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Chapter One

 

Melena

 

Some places should be avoided at all costs. Troll villages, the woods on a full moon, and retailers on Black Friday topped my personal list, but above them all—Purgatory. It was an inhospitable island set outside of time and space where human souls went after death when they weren’t quite good enough for Heaven, but not bad enough for Hell. One might consider it a sort of way station—though it was probably closer to a prison. Unless you had a very good reason, you didn’t come there voluntarily. 

The sandy beaches at the island’s edge could fry eggs or blister bare feet. A prisoner couldn’t swim away, assuming they made it through all the guards first. The ocean surrounding the land extended forever, an infinite mass of water with no apparent end. Not that you’d want to be outside in Purgatory. Blinding light shone down from a sun that appeared twice as large as Earth’s, and it generated more heat than any mortal could survive for more than a few minutes. That is, assuming the low oxygen levels didn’t suffocate them first. 

Jagged mountains rose in the middle, raw and intimidating. All along them, human souls relived the crimes they’d committed in their past life. These were people who weren’t good enough to enter Heaven yet, but neither were they terrible enough for Hell. Purgatory served as a place for them to learn from their evil deeds before they went on to their final destination. 

They had no bodies, only the light of their inner beings, but that didn’t reduce their suffering. On the rare occasion I came close enough to them, I felt their pain and remorse in every fiber of my being. Nothing could be worse than facing one’s past mistakes over and over again with no relief. This place couldn’t be mistaken for an island vacation spot. It was real, and it was only one step above Hell.

It wasn’t that much better for me, either. The only difference being I wasn’t dead yet. Purgatory also served as an immortal penitentiary, though supernatural inmates didn’t stay up top with the human souls. The guardians of the place—sort of an offshoot breed of angels—kept us confined deep inside the mountains in a vast network of tunnels and carved-out prison cells. Of all the inmates here, they hated me the most. I’d broken into Purgatory twice, using modern firepower against them, to free others who didn’t deserve to be here. Those people were now free, which made it worth it, but I had no way of escaping without assistance. I was trapped here for my full three-month sentence.

 In the caves we inhabited, it dropped to bone-numbing temperatures and the stone walls wept with the icy tears of its denizens. That wasn’t meant to be poetic. Purgatory had a way of torturing you with both your darkest memories and your most cherished. I’d had a lot of time to think since arriving. One moment I’d feel the pain of my worst mistakes, including those that led to the loss of good friends, and in the next moment I’d remember my lover, Lucas, or adopted daughter, Emily. They were part of the good things in my life, but the longer I stayed in Purgatory, the more I wished I didn’t think of them. It would have made my time easier that way.

This was an ugly place where nothing good belonged, especially in the bowels where I’d been confined. The walkways were frozen except for the occasional numbing cold stream running along the path. Sharp icicles hung from the ceilings, often falling on hapless victims. I’d had my head struck more than once—made worse by the fact it took considerably longer to heal in Purgatory than on Earth. It was also eerily dark. If not for the greenish-blue glow emanating from cracks in the stone, even those with the best night vision wouldn’t have been able to see anything. Then again, it didn’t seem to bother the guardians who lorded over their prisoners. They moved around just fine.

Clink. Clink. Clink. The sound of pickaxes droned on in an annoyingly familiar rhythm. I suspected I’d hear them in my head long after I left this place. I blew a strand of my auburn hair from my cheek where it had come loose from its braid and continued chipping away at the blue-gray stone in front of me. 

This section of the tunnel and I had become well acquainted since the archangel, Remiel, dropped me off here two and a half months ago. In that time, I’d managed to extract about five pounds of ore. The older and stronger supernaturals working alongside me gathered much higher amounts. Not that it really mattered. A cavern several levels above us had at least a dozen piles of it wasting away. The guardians had long since gotten enough to make all the chains and weapons they needed. They just wanted us to continue adding to the heap.

I rubbed at my aching lower back. Even an immortal body couldn’t handle fourteen hours of crouching in mines every day without getting sore. By the end of my shift, my spine always became so bowed out of shape that I could hardly stand up straight without a lot of effort and pain. If I never saw an underground tunnel again it wouldn’t be long enough. 

The clinking of the axes slowed and whispers rose among the other prisoners. I took a surreptitious gaze around to find our guards had wandered down the tunnel out of earshot. It happened so rarely I had to seize the opportunity while it lasted.

“Eli,” I called softly to the dark-skinned nephilim hunched ten feet away. 

He turned his head toward me. “What?”

Eli wore the same basic uniform as me—buckskin trousers, a matching sleeveless top and leather boots. We hadn’t gotten utilitarian clothing when we first arrived in Purgatory. They’d given us long robes that chaffed at our skin and no footwear. It made it difficult to navigate the treacherous tunnels. After a few days, I’d had enough and went on strike. 

No one else joined me at first. I was a sensor, and the rest of the prisoners were nephilim. Our races were eternal enemies, but I was trying to change that. I’d mated with a nephilim, Lucas, and he’d made me immortal. Most of the supernatural world knew about us and how we’d found common ground. Some of them had grown to accept me, mostly in Alaska where we lived, but we had a long way to go before our races got along entirely. The majority of the sensors and sups still didn’t trust each other.

For three days, my prison mates watched me get whipped every morning because I refused to leave my cell for work in the mines. On the fourth day, Eli was the first to join me. We’d met a couple of times before, and he’d seemed more open than most. Eventually, all twelve nephilim participated in my little strike. 

It wasn’t just the poor clothing choices I’d protested, but also the awful gruel they fed us every day. The lack of oxygen and stronger gravity of Purgatory drained us too much already. Poor nutrition made things worse. Immortals might not be able to die, but they could become severely weakened if their basic needs weren’t met. We needed humane treatment if we were going to have the energy to work. 

The rest of my companions were centuries or even thousands of years old. They’d lived during times when the weaker always submitted to the stronger. It didn’t occur to them to demand more for themselves. 

I was a modern woman and military veteran who believed in standing up for my rights. The ancient guardians running Purgatory had no idea how to handle me, but I had experience dealing with their kind before. In fact, I’d helped rehabilitate one of the worst among them. I just had to suffer through their punishments for a while before I got my way. Though it wasn’t easy—they nearly broke me more than once.

“How do you call on an archangel without a summoning stone?” I asked Eli. There was a bit of Denzel Washington’s features in him that always struck me, especially in the eyes and chin.

He frowned at me. “Why?”

He was constantly telling me to keep my head down and stay out of trouble. Not that I did, and more often than not he got caught up in my battles with the guardians. It wasn’t like I forced him to do my bidding. Eli just had a need to help people no matter what it cost. We had that in common, which was why we were both stuck here.

“Because I need to know.” Working in the mines gave you a lot of time to plot. I estimated that in about two or three weeks—they wouldn’t give an exact date—I’d be out of here. I had things to do as soon as I got back home.

“Melena,” he said in a warning tone. “I’m not helping you again.”

I glared. “It’s important.”

“Let it go until we return to Earth.” He turned away and began swinging his pickaxe again. 

“Come on,” I said in a pleading tone. “I just need to know how to summon an archangel.”

He ignored me. I considered throwing my pickaxe at him, but I couldn’t risk drawing the attention of the guardians. Not to mention the chain stretching between my ankle and a hook in the floor would keep me from getting the tool back. All the prisoners were restricted so that we couldn’t move more than a few feet. 

“Eli,” I growled when he still wouldn’t answer me.

A female nephilim with shoulder-length blond hair turned toward me. “Be quiet!”

Sabelle’s golden eyes were filled with hatred. It never ceased to amaze me how a woman with such a sweet nature could become that hostile toward someone she hardly knew. When I’d first met her, her heart-shaped face had seemed welcoming and kind. That only lasted until she discovered I was a sensor. 

“What is your problem?” I asked her. Not that I expected a logical reply.

Sabelle’s nostrils flared. “You! Your kind are nothing but…”

“I can tell you how to do it,” Bartol interrupted, putting a stop to the hate speech. He worked on the wall to my right and spoke so rarely that I was startled to hear his voice now.

I turned toward him. Bartol’s long brownish-gold hair fell past his shoulders in light waves. The oily strands didn’t quite hide the horrific scars on the left side of his face. The burns marred what had once been handsome features. Nephilim could usually heal from anything, but a magic spell had been infused with the damage so that he’d never be whole again. Not even my ability to nullify magic could do anything to help him now.

Bartol had been in Purgatory for nearly a century as his penalty for seducing an angel. Not long after arriving an overzealous guardian, Kerbasi, burned him as part of his own personal brand of punishment. Bartol had faced many horrors since arriving here, but that was probably among the worst. By my estimates, his sentence would finish around the same time as mine. He was a friend of Lucas’ and we planned to help him as much as we could when he got out.

“You know? How?” I asked.

