
   (More The Kings releases to follow; 13 total.)
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Vampire King
 
    
 
   It was immediate for Roman. In three thousand years, he’d never lost control of his emotions, or his heart. But the moment he laid eyes on Evelynne Farrow, he knew she was the woman who haunted his dreams. And everything changed. 
 
    
 
   Everything. 
 
    
 
   Evie Farrow has always loved a good vampire romance.  In fact, she makes a living writing them. While sitting in a coffee shop and working on her next mega-hot book, Evie is approached by a tall, dark, and handsome man who could have been pulled directly from one of her novels.  
 
    
 
   Unbeknownst to her, Roman D’Angelo is exactly what he appears to be – a vampire, and not just any vampire, but the king of vampires. 
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, while Roman is both ancient and invulnerable, Evie is flesh and blood. Just as Roman decides that he and Evie have a date with destiny, for reasons of their own, an ancient god and a homicidal vampire take an equally strong interest in her. To make things more complicated, there’s something very special about Evie. Something not quite human.
 
    
 
   Can Roman fight off the incredible forces that would have Evie as their own long enough to win her heart, or will destiny betray him, and destroy everything he has ever dreamed of?
 
    
 
   “Lalura had told him about her vision. Thirteen kings on a chess board – and thirteen queens….”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Phantom King
 
    
 
   Siobhan Ashdown was born of magic; it rides her blood like a phantom, tainted and dark and unpredictable. She is a warlock, and the power within her is unlike any before known to her kind. So it’s no surprise that the most powerful of the demons who feed off of this warlock magic not only recognizes the enormous potential she represents but determines that he will possess her at any cost. 
 
   Even if it means war with the entire supernatural world.
 
    
 
   Thanatos has ruled Purgatory as the Phantom King since time immemorial. King of a vast plane of solitude, he is a free spirit, a lone rider, a tattooed man of wind and dust and nonexistent boundaries. Then he turns around one morning to find himself face to face with Siobhan Ashdown, a woman with hair as red and wild as his soul, eyes like melted gold, and a spirit as elusive as his own. Time stops, the world tilts, and the fact that she attacks him right off the bat does little to deter his romantic convictions. 
 
    
 
   Thirteen Kings are severed by lust and greed, an ancient vampire and his rogue creation lay claim to what is not theirs, the whisperings of war begin to shake the foundation of the supernatural world, and primordial evil awakens from its slumber to slither across the land in this second installment in the Big Bad Wolf spinoff series, The Kings, by Heather Killough-Walden.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Warlock King
 
    
 
   Jason Alberich wears the crown of the sovereign of the warlocks, a dark breed that uses darker magic. He wears it well, skillfully wielding a power that would corrupt others. Yet he has paid the price for his control, bearing the scars of a time when his power had control over him. He is haunted by the regrets of a shady past and now lives each day and night with an isolated soul. 
 
    
 
   Chloe Septeran is an Akyri like no other. A member of a race that must depend upon warlocks for sustenance in exchange for servitude, Chloe runs from the dark magic users, choosing instead to live free of their hold. She has existed empty and “hungry,” but stubbornly free of the warlock’s dark embrace. However, now the fates have chosen to bring her running to a halt, as the 13 Kings each discover their queens – and the Warlock King discovers his.
 
    
 
   A mighty power is awakening, wreaking havoc on the supernatural world. The 13 Kings, their queens, the werewolf nation, and the witch covens with their high leader, Lalura Chantelle, must band together and stand strong in the face of a dawning nightmare that threatens the very fabric of all they hold dear… and from which none may escape.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Goblin King
 
    
 
   Damon Chroi has known the weight of ruling in loneliness for thousands of years. The tall, painfully handsome fae lord was born with so much power, the fae kings not only envied but feared him, and banished him to a forbidden realm to be forgotten. There, he was tasked with ruling over the deadliest creatures known to the fae worlds, and his veritable battle as their sovereign is never-ending. As one of the 13 Kings, his destiny foretells an end to his solitude with the appearance of an equally powerful queen. But that kind of power is hard to come by. And power or not, Damon can’t imagine any woman willingly joining him in the eternal misery to which he has been tasked.
 
    
 
   Until he meets the beautiful, strong and selfless Diana Piper. 
 
    
 
   Diana has been hiding a potent secret from the world for decades. She was born with abilities others would fight to win, and kill to keep. To make matters worse, she is a sensitive soul who, despite the danger it poses to herself, uses these powers to make the world a better place. Forever in harm’s way, overworked and head strong, Diana one night comes across the ultimate challenge in the form of a wayward fae beast – and in the process, crosses paths with its indomitable king. A light can only shine in the darkness so long before someone takes note of it. And Diana not only manages to gain the instant attentions of Damon Chroi… but of those who would do anything to see him – and the other 13 Kings – dead. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Seelie King
 
    
 
   Tuath Stories remembered the fates of the Wishers well. 
 
   Thousands of years ago, the sovereigns of the Fae lands issued a decree: The Wishers would die. Powerful magics were called forth, and in an act never before or since accomplished, both light and dark, both Seelie and Unseelie gathered together in their courts and combined their powers. The Wishers were annihilated.
 