He kept his head bowed. From what I’d heard, Bartol had been one of the most attractive nephilim in the world—which said a lot since they all had an otherworldly beauty about them—but his disfigurement and torturous time in Purgatory had broken him. I’d yet to catch a glimpse of the strong, cocky man that supposedly once existed.

“Summoning an archangel is a complicated spell that will require specific ingredients,” he replied in a low tone.

“What kind of…” 

“No talking!” a female guardian yelled, her footsteps hurrying toward us. 

I’d been too busy speaking to Bartol to notice her coming our way. The other prisoners picked up the pace with their pickaxes. Dannia’s silver eyes focused in my direction, and her expression said she considered me nothing more than demon spawn. It was more likely that the large, muscular woman had come from Hell herself. She had some of the severest features I’d ever seen—and I’d met a lot of scary people.

She uncoiled her bull whip. On all fours, I scrambled as far away as my chains allowed me to go, losing my pickaxe in the process. The shackle around my ankle jerked me to a stop right as her lash zinged across my back. It struck with a loud snap. I had to grit my teeth to keep from crying out as sharp pain raced across my skin. My buckskin top could only provide so much protection against her favorite weapon. I angled my head around and looked up at her.

“Bitch,” I spit out.

Dannia’s face turned red. She raised her whip high and swung it toward me again. As it whistled through the air, I leaned back and caught the tail a few inches before it could wrap around my neck. She jerked, but my gloves helped me keep a solid hold. This was only the second time I’d been fast enough to grab the whip before it struck. She’d been pissed the first time I did it, and I had no doubt I’d pay for doing it again. The shock now reflecting on her face made it worth the trouble, though.

“Let go,” she commanded.

Dannia had a lot of physical advantages over me, which meant I had to work harder to outsmart her. My senses—inherent to my race—could reveal all kinds of information about supernaturals, including their age, emotions, power levels, and types of magic they used. I knew she’d been alive for about ten thousand years, whereas I was only twenty-eight and mortal for most of that. 

She primarily relied on her superior strength, but I had a couple of things going for me as well. For one, I was used to being weaker than most of the sups around me. Two, I had immunity to magic. The spells she used to control the nephilim didn’t work on me. Physical punishment was her next option, but the archangel Remiel would step in if she went too far. Ever since Kerbasi got caught abusing his prisoners too much, the archangel had started keeping a closer eye on things in Purgatory. It wasn’t his job, but he ranked higher than the guardians and used that position when he was so inclined.

“No,” I said, tightening my hold on the whip further.

Dannia’s silver eyes brightened with an eerie glow. “You will regret it if you don’t let go.”

All the other prisoners had stopped working to watch us. I could feel their eyes on me, as well as their disapproval. They hated it when I fought back. Most of them just wanted to serve their time and leave. Except for Bartol, they were all in this place because of their plot to reveal supernaturals to the human world. It had succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations. I’d had nothing to do with that since the “coming out” party had actually been a distraction for another plot—the one that got me into trouble.

While the archangels dealt with the chaos that erupted after the sups made their presence known to the world, I was breaking into Purgatory to free the nerou. They were hybrids—half sensor and half nephilim. It didn’t happen often that the two races mated, perhaps a handful of times each century. But as I could testify, enemies sometimes became lovers. The archangels forbade creating offspring from such unions. They claimed that children born with the combined powers of sensors and nephilim would be too strong to let them roam free on Earth. 

For thousands of years, they had been taking the nerou away shortly after their birth and confining them in Purgatory. Some of us—including my mate’s brother, Micah—had disagreed with that practice and found a way to get them out. Everyone involved in the rescue operation had been punished one way or another, but my individual penalty was a three-month sentence in Purgatory. I was rather certain the guards wished I’d been sent elsewhere.

“Go to Hell,” I growled at Dannia. “There’s nothing wrong with us talking.”

She narrowed her eyes. “There is if you’re plotting something.”

“I’m not plotting anything,” I said, glaring at her. Thankfully, she didn’t have a way of telling truth from lies the way I did. “You’re just paranoid and delusional.”

She jerked the whip, dragging me forward on my knees. I freed my hand from it, but I didn’t have time to move before her fist swung out. Pain exploded in my jaw as it drove into me like a battering ram. I crashed into the tunnel wall and bounced my head against the hard stone. 

Stars clouded my vision. I blinked until the worst of them went away, and I could see again. This wasn’t my first round with Dannia. I was getting better at taking the beatings she inflicted on me every chance she got. Lucas had survived Kerbasi—a much crueler guardian than her. I always reminded myself of that whenever she took a few swipes at me.

“You’ll learn how to show some respect, sensor,” Dannia said, hovering over me.

I spit a mouthful of blood at her feet. “Respect that, Bitch.”

Rubbing at my bruised cheek, I noticed Eli giving me a pleading look. Most of the nephilim here were hardened and uncaring, but he was a psychiatrist back on Earth. He genuinely wanted to help people, supernaturals in particular. I’d become his newest pet project, whether I wanted to be or not.

“Guards!” Dannia yelled, calling them from down the tunnel. “Take the prisoners back to their cells.”

Half a dozen of them came marching toward us, wearing dark gray robes. One by one they freed the male and female nephilim from where their shackles were fixed to the floor and bound them together like a chain gang. It was meant to be demoralizing. Some held their heads up high, but the looks in their eyes told a different story. On Earth, they were powerful beings who commanded fear and respect from everyone around them. Here, they were treated worse than animals. It got to you no matter how much you tried to fight the feelings of helplessness.

When the guards reached me, Dannia shook her head. “This one is going to solitary…again.”

I gritted my teeth. In the seventy-six days I’d spent in this place—not that I’d been counting—ten of them had been in solitary confinement. Dannia hadn’t thought of that as a punishment right away, but once she realized its effectiveness she used any excuse to throw me in there. 

“How long this time?” Aldous asked. He was shorter than the other guardians at only five and a half feet tall, but he had the thick muscles and stocky shoulders of a linebacker. Though he rarely smiled, he didn’t act cruel, either. That was a good thing, considering he ran the mining operations and watched over us during the day. If you had to work hard labor, you wanted a guy like him in charge. He did his best to look out for us.

Dannia straightened her shoulders. “Three days.”

“I don’t have much time left with these prisoners,” Aldous argued. “I could use her help here before they’re gone.” 

He was lying. For reasons I hadn’t figured out, he often protected me the best he could. 

“We both know you’ll be fine without this one. She hardly works, anyway.” Dannia unlocked my chain from the floor and yanked me to my feet. I couldn’t help wincing as a fresh wave of pain ignited in my head and blackness dotted my vision. There had to be a crack in my skull from where she’d slammed me into the wall.

Aldous’ eyes flashed with annoyance. As he watched the female guardian drag me away, I sensed his impotent rage. He didn’t care for Dannia’s treatment of me at all. As much as I wished I could appreciate his anger on my behalf, I couldn’t. It only made things worse. In this place, kindness was harder to take than cruelty. It was a subtle reminder that you were an actual person and should have the right to more humane treatment. 

My heart was heavy as I shuffled down the corridor, moving as fast as my leg shackles and aching head would allow. Dannia brought me to the solid metal door that led to the solitary chamber. There was no fighting going in there. I’d already made my stand and wouldn’t push for a second round. If Lucas was sleeping right now, he might suffer another beating with me through his dreams—a side effect of our mating bond. It was only to protect him that I didn’t fight more often. I estimated that as long as I didn’t get hurt too much, he might not experience it. The last thing I wanted was for him to worry about me.

“Enjoy your stay,” Dannia said, shoving me into the dark room.

I fell onto my hands and knees on the frozen ground, waves of dizziness passing over me. Before I could turn around and get to my feet, she slammed the door and slid the lock into place. Everything went black. Not a hint of light entered the room, though I’d already memorized its dimensions from previous visits. I had about ten square feet to move around—larger than my other cell, but far too lonely. Without others nearby, I couldn’t sense anyone’s emotions. Somehow, even the anger and bitterness coming from my prison mates was better than the empty feeling I got in solitary.

Crawling to the far corner, I slumped against the wall and pulled my knees up against my chest. The frigid air in the room seeped into my bones. It had to be the coldest place in Purgatory. Every breath of air felt like it crystallized in my lungs and made me shiver. Immortality would keep me from getting pneumonia, but I’d still suffer. I ducked my head down and curled into myself as best I could. It would be three very long days.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Lucas

 

Lucas pulled up to the high school and searched the crowd of teenagers leaving campus for a girl with shoulder-length brown hair, blue eyes, and a perpetual scowl. Emily usually waited for him on the sidewalk, but he saw no sign of her today. If she had detention again, he would not save her this time. No matter what argument she gave him.

At some point, she needed to push past her anger and resentment. She still had a bright future ahead of her. Lucas couldn’t keep intervening or else she’d never overcome her problems. Not to mention her math teacher, Mrs. Blackburn, had a way of treating him as if he was a schoolboy rather than a twenty-five-hundred-year-old immortal who had seen civilizations rise and fall. In all his existence, he’d never met a human who could look down on him even while he compelled them. He couldn’t entirely blame Emily for getting into trouble with her so often.