   However... legends told how the strongest and most fortunate few managed to escape and hide themselves amongst humans in the mortal realm. 
 
   But thousands of years passed with no sign of these legendary Wishers. 
 
   They were declared extinct. 
 
   And in its rareness, in its extinctness, the lost, most powerful class of the fae, in fact became sacred.
 
    
 
   There are a lot of things Selene Trystaine would change about the world if she could. Injustices press in, apathy reigns, and unkindness seems to have taken hold in the crevices of humanity. So when she learns that she is not who she has always believed herself to be and destiny presents her with her birthright, she must battle with her inner demons, even while the handsome and powerful king of those who’d once attempted to destroy her kind discovers her – and begins an all-out attack of seduction on her senses.
 
    
 
   No one knows Avery’s true name. He’s the king of the Seelie Fae, a powerful and ancient man who has ruled a beautiful and dangerous world in solitude for longer than human history has been recorded. And he has no reason to believe this solitude will ever change…. Until the other sovereigns of the thirteen kingdoms begin finding their queens one after another. And suddenly, on a hot Spring day, Selene Trystaine appears beside the river Thames like a mirage made real.
 
    
 
   A fiery soul, a gift of untold magic, and a Changeling without a clue as to who she is are about to turn the supernatural world upside down. But as a new and terrible war is sparked between good and evil, and the losses become insurmountable, Selene and Avery are going to learn that no matter who or what you are… you must be careful what you wish for.
 
    
 
   - The Seelie King, by Heather Killough-Walden
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Unseelie King
 
    
 
   For thousands of years, two realms of unspeakable magic and mystery have existed in peace side by side. One is a land of light, of kindness, of dreams, and of color. The other is rendered in the gray lines of wickedness and seeped in the unbearable beauty of all that is forbidden. The first is ruled by the Seelie King. The other is ruled by Caliban… The Unholy.
 
    
 
   Minerva Trystaine has always been the quiet twin, bullied by reality’s fierceness into a life of solitary sensitivity. What she witnesses, she feels. Living in a world that breeds one misfortune after another, she has had no choice but to sequester herself from outgoing life and any hope it might have otherwise offered her. She hides in her music, her hopes and dreams silent but for the harmony she gives them upon rare occasion, allowing them to be heard in perfect pitch by the rest of the world. 
 
    
 
   But when Minerva’s sister, Selene, is forced into a fantastical  realm of supernatural magic and mystery and taken as queen of the seelie kingdom, the twins are reunited with a world they can scarcely remember – but could never forget. They are Wishers. Born of furious magic and fueled by the need for justice, Wishers are the most feared magic users in the fae realms. For this reason, they were all but annihilated thousands of years ago. Minerva and her sister are the last of a slaughtered breed. 
 
    
 
   Just as Selene accepts her place on the seelie throne, Minerva struggles to come to grips with her changed world. But as she faces off with her lost-and-found identity, and with the unbelievable power swimming through her veins, she realizes she must also contend with the fact that Wishers are no more safe in this day and age than they were millennia ago. Someone wants her dead.
 
    
 
   And the one man she should probably fear most, the one fae lord more dangerous than any other, the notorious and cruel Leanan King – just happens to be the only man in all the realms who can protect her. 
 
    
 
   The Unseelie King is the sixth book in Heather Killough-Walden’s acclaimed paranormal romance series, The Kings. Within its pages, a dark lord finds long lost hope in a beautiful, powerful soul, a lost spirit finds faith in tempting and forbidden magic, and a fierce and willful love finds the unbelievable strength to do what must be done to survive against overwhelming odds.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Heather Killough-Walden Reading List
 
    
 
   The Lost Angels series:
 
   Always Angel (eBook-only introductory novella)
 
   Avenger's Angel
 
   Messenger's Angel
 
   Death's Angel
 
   Warrior's Angel 
 
   Samael
 
    
 
   The October Trilogy:
 
   Sam I Am
 
   Secretly Sam
 
   Suddenly Sam 
 
    
 
   Neverland Series:
 
   Forever Neverland
 
   Beyond Neverland
 
    
 
   The Big Bad Wolf series:
 
   The Heat (no longer available separately - purchase in the Big Bad Wolf Romance Compilation)
 
   The Strip (no longer available separately - purchase in the Big Bad Wolf Romance Compilation)
 
   The Spell
 
   The Hunt
 
   The Big Bad Wolf Romance Compilation (all four books together, in proper chronological order)
 
    
 
   The Kings - A Big Bad Wolf spinoff series:
 
   The Vampire King
 
   The Phantom King
 
   The Warlock King
 
   The Goblin King
 
   The Seelie King
 
   The Unseelie King
 
   The Shadow King (TBA)
 
   (future The Kings books TBA; at least 13 total)
 
    
 
   The Chosen Soul Trilogy:
 
   The Chosen Soul
 
   Drake of Tanith
 
   Queen of Abaddon
 
    
 
   Redeemer (stand-alone)
 
    
 
   Hell Bent (stand-alone)
 
    
 
   Vampire, Vampire (stand-alone)
 
    
 
   A Sinister Game (stand-alone)
 
    
 
   The Third Kiss: Dorian's Dream 
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