Shouting across the street drew his attention. Through a throng of adolescents, Lucas caught a glimpse of a red jacket the same shade as Emily had worn that morning. He left his SUV and marched over to the crowd, coming to stand at the back. He was nearly a head taller than most students and had no trouble seeing over them. What he found at the center of the circle left him cursing.

“Get out of my way,” he growled, squeezing past a couple of kids shouting encouragements.

Lucas had been in a bad mood since two nights ago. In a dream, he’d witnessed Melena getting whipped and beaten by one of the guardians. He’d woken drenched in sweat, feeling the haunting effects of her pain and knowing there was nothing he could do about it. If he could have found any way to get her out of Purgatory, he would have done so already. Unfortunately, every plan he and his brother devised would leave Emily alone and vulnerable. 

Lucas had promised to take care of her seventeen-year-old adopted daughter, but the task had not been easy. Emily lost her boyfriend, Hunter, a matter of days before Melena left. He’d died in battle not far from where the girl lay in bed recovering from a plague infection that had spread through their community. The death of her first love devastated her enough, but losing Melena shortly thereafter made matters even worse.

Emily shut herself away during those first weeks, leaving her room only to go to the kitchen or bathroom. Lucas and others who cared for her took turns each day trying to talk to her. But she just lay on her bed hugging her pillow and hardly acknowledged them. 

He’d faced immortal warriors who had an easier time opening up, though to be fair, they were usually drunk when they did. After two weeks, Emily finally left her room one morning and announced she was going back to school. Lucas had recognized the look in her eyes. She’d found a way to block the pain and let anger take over instead—resentment at the entire world, including everyone in it. According to others who knew about such things, this wasn’t unusual for a teenager. Lucas hadn’t been certain whether to be relieved or worried. Until today.

The teenagers closest to him parted like the Red Sea after taking one look at his glowing gold eyes. He marched past them, heading toward two girls slapping and punching each other’s faces. One of them was Emily and the other her close friend, Gabrielle. Emily’s brown hair had fallen from its ponytail, and her red jacket hung halfway off her shoulder. Blood ran down her chin from a cut on her lip, and her right eyelid was swollen. 

Her opponent wasn’t faring any better. Gabrielle, a female werewolf with ebony skin and long curly hair, had a broken nose and half the buttons on her shirt were ripped off. A snarl escaped her lips after Emily punched her in the stomach. Gabby’s eyes narrowed and she leaned low, charging into her shorter opponent. They crashed onto the ground and fought for the highest position.

Lucas considered stopping them, but centuries of experience had taught him it was best to let them burn some of their energy off first. It might even help Emily get some of the rage out of her system. The two girls had been close friends for several years. Whatever made them fight, they wouldn’t kill each other over it—he hoped. 

He might have worried about Emily battling a werewolf, but that wasn’t much of a concern anymore. She’d gotten a dose of Melena’s immortal blood a few months ago to save her from the plague. It didn’t make her invincible, but it did make her strong enough to handle her supernatural opponent.

With a critical eye, he watched as they rolled across the ground slapping and punching each other repeatedly. They lacked any proper training. Lucas made a mental note to teach Emily a few fighting techniques to help improve her skills. He was surprised Melena hadn’t done so already, but she probably thought that would only encourage the girl.

Several minutes passed without any sign of them tiring. Lucas winced when Emily gained the higher position and pressed her thumbs into Gabrielle’s eyes. Who knew girls their age could be that malicious? It was probably time he put a stop to it. Melena would have his head if she ever found out he let the fight last so long. He sorely missed her constant criticism of his morals and would gladly listen to all of it if he could have her back now, if not sooner.

“Enough!” Lucas shouted, grabbing Emily by the arms and pulling her to her feet. 

She struggled to free herself. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her still. Lucas hated to resort to such a method, but he didn’t know what else to do. He’d never seen her behave this violently before.

“Let me go,” Emily demanded.

“What is this about?” he asked, turning her to face him. 

She glared up at him. “Nothing.”

He studied her pale features and the stubborn set of her jaw. “You are not very convincing.”

“It’s none of your damn business!”

He was getting nowhere with her. It was time to try a different tactic. Lucas turned his attention to Gabrielle, who stood a few feet away dusting herself off. “What happened?”

Unlike Emily, fear shown in the other teenager’s eyes. He had a tendency to inspire that in most people. It was only with those he cared about that he softened, though he wouldn’t actually hurt the girl unless she became a real threat to those he loved. 

“Emily was talking with some strange guy,” Gabrielle answered, dropping her gaze to the ground. “He smelled human.”

“Shut up!” Emily dove for the other girl. 

Lucas almost lost his grip. His fingers slipped on the fabric of her jacket, yet he did not want to rip it. “Stop.”

“Then don’t make my friends spy on me!” Emily swung her fist up, connecting her knuckles with his chin. “How could you?”

The blow had little force behind it, but his breath caught on her words. “How could I what?”

“You know what.” Her blue eyes were full of accusation.

Lucas had been cautious when he compelled Gabrielle. With supernaturals, he couldn’t erase their memories the way he could humans, but he could force them to do his bidding under whatever guidelines he provided them. Emily shouldn’t have been able to figure it out. 

He’d have to choose his words carefully, but perhaps he could still salvage the situation. Gabrielle had been the only method he could use to watch over Emily when he wasn’t near her. The female werewolf reported all her movements and plans. It had been an ideal setup so that he could protect her. The last thing he needed was to lose that now when Emily had strange men coming around. He didn’t know what he’d do if something happened to her.

“You must be mistaken,” he said. Lucas couldn’t outright lie, or the young sensor would know it.

“That is such bullshit. Why else would your number be in her phone?” Emily asked.

This was going to be more complicated than he thought. He glanced at Gabrielle. “Go.”

She gave Emily an apologetic look, then took off down the street. Most of the students who’d gathered to watch the fight had already left. He gave the few remaining stragglers a menacing glare and they took the hint. In less than a minute, only he and Emily stood there.

“I gave her my number so that if anything happened to you she would know how to contact me,” Lucas said after considering his answer carefully.

She stopped struggling and stared up at him. He couldn’t quite read her expression, but she didn’t appear enraged anymore. “And that’s the only reason?”

 “Who was the man you were talking to?” he asked, deciding the best course of action was to change the subject. Teenagers were more astute in this day and age. 

Emily averted her eyes. “No one.”

“I don’t need your abilities to recognize when you’re lying,” he pointed out. She wasn’t half as good as she thought.

She set her chin into a stubborn tilt and said nothing. This was going nowhere. Whether he liked it or not, she wouldn’t tell him anything until she was good and ready. Lucas had tried every tactic he could devise—short of harming her—on previous occasions with no positive results. Emily was every bit as stubborn as Melena, perhaps more so.

“Why attack Gabrielle if you think it was my fault?” he asked, taking her arm to guide her back to his vehicle. He didn’t want to keep standing in the open where they might draw further attention. They’d already created a big enough scene. 

She clamped her lips shut and didn’t look at him. Lucas picked up the pace. He decided there needed to be a special realm far from Earth where all kids should go from ages twelve to eighteen to save their parents and guardians the grief of dealing with them. He had no idea how Melena managed to raise Emily and deal with all the supernatural problems they faced at the same time. It increased his admiration for her even more, along with the pain he felt at her absence. The world was a much better place when she was in it. 

“Are you taking me home?” Emily asked after they got into the SUV.

“No.” He didn’t dare leave her alone in her mood.

She stared out the window as he drove down the street. “The nerou compound?”

“Yes.”

She’d been there a few times when he thought she needed closer observation. The compound was a facility they’d built where Lucas and other supernaturals trained the nerou so they could become acclimated to life on Earth. He didn’t mind the job all that much. It was the only way the nephilim-sensor hybrids could remain, rather than going back to Purgatory. The archangels had mandated the hybrid race must eventually take up the role of policing the sups of the world. They had a lot to learn before they could do that, but at least they’d eventually be allowed to live semi-normal lives.

Emily took some tissues from the glove box and cleaned the blood from her face. She hadn’t been wounded as badly as he’d originally thought. The swelling was already starting to go down, and the cut on her lip was closing. Melena’s blood must have quickened the healing process. By the time she finished wiping her face, you almost couldn’t tell she’d been in a fight.

“I want to go home.”

“I think not,” he said, shooting her a dark look. 

She was quiet for the next few miles and didn’t speak again until they were leaving the Fairbanks city limits. It would take almost an hour to get there. They’d built the training facility in a remote location to reduce chances of human detection, though it had magical protections concealing it as well.

“I miss Mel,” Emily said, breaking the silence. Her voice came out soft and sad.

He understood her pain, though he tried to hide his for her sake. 

“She’ll be home soon,” he replied, attempting to sound optimistic.

If only he knew the exact date, but Remiel refused to answer that question as of yet. Lucas’ chest tightened at the thought of what Melena must be enduring. He had known her for more than a decade, but he regretted the fact he’d spent much of that time despising her. Not just because she was a sensor or that he’d been forced to protect her, but also because she beguiled him. Melena was beautiful, strong, and brave. Perhaps he’d known on some subconscious level that she would be his undoing if he ever let her get too close to him. Lucas had done everything he could to keep his distance and make her hate him. Yet the attraction always lingered.

For many years, he fought and denied the pull between them, but over time she’d broken past his defenses. After he’d finally given in, every force imaginable conspired to keep him and his sensor apart. Their relationship was both the best and most difficult period of his very long life. He wished he could whisk her far away from all their troubles. 

“Have you dreamed about her?” Emily asked, peering over at him through the fall of her hair.

Lucas fought the urge to grip the steering wheel and give himself away. She knew that when he’d been in Purgatory Melena had dreamed about him, but only when he was in intense pain. If he admitted to seeing Mel in his sleep, Emily would know things were bad. Yet he couldn’t lie to her, either.

“Yes, but not often.”

She swallowed. “How bad is it?”

“It could be worse.” That much was true. The guardians watching over Melena were not nearly as cruel as Kerbasi had been to him, but he’d rather not see his mate hurt at all. Of course, it would help if the blasted woman wouldn’t antagonize her jailers. He’d seen that part as well. Melena was no better than him at behaving well with her captors. 

“Are they torturing her?”

“Not exactly,” he paused, not wishing to go into the details, but not certain how to put the teenager off. “But they have put her in solitary confinement for stirring up trouble.”

“Is she purposely pissing them off?”

Lucas took a turn too fast, and the wheels skidded for a second before regaining traction. Emily squealed. He forced himself to slow down and take it easy. If it were only him, he wouldn’t care as much, but he had to bear in mind the teenager sitting next to him was far more breakable.

“Yes,” he answered a minute later.

She ducked her head, but he thought he caught a glimpse of a smile. “I’ll bet she’s giving them hell.”

He grunted. “Let us hope not too much.”

“Remiel promised he’d watch over Mel,” Emily said, sitting up straighter. 

Lucas wished he could feel the same confidence in the archangel, but there was too much bad blood between them. He wouldn’t ruin Emily’s hopes, though. “I’m rather certain the guards in Purgatory are counting down the days until Melena leaves as much as she is.”

He turned off the highway, pulling onto a narrow dirt road. A warning buzzed in his head, and soft whispers urged him to go back. Lesser supernaturals would have difficulty ignoring them. Emily scratched at her arm and scowled at the “keep away” spell. Her abilities told her it was only magic. She could sense it and possibly feel discomfort, but due to her immunity, it couldn’t truly affect her.

Trees towered on either side of the road and branches brushed against the SUV. After they came around a bend, Lucas saw two fallen logs blocking the path. He ignored the illusion and drove right through them. It was another one of the precautions they’d put in place to discourage humans from coming near the nerou training area.

He followed the road for another two miles before coming to a fork. If he went to the right, which appeared to be the most navigable, he’d reach a river after a few hundred feet. Lucas went left. This was his least favorite part of the journey. The vegetation—mostly an illusion—was so thick some of the branches and leaves appeared inside the passenger compartment of the vehicle as he passed through them. 

Emily swiped at an intangible twig. “Don’t you ever get tired of this?”

“I usually only drive when I have you with me.” Her immunity to magic prevented him from flashing her into the compound as he would have preferred. On his own, he could reach the compound in a matter of seconds no matter where he was in Alaska.

“Oh, right.” She frowned.

They stopped at a ten-foot tall wrought-iron security gate. Emily grabbed the remote from the visor and pressed the button. With a slight rattle, the gate slowly opened for them. After they had driven to the other side, she pushed the button for it to close. He didn’t continue farther until the gate fully shut.

It took another quarter-mile before the trees broke and the training area appeared up ahead. They’d had to remove a lot of vegetation and build on the land during the coldest month of the year—February. Both supernaturals and angels assisted in the project, using their magic to finish it in less than two weeks. 

Two red brick dormitories stood on the far side of the clearing, each of them with central heating and running water. Between them, there was a small dining facility with a large kitchen where they cooked their meals—after some training on how to use the appliances. Solar panels and generators powered everything, rather than connecting the compound to the electrical grid. Water came from a nearby river.

Across a small parking area, there were two large corrugated steel buildings. One served as a lecture hall with six classrooms inside and the other as a gym with exercise equipment and training mats. The nerou had everything they needed to acclimate to human civilization as well as prepare them for their future jobs.

“Is that smoke?” Emily asked, pointing toward the east.

Lucas scowled at the gray plumes rising into the sky. “It appears the forest fires are getting closer.”

Her expression reflected worry. “They’re worse than usual this year.”

“Yes, they are.” He parked next to the lecture hall. “But we’ll fight them off.”

They got out of the car and ran into Micah before reaching the building entrance. His twin brother looked the worse for wear. His shoulder-length blond hair was soaked with sweat and soot, and his jeans and t-shirt were covered in ash.

“We have to do something about this fire. It’s getting out of control,” Micah said, his voice raw.

“How close is it?” 

“About five miles away, heading northwest, but it could turn toward us at any time.” Micah shifted on his feet and gave a troubled look at the sky. He rarely showed apprehension, but the expression on his face said he was concerned now. 

“Take care not to get too close to it,” Lucas warned. Micah might be immortal, but he could still be burned.

His brother nodded, then his gaze shifted to Emily. “What happened to her?”

Emily’s wounds had healed, but grass stains ruined her jacket and her hair needed a good combing. “A fight at school. I’m handling it.”

The teenager in question leaned against the SUV and glared at them. They hadn’t spoken loudly, but her hearing had improved in recent months. No doubt another side effect of Melena’s blood.

“Let me know if you need any help,” Micah offered.

Lucas didn’t need help so much as a miracle. He pulled his phone from his pocket and handed it over. “Go somewhere with a signal and call the shaman. He might be able to do something to slow this fire down.”

The supernaturals and nerou within the compound had a wide range of abilities, but none of them included controlling the weather on a wide scale. If they were to keep the facility safe, they’d need someone who could call down rain, which fell under a shaman’s skill set. They’d have to hope Ajax, who’d taken on the job less than a year ago, could handle it.

“You don’t want to try Remiel?” Micah asked.

“If he wanted to handle it himself, he’d already be here.” The archangel hadn’t been around since they finished building the training facility. Most of the time, Lucas appreciated that, but today would have been good for him to make an appearance.

Micah nodded. “I’ll call him, but there is one other thing.”

Lucas lifted a brow.

“Sable got out of the house again.”

It had taken a week for her to come back last time. Ever since Melena left, the shape-shifter cat had been disappearing for long periods. They suspected she was looking for the sensor and wouldn’t accept their explanations on her whereabouts, though she normally understood English with no problem. For the past month, they’d been keeping her locked inside. She spent half her time mewling at the door and the rest glaring at them. He didn’t know whether to be frustrated or worried about her.

“We’ll just have to hope she comes back,” Lucas replied. 

“And stays away from the fires.”

His brother had a point. “Go. I’ll search for her later tonight if she hasn’t returned.”

After Micah flashed away, Lucas led Emily inside the lecture hall. He’d be giving a class to the nerou in less than thirty minutes and needed to prepare for it. As long as the fire didn’t get too much closer, it was best they maintain their regular schedule. 

“Hey, Lucas,” Emily said, glancing up at him as they made their way down the brightly lit corridor. “There’s something I need to tell you about that man I met today.”

“What is it?” 

He continued walking, not looking at her. If he behaved calmly enough, she’d tell him everything without much prompting now that her initial anger had passed. Patience had never been his strong suit, but he was learning.

Lucas waved Emily into the classroom he used for lectures. It had three rows of tables and twenty-four chairs, as well as a metal desk at the front with a white board behind it. Lucas pulled open a drawer and grabbed the handouts he’d prepared the day before. Of all the things he’d considered doing over the centuries, becoming an instructor had never been one of them.

Emily cleared her throat. “That guy wasn’t exactly a stranger.”

“What do you mean?”

She shifted on her feet. “He was a sensor.”

Lucas froze. Almost all the sensors who could cause trouble for them were confined in a Department of Homeland Security facility in New Mexico. He checked with the agency every week to confirm their status. The only one unaccounted for was Melena’s brother, but he could have allies working for him. Sensors they didn’t know about.

“Did you talk to him?” Lucas asked.

She took a deep breath. “Yeah, and I think he might be my father.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Lucas

 

He braced his hands on the desk. This had to be some sort of trick to catch them off guard. Even if the man who approached her were her father, Lucas couldn’t begin to imagine why he would show up now after all these years. “Why do you think he’s your father?” 

“My mom kept a picture of him.” Emily shifted on her feet. “I used to sneak into her room and stare at it when she wasn’t around. He looks a lot like him, except older.”

That could have been a coincidence. “What did he say to you?” 

“Well…um.” She ducked her head.

Lucas gritted his teeth. A strange man claiming to be her father showed up when he wasn’t around to protect her. She should never have spoken with him, but that wasn’t the point. Lucas should have done more to keep an eye on her. He’d already failed Melena, and would regret that for the rest of his life. He would not lose Emily.

“What did he say?” he growled. 

She took a step back, eyes wide. Emily was feeling the full force of his fury through her senses. He was scaring her, and he had no idea how to calm himself down. One touch from Melena could do it, but she wasn’t here. The longer they were apart and unable to renew their mate bond, the more difficult it became to control his emotions. 

Lucas closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. He didn’t mean to make Emily think she couldn’t be open and honest with him, but he didn’t know how to handle her. In his world, he demanded answers and if they didn’t come he forced them out. He couldn’t do that with her. Emily was fragile and needed patience and understanding. It wasn’t the girl’s fault if a man claiming to be her father suddenly showed up and wanted to see her. On the remote chance he might be her sire, she had a right to answers. He could not deny her that, but he needed her to be more careful and aware of the dangers that she might face. 

“I’m not angry with you. Just tell me what happened,” he said, then gentled his voice. “All I ask is you be honest, and there will be no repercussions.”

Emily’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. “Really?”

“Yes.” She had no idea what it took for him to say that.

“You won’t kill him or something?” 

Lucas counted to three. “As long as he has no intention of harming you or taking you away, I will not kill him.”

“Okay.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Well, he showed up in the parking lot about twenty minutes before school started. Gabby and I were sitting in her car talking. When he pulled up behind us, I recognized him—from that old picture.”

He took a seat, needing to ground himself. “You would have sensed him approaching before that.”

“Yeah,” Emily said, chewing her lip. “But I couldn’t explain to Gabby how I knew he was coming. Plus, she was talking about a fight she had with her boyfriend and got mad when I tried to interrupt her.”

Lucas worked to keep his expression blank. Teenage girls and their priorities baffled him. For all Emily knew, the man had been coming to take her away, but rather than run for the safety of the school she stayed to listen to gossip. As much as he wanted to berate her decision, he couldn’t risk discouraging her now. She’d clam up and not say another word.

“Very well. Go on.” Lucas dipped his chin.

“Anyway, by the time I convinced her to get out of the car the man had already pulled up. He knew my name and said my mother had sent him because she was worried about me.” She paused and looked away. “Then he told me he was my father.”

Emily’s mother, Stephanie, was a deadbeat vampire who was unlikely to give a damn about her daughter. Since Melena had promised to kill her if she ever showed up in Fairbanks, Stephanie seemed to have found a way around that decree. There was no telling what this man wanted, but Lucas would have to find out. If he truly was Emily’s father, he’d been missing for all of the girl’s life. He could have some ulterior motive for showing up now.

“Did he speak the truth?” Lucas asked.

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “That’s why I didn’t run off right away when he showed up. He also told me his name is Patrick, which was what my mom always called him.”

Lucas ran a hand through his hair. It wasn’t down to his shoulders like his brother’s, but it was getting longer than his fingers. Melena would be shocked if she knew how much he’d let himself go. “What else did Patrick say?”

She stuck her hands in her pockets. “He gave me his phone number. I had to get to class, so he told me to call him later.”

“And Gabrielle heard all of this?” 

Emily stiffened. “Yes.”

Lucas put it all together. “You were going to meet him after school, and she tried to stop you.”

“Yeah, because you made her spy on me!”

He sighed. He’d worried this would come out at some point, but he’d hoped to avoid it. Having a teenager who could sense emotions and detect lies made it rather difficult to hide anything from her. How did Melena do it so well? He supposed being a sensor herself gave her a lot of practice.

“You knew I’d be coming to pick you up,” Lucas said, narrowing his eyes. “You didn’t think I’d be concerned when you weren’t at school?” 

Emily shrugged. “I’m not completely stupid. I was going to meet him at Cori’s tattoo shop down the road. It would have given me enough time to talk to him and send him away before you found me.”

Lucas tilted his face up and gave the “powers that be” a scathing look. It didn’t make him feel that much better. Whether he liked it or not, he would have to compromise in this situation. Otherwise, Emily would go behind his back. “I have Sunday morning free. Call him when we get home tonight and tell him we’ll meet him then.”

“But that’s two days away!”

“You can wait.” And it would give him time to find out more about Patrick.

She narrowed her eyes. “Swear you won’t kill him.”

“I already said I wouldn’t.”

“Fine, but you better keep your promise, or I’ll tell Mel when she gets back.” Emily spun on her heels and stomped from the room.

Lucas stared after her. How low had he fallen that a teenager could threaten him and do it so effectively? He shook his head and went back to work organizing for his class. 

The nerou had many historical events to study before they went out into the world. One thing he’d learned over the centuries was that the past had a way of shaping human and supernatural behavior. To understand people and their motives, you had to dig deep into their history. If the nerou were to be good enforcers, they’d need to learn all the most important details. 

Today, he’d be teaching them about the supernatural war that had occurred several centuries ago. The anger and resentment from that period still affected their community today. Thousands of lives were lost, but many of the surviving sups remained, still seeking revenge against the sensors who betrayed them. Lucas knew because he used to be one of them until he met Melena. The nerou needed to know that.

“The shaman is taking care of the fire,” Micah said, entering the room.

He glanced at his brother, noting that he was still covered in ash and soot. “Do you think he can manage it?”

“Ajax says he’s gotten better at calling for rain, but it still takes a heavy toll on him. He won’t be able to do it again for at least a few days.”

They’d have to hope no more fires broke out. “Keep an eye on the situation in case we need to take more drastic measures.”

“You know I will.” Micah glanced at the doorway, and his expression turned critical. “Was it really a good idea to let Kerbasi teach the nerou about human holidays?”

Lucas shrugged. “He volunteered.”

Micah’s lips twitched. “I’m heading home for a shower, but you might want to check on him soon. He told the nerou Thanksgiving is some sort of ritual sacrifice of innocent turkeys because humans have a problem with winged creatures.”

Lucas wasn’t all that surprised. “I’ll go over there in a few minutes.”

“He’s starting on Christmas next. You might want to hurry.” Micah flashed away.

Lucas wanted no part of whatever the guardian taught in his classes, but the nerou didn’t need that kind of misinformation. He couldn’t begin to fathom what the archangels were thinking when they decided to have Kerbasi work at the training center. Perhaps they just wanted to keep the annoying guardian far away from them. If only he had that option.

Heading down the hallway, Lucas entered the room at the far end of the building. Emily stood at the back with a hand over her mouth, snickering as she listened to the guardian speak. She shook her head at Lucas as he came to stand next to her.

“Did you guys have to let him teach this class?” she whispered.

“He wanted to,” Lucas replied. 

He was beginning to think allowing Kerbasi to handle the sex education class they had scheduled for next week was a bad idea as well. Lucas just hadn’t wanted to do it and Micah refused after he had to give a lecture on feminine hygiene products. That left the task to Kerbasi.

He was a former guardian from Purgatory who’d abused his prisoners, including Lucas, for centuries before the archangels found out. To say he’d been ruthless and cruel would have been an understatement. Last year, they sent him to Earth as punishment with the stipulation he couldn’t return until he found his humanity. Melena had been working with him on that until she was taken away. She’d done better than expected, but Kerbasi still had a lot of room for improvement. 

Now, the hulking man with silver eyes and long black hair served his sentence at the nerou training facility. He had a way of getting under people’s skin due to his lack of tact or consideration for others. Melena had been the only one who could handle him. Without her around…well, Lucas couldn’t hold his anger in check against the man who’d once maliciously tortured him. He’d tested Kerbasi’s immortality several times in recent months, but it appeared nothing could kill him, yet.

The obnoxious fool stood at the front of the room, pointing to a slide show photo of a Christmas tree. It was the one Melena and Emily had put up in their home last December. How had the guardian obtained a picture of that? And managed to put it in a slide show? They’d showed him how to use PowerPoint for his classes, but Lucas hadn’t thought Kerbasi would learn the program well enough for photo insertion.

“This is what humans call a Christmas tree,” Kerbasi said with a sneer. “For reasons I’ve yet to comprehend, they like to cut these innocent trees down from the forest and decorate them.” 

“Decorate them with what?” a male nerou student asked.

The guardian’s expression turned grim. “With shiny baubles and lights. Yes, I know…” he paused, throwing his hands up, “it’s ridiculous.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Olivia asked. The slim student with shoulder-length blond hair was Micah’s daughter. It was still hard for Lucas to imagine having a niece, but after getting to know her these past months, he’d come to truly care for her. “We used to decorate our living quarters with whatever we could find.”

Lucas had seen their austere dwellings in the underground tunnels of Purgatory. It was depressing to think of anyone growing up in such a cold and dark place, much less innocent people who’d never committed a single crime except being born to the wrong parents. It was no wonder the nerou had tried to make what improvements they could to their homes. When they’d escaped, almost every one of them had some sort of handmade object they’d insisted on bringing with them such as necklaces or small figurines.

“This is different.” Kerbasi’s lips thinned. “Decorating a tree is an abomination of nature. Much like a certain nephilim…” His eyes drifted toward Lucas.

Emily had to grab his arm to keep him from flashing over to the guardian and beating the life out of him for the hundredth time. Kerbasi had a very low opinion of nephilim, which was why he’d taken such pleasure in torturing them in Purgatory. Lucas would never be able to forgive him for the things he’d done to him and others of his kind.

“It sounds fine to me,” another student spoke up.

A few others in the class murmured their agreement.

“Ah, but there is something wrong with it.” Kerbasi wagged his finger. “Nature should be respected, and you should avoid seeking meaningless pleasures.”

Emily straightened from where she’d been leaning against the back wall. “Says the man who owns a pair of smiley-face boxers—in canary yellow.”

More than half the class laughed.

The guardian’s eyes narrowed on her. “You gave those to me. I could hardly reject a gift.”

“But I didn’t make you wear them.” 

Everyone’s gazes swung to Kerbasi. 

“How did you…?” he stammered.

“I didn’t,” she said, unblinking. “Until now.”

Kerbasi’s olive skin turned a bright shade of red. Emily was his biggest weakness. Somehow, she’d endeared herself to him, and he’d do almost anything for her. No matter how much she teased or embarrassed him, he’d put up with it. 

That was one of the reasons Lucas had allowed the guardian to continue staying in the shack behind their house after Melena left. Kerbasi would protect Emily whenever he and his brother were away. Also, the teenager had begged them not to make the guardian live anywhere else. After losing the boy she loved and the depression she’d suffered since then, it was difficult to refuse her anything.

Lucas cleared his throat. “I believe class time is over. I expect everyone down the hall in five minutes.”

“But I haven’t told them about Halloween yet,” Kerbasi argued.

“Do it tomorrow,” Lucas said, walking away.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Melena

 

I passed the time in solitary thinking of Lucas. For many years, I’d seen him as the bad guy, and he’d seen me as nothing except a sensor—a race to be hated. That didn’t change until we worked together to save the city of Juneau from a demon infestation. It was only then that we started to see each other differently. Though looking back on it now, it seemed we’d always been attracted to each other. We’d just done our damnedest to ignore it.

 Ironically, the moment we gave into our feelings for each other, we were torn apart. It kept happening again and again every time we reunited. First, he was locked away in Purgatory for more than a year because he broke an agreement with the archangels. Then he spent months searching for his twin brother after he went missing. I’d known what happened to Micah, but I was sworn to secrecy with a spell even I couldn’t break. It had nearly destroyed me to watch Lucas search long and hard for a brother who didn’t want to be found—even for a good reason.

And after the two of them were finally reunited and Micah got his daughter back, I was sent to Purgatory. Life might not be fair, but sometimes it seemed as if fate itself conspired against us. Not once in the two years Lucas and I had been mated had we been able to claim any real time for ourselves. 

I imagined him in my mind each night, tall and strong. He had the face of a warrior with a strong jaw and fierce golden eyes like a lion’s. His light-blond hair was usually cut short and styled neatly as he preferred. I loved how fastidious he could be about his appearance. Lucas always dressed to impress and carried himself with utter confidence. Whenever I stood before him, I knew what it was like to look at the top of a mountain and wonder if it was possible to climb it. Maybe that was half the reason I fell in love with him. He was a challenge—and I didn’t like backing down from a challenge.

I rolled over on the frozen ground where I lay. The chains linking my wrist shackles rattled as I moved. I hated them and wished I could rip them off. How had Lucas survived being in this place for so long? The severe lack of oxygen would kill a human, and weaken immortals. The small portions of food and water they gave me didn’t help, either.

Frigid cold had settled into my bones. Trying to recall what the soothing heat of a fire felt like was beyond me. My lips were chapped, and my hands were callused from working in the mine. Every muscle ached from sleeping on the uneven stone floor of my cell. It was frozen over with a layer of ice that made me shiver constantly. As a newly made immortal, my body wasn’t strong enough to endure the harsh environment of Purgatory as well as the other prisoners.

The door to my confinement cell suddenly made an ear-splitting screech, opening wide. I pulled myself to my knees and squinted at the blinding light streaming toward me. Was my time up? Could I finally get out of here?

“Come, Melena,” Aldous said, stepping into the doorway.

I climbed the rest of the way to my feet and shuffled toward him. My time in solitary had weakened me to the point that my legs wobbled like molds of jelly. It was all I could do to keep them moving. To Aldous, I must have resembled the walking dead coming toward him, one tiny step at a time. After three days without food, water, or a bath—the description couldn’t have been too far off. 

When you’re strong and healthy, it’s easy to think you’re invincible. Then something happens to ruin that illusion and you discover how fragile your body really is, even as an immortal. It was equally humbling and horrifying. I made a final lunge for the doorframe and grasped it like a lifeline. No way would I fall flat on my face in front of the guardian. I was already feeling bad enough about myself without adding that humiliation.

Aldous handed me a mug of water. With shaking hands, I took it from him and sipped slowly. I’d learned my lesson before about drinking too much at once. The water was surprisingly warm and soothed my throat as it went down. The guardian watched me with a hint of sympathy in his gray eyes. 

After I got my fill, he handed me a chunk of bread. “Do not tell Dannia I gave this to you.”

“I won’t. Thanks,” I said, tearing into it. If the female guardian had her way, I would have to wait until a regular mealtime to get something to eat. Sometimes, I wondered if she and Kerbasi were cut from the same cloth. They both enjoyed making people miserable.

A little of my strength returned as I finished the bread. My body sucked up every bit of the nutrients and spread them to my starved cells. Even my vision sharpened a little. I was a long way off from full strength, but it was still the best I’d felt in a while. The thought of going home soon would help even more. Less than two weeks—that was all I had left of my sentence if my calculations were correct. I could make it.

“Where are we going?” I asked when Aldous took me on a different route through the tunnels than expected.

He glanced over at me. “The bathing chamber.”

I exhaled a breath of relief. The last time I’d come out of solitary, I’d had to listen to a lecture from Dannia for an hour before she sent me to my cell, reeking to high heaven. We only got to wash ourselves and get a fresh set of clothes once a week. I’d have been even more miserable if I’d had to wait much longer. 

We reached the bathing chamber door where two guards stood outside. I held out my hands and Aldous unlocked my shackles one by one, starting with my wrists and doing my ankles last. This was also the only time we were allowed to go without chains. Rubbing my wrists, I gave him a grateful nod and went inside. I was surprised to discover there were no guards in the chamber. Most of the time, Dannia brought us. She and her minions kept a close watch even while we stripped down and got into the water. Aldous was giving us a break today and providing us with what little privacy he could.

I found the nephilim prisoners already scrubbing themselves with cloth and soap. The large stone bath wasn’t steaming, but the water was always reasonably warm, so I couldn’t complain too much. I tore off my garments and stepped down to join the others. It was about three feet deep and wide enough that we could each take a small space for ourselves. No one was self-conscious about their nudity. What was the point when you only got half an hour each week to clean yourself up? 

The warm water surrounded me and took the worst of my chills away. I sunk down low, letting it wash over my head. The comfort of it made me feel human—less like animal dung. I rose back up and grabbed a bar of soap from the floor next to the pool. I lathered it as best as I could and rubbed it onto my head. My scalp was gritty and my hair was tangled so badly I didn’t know if I’d ever work out all the knots. In the low lighting, it appeared more black than auburn. Maybe I should have taken up the guardian’s offer to cut it, but Lucas loved my hair long—and who knew what Dannia might do to it with a knife.

I finished washing quickly and climbed out. Most of the others were already done and getting dressed. They were taking the opportunity to chat while we had the place to ourselves. A stack of threadbare towels waited in the corner. I took one and dried myself off, noting the scratches and bruises covering my pale skin from sleeping on a stone floor. Sections of my arms had open sores on them where I’d gotten stuck to the ice, most likely while sleeping. 

I winced when I saw them. You knew you were in bad shape when you discovered injuries you didn’t even know you had. I was glad Lucas couldn’t see me like this. If there was a mirror in this place, I doubted I’d recognize myself. After getting dressed, I finger-combed my hair and put it in a braid to run down my back. It would still get knotted up before the next weekly bath, but at least it would be out of my face. 

Bartol cast a questioning glance at me from where he stood across the room apart from the others. The look in his eyes told me he hadn’t forgotten our last conversation. We wouldn’t have a better chance than this to discuss summoning an archangel. I made my way over to him.

“What else do you know?” I asked him, keeping my voice low just in case.

He leaned closer to me. “The most difficult part will be finding someone with a direct connection to the archangel you wish to summon. Without that…it is impossible.”

I hesitated, thinking how to answer. “Lucas has one.”

His eyes widened. “You’re summoning that archangel?” 

“Yes. I need to talk to him.”

He scanned the room, paranoia in his gaze. No one was looking our way and my senses didn’t pick up on their curiosity either. I was paying close attention to that.

“Why do you wish to speak to him?” Bartol hissed.

“It’s for a friend.” No need to go into specifics in case someone did overhear us. Several of the nephilim were still wary of me. For centuries, sensors had been considered the enemies of all supernaturals. I’d done more than my fair share to prove myself an ally, but not all of them had been around to see it and some didn’t want to believe.

“Knowing you, I’m sure it is.” He toweled off his wet hair. The tips reached just past his shoulders where they’d been trimmed while I was away. 

I tried not to stare at the scarred side of his face where the skin sagged, appearing half-melted. Bartol had nearly a hundred years in Purgatory to get used to it, but I worried how he’d handle things once he was back in the real world. 

Most people would be terrified to go near him now. Not just because of the scars, but also because of the near-animalistic look in his gold eyes. A caged bear would look friendlier. At the moment, he was doing his best to show me the better half of his face. I supposed I would have done the same in his shoes.

“If I can get Lucas to agree, do you think we can do it after we get out of here?” I asked.

Bartol sighed. “Yes, but you must do me a favor.”

“What do you want?”

“Help me find a simple home away from people where I can live in peace,” he said quietly.

I’d been planning on doing that anyway. It wasn’t the first time he’d talked about what he wanted after he got out. “I’ll do my best to find the perfect place. Anything else we’ll need for the spell?”

“Nothing we can’t find easily once we’re out of here.”

The bathing chamber door opened and guards poured inside. Bartol and I stepped away from each other, but not before a look of understanding passed between us. It wouldn’t be much longer now.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Lucas

 

“Is he here yet?” Lucas asked as they pulled into the cafe parking lot. They’d agreed to meet Patrick, Emily’s father, at a restaurant in Fairbanks for breakfast. 

“Yeah.” She thrummed her fingers on the armrest. 

Lucas could hear her heart rate pick up as he parked the SUV. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her excited about anything. Emily barely slept the night before and was up before dawn, rushing him to get ready. He’d been up late as well, but he’d been using that time to check out her father. 

Over the past two days, he’d used every contact he had to learn what he could about Patrick Jones. The sensor had been born in Texas and gone to college there, but it was as if he disappeared after that. He didn’t even file taxes. The only current detail Lucas found was the P.O. Box address he put on his hotel registration, revealing he might live in Montana. The man might as well have been a ghost. That bothered Lucas, but he’d promised Emily they’d meet him. He’d hear Patrick out before deciding what to do next.

He shut off the vehicle. “You will tell me if he lies about anything, do you understand?”

“For the millionth time—yes!” Emily jerked the passenger door open.

Lucas might be adept at discerning lies from truth through body language, but it was good to have a sensor confirm it. One could never be too careful when dealing with the unknown. He still thought it too convenient for her “father” to show up now.

“Stay by my side,” he ordered, catching up to Emily with his long strides.

She paused at the door and turned to look up at him. “Lucas, this means a lot to me. I know you’re being all paranoid and stuff, but if he is my father. I need to get to know him. You just…you have to understand that.”

He didn’t miss the desperation in her eyes. Emily was latching onto the one good thing that might have come her way recently. It made him worry about her that much more, but he also couldn’t deny her this opportunity. If there was any chance Patrick came with good intentions, Lucas couldn’t ruin that for her. 

“I understand,” he said.

She blew out a breath. “Good.”

They entered the café. Lucas ran his gaze around the room, grateful to find it wasn’t too crowded yet. Only a third of the tables were full. They’d need to keep the meeting short before the morning rush arrived. There was always the chance this wouldn’t go well, and he didn’t want too many observers around if that happened. Violent incidents were more difficult to cover up these days. Many frightened humans had begun ingesting magic tonics, providing them immunity to compulsion. Enterprising witches were taking full advantage of supernaturals being out in the open.

Lucas waved off a waitress who started to head toward them. They didn’t need her help. Emily’s gaze was already on her father, who sat on the far side of the room by himself. 

Patrick appeared to be in his late thirties. He had medium-length brown hair the same shade as his daughter’s, light skin, and a freshly shaven face. Wire-rim glasses covered his sensor-blue eyes. The suit he wore didn’t fit his lean frame well, but Lucas suspected he bought it off the rack just for this occasion. Was he really a father only wishing to connect with his long-lost daughter, or was he something else? Nothing about the studious man appeared sinister. In fact, he looked rather nervous, but it could have been an act.

As they reached the table, Patrick stood. He met Lucas’ eyes and his lips thinned with a grimace. The power waves coming off of him were likely hitting Patrick full-force now that they stood a mere two feet apart. Sensors who were used to being around powerful supernaturals built up a tolerance, but those who avoided them felt their presence more strongly. Where had Patrick been all these years that meeting with one nephilim would hit him this hard?

“Welcome,” Emily’s father said. “Please have a seat.”

Lucas noted he hadn’t offered to shake hands. Did he have a problem with supernaturals or did he want to avoid touching someone with power? There was no way to be certain. It made Lucas second-guess the idea of coming here, but he wanted to learn more about this man who claimed to be Emily’s father. This was the best way to do it without upsetting the girl. She wouldn’t like it very much if he started off with the torture ideas milling around in his head.

Emily sat opposite from Patrick and Lucas took a seat next to her. The tension in the air was thick between them. Emily was casting nervous glances at both of the men as if she expected a violent outbreak at any moment. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility—humans present or not. 

“Let’s skip the pleasantries and come to the real reason you are here,” Lucas said, resting his arms on the table and leaning forward. “Tell me how you found Emily and why you came to see her.”

Patrick stiffened. “I didn’t know about her until two weeks ago when Stephanie tracked me down and told me. She said you all forbade her to see Emily, but she thought I might have a better chance of checking on our daughter.”

“You mean she never told you about Emily until recently?” Lucas had heard a different version, but that had come from what Stephanie told Emily—before her sensor abilities began working.

Patrick nodded. “I admit I was shocked at first, but I got over it quickly. I knew I had to come see her and find out if….” He shifted his gaze to Emily and he gave her an earnest look. “If she turned out like me.”

Sensors inherited their gifts from their parents, but not every child became one. 

“Do you understand why we sent her mother away?” Lucas asked.

“She’s a vampire now.” Patrick grimaced. “Not that you raising my daughter is any better.”

“Mom didn’t care about me,” Emily said defensively. “She left me home alone all the time and hung out with a bunch of crazy vampires and witches. Lucas and Melena saved me.”

“And where is Melena now?” Patrick ran his gaze around the room before returning his attention to Emily. “You mentioned yesterday that she’s a sensor.”

“Um, she’s gone right now, but you can meet her when she gets back.” Emily darted a quick glance at Lucas. They hadn’t discussed what to say about Melena, but this wasn’t the time to get into that. He gave a subtle shake of his head.

“When Melena found Emily, she was in a dangerous situation.” Lucas gave Patrick a hard look. “Your daughter was just discovering her abilities and she was surrounded by a rabid band of supernaturals who might have killed her if they found out—or worse. Never mind what her mother could have done. We took on the responsibility of protecting your daughter when no one else would.” 

Patrick folded his hands on the table. “Do you know I’ve heard of you and your mate even in the remote area where I live? You two haven’t exactly stayed under the radar. It’s a miracle my daughter is still alive, considering your social circle.”

Lucas’ hand twitched with the urge to wrap itself around Patrick’s neck. The man must have gotten past his nervousness rather quickly to talk to him this way. “You dare judge us? If you had paid more attention to whom you impregnate, perhaps we wouldn’t be sitting here now.”

“Fairbanks is a cesspool for supernaturals,” Patrick said, glowering. “I’ve lost count on how many of them I’ve sensed since I arrived. If you really care about my daughter, you’ll let me take her to my home where she’ll be safer.”

“Wait.” Emily held up a hand.

Lucas leaned forward until he was inches from Patrick’s face. “Over my dead body—and I assure you, I am not that easy to kill.”

“Where there is a will there is a way,” the male sensor said, unflinching.

Lucas almost had to respect the man for standing up to someone considerably more powerful than him. Was it for Emily’s sake? If Patrick had just learned about her and her situation, his reaction could be construed as natural for a new father. It was also rather foolish, considering he lacked the power to put up a good defense.

“Seriously?” Emily stood up. “This is ridiculous!”

“You’re not leaving with him.” Lucas gave her a stern look.

“Of course, I’m not. This is my home and I’m staying here.” She pointed a finger at Patrick. “And you can’t just show up and take over like you haven’t been gone my whole life.”

“I’m only trying to do what is best for you,” he said, earnestness in his gaze.

She sat back down. “Then stick around and get to know me.”

“I’m not sure if that is such a good idea.” Lucas was already plotting ways to make Patrick leave. Not all of them required the man to be alive.

Emily set her jaw. “It’s not your decision.”

“We don’t know this man or his motives,” Lucas replied. “The peace spell will be coming down soon and we must prepare for what may come next. Distractions will not help us.”

Patrick stiffened. “The spell is already beginning to dissipate. I expect it will be gone altogether in the next week or two.”

“Is that right?” Lucas looked to Emily.

Her brows furrowed. “It has been feeling weaker the last few days, but I’m still getting the hang of judging that stuff. Patrick, I mean…my father, really believes it’s going down, though.”

Emily was still young. It took Melena years to master her sensor abilities after they began at puberty. Emily had less than three. If Patrick was right, they were running out of time.

“Perhaps it is best we save any future meetings for a few months from now once things are calmer.” The last thing Lucas wanted was to deal with Patrick when riots and protests might break out again soon.

Patrick shook his head. “There are things you don’t know about.”

“Such as…?” Lucas glared at him.

“There is a cult forming that is led by a sensor named Grant. His goal is to gather all the sensors who are left, along with humans, to fight against supernaturals. He hasn’t had much luck until recently when the spell started coming down, but his ranks are filling up now.”

Patrick’s arrival now appeared even more suspicious. If this cult was forming, he could be a part of it and want his daughter at his side. Lucas didn’t like the timing of this at all.

“How is Grant finding people?” Emily asked.

“Mostly the internet, but he also travels around recruiting people.” He darted a glance at Lucas. “Sensors have always had ways of communicating if you know what to look for.”

Lucas glowered at Patrick. “Did you join his cause?”

“Of course not. I was raised to avoid supernaturals and keep to myself. The main reason any of us are still around is because we hid, but some of my kind are getting restless. They don’t want to hide anymore and let bad things happen to humans when it’s our job to protect them.” He clenched his fists. “I won’t say I wasn’t tempted, but I made a promise a long time ago to stay out of it.”

There was a story there, but this wasn’t the time to ask. Lucas was more worried about this new cult and what it might be planning. Could Melena’s brother be involved? They’d never been able to get his name or whereabouts from her father or other brother. He would have liked to question them again, but the Department of Homeland Security was holding them in their facilities in New Mexico. With Lucas confined to Alaska while training the nerou and wearing a spelled band around his ankle, he couldn’t leave the state. Until Melena returned, there was no way to reach them.

“Where do you live?” Emily asked.

Patrick hesitated. “Montana.”

The address had been right after all, though it didn’t mean he used a P.O. Box close to home. Montana was a large state with a lot of remote areas. With some assistance, he could be tracked to his house. It would just take longer than the two days he’d had so far. Emily’s mother had years to search for him and the benefit of knowing personal details from their time dating. She’d been human then. A young Patrick might have confided quite a few things to her. 

“Have you had any interaction with this group?” Lucas asked.

“I met the leader, Grant, a long time ago in college. That’s actually where I met Emily’s mother as well—before she ran off. I haven’t talked to him since graduation, but I’ve been monitoring the group online.”

Emily cocked her head. “Why keep up with them if you’re staying out of it?”

Lucas was about to ask the same question. She hadn’t called him out for lying yet, but Patrick was certainly holding back some information.

“He was always a little on the fanatical side—him and his family.” Patrick shook his head. “Since the rest of them disappeared a few months ago, he’s become even more active. I worry that he might be going too far. There were some things in college…well, let’s just say I wouldn’t want my daughter anywhere near him.”

Lucas narrowed his gaze. “What do you mean his family disappeared?”

“Rumor has it the government took them.” Patrick sat back in his seat. “But that was before supernaturals came out so I haven’t put much faith in it. They probably got themselves killed.”

Emily jerked her gaze to Lucas, a question in her eyes. He knew what she was asking. Could Grant be Melena’s missing brother? 

“It is possible,” he said, speaking low.

Lucas had suspected the man would pop up eventually from the way Jerome and Brennan had talked after they were captured. They wouldn’t reveal what Melena’s brother was up to, but they’d indicated it wouldn’t be good for supernaturals.

“What is possible?’ Patrick asked, knitting his brows.

“Nothing,” Lucas replied curtly. “Do you have idea where Grant might be?” 

“Without becoming active in the group there’s no way for me to find out.” His gaze shifted to Emily. “But I don’t want him finding my daughter. You have no idea the things they’d do to her.”

“Actually, we do. We’ve run into them before.” Lucas didn’t bother to elaborate further. Patrick didn’t need the whole story about Melena’s less than pleasant meetings with her family.

They’d learned all about what Grant and his kind liked to do to female sensors. They forced them to breed more of their race—whether they wanted to or not. Melena’s mother gave up her life to ensure her daughter didn’t have to face that kind of future. She might have anyway if Lucas hadn’t rescued her in time.

“They won’t come near Emily,” Lucas swore. 

“There’s no denying you’re strong,” Patrick conceded. “But I can’t leave here knowing my daughter is in danger. I failed to protect her for the first seventeen years of her life. This is my chance to be there for her now.” 

Lucas lifted his brows. “If you stay here, it could turn bloody. You might have to fight your own kind or humans. Can you do whatever it takes to protect Emily?”

Patrick looked away. For a full minute, he said nothing as he seemed to mull over how far he was willing to go for his daughter. If he truly wanted to stay out of the fight, there was nothing he could do here. Emily needed warriors at her side, not pacifists. 

“Yes,” Patrick finally answered, looking at his daughter. “The vow I once made can’t include leaving my daughter vulnerable. For a long time, I thought I had nothing left. Now that I’ve found her, I’m willing to fight for her.”

Patrick reached across the table and put his hand over Emily’s. She twitched under his touch, but she didn’t pull away. The expression on her face could only be described as cautious hope. “You don’t know me.”

“No, but I want to,” he replied.

Lucas remembered Micah acting in a similar manner when he saw Olivia for the first time after more than six centuries apart. He would have done anything for his daughter—and did by invading Purgatory to free her. This was despite the fact he hadn’t seen her since she was a baby. Did Patrick have that same parental instinct as Micah? Could Lucas trust the man’s intentions? 

He turned to Emily. Whether he liked it or not, she did have a say in this. “What do you think?”

“He’s not lying.” She chewed on her lips. “I think we should give my father a chance.”

Lucas was afraid she’d say that. This meeting would have gone much smoother if Melena could have been here. She was better at guiding the conversation so that her senses could detect any falsehoods. He often wondered how he’d survived without her for so long.

“Very well.” Lucas scrutinized Patrick. “You may stay in Fairbanks for now, but there will be conditions. The first is that you will show me everything you’ve found on Grant. Hold anything back, and I will force you to leave town.” 

“And my daughter? You’ll allow me to see her?” Patrick asked.

“For now, your visits with Emily will be supervised. When Melena returns she can decide how trustworthy you truly are,” Lucas said. 

Patrick didn’t appear pleased, but a look of acceptance crossed his features. “And when does she return?” 

“Soon.”

His brows furrowed. “Where is she?”

“You haven’t earned my trust enough to tell you that.” And Lucas was thankful word hadn’t spread of her whereabouts. They’d managed to keep that secret safe thus far.

“I’ll give you my hotel information,” Patrick said with a sigh. “You can stop by tomorrow and I’ll show you what I’ve found so far.”

“Very well.” Lucas didn’t bother to reveal he already knew where Patrick stayed.

“Can I come?” Emily asked.

“No,” Lucas replied, “you’ve got school.”

Emily’s face fell.

Patrick smiled at her. “How about we order breakfast? You can have anything you want—I’m buying.” 

“Excellent idea,” Lucas agreed. It was best to let food distract her.

She glanced between the two men and saw that she’d lost. “Yeah, okay, but you’re going to tell me more later.”

“We’ll see.” Lucas waived the waitress over.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Lucas

 

Lucas stood in front of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) office. It was a small branch located inside a downtown Fairbanks office building on the first floor. Through the glass entry door, he could make out a sparse room and the corner of a cheap desk. They’d done little to modernize the seventies decor before moving inside, but the division for supernaturals was still in its infancy. It would take time for them to get the funding for better accommodations. 

They had made one major change. Lucas was annoyed to discover a protection ward three feet from the entrance to repel supernaturals. He’d wondered why he couldn’t flash directly into the office and had to go to the main building corridor instead. Once again, the witches were proving a little too useful to humans. There weren’t any of them in Fairbanks, but there were plenty in other parts of the state. He wouldn’t be surprised if they offered a delivery service. First the potions against compulsion and now this—not that either was entirely effective.

Lucas checked the dimly-lit corridor to be sure no one was around. The office was at the far end of the building and not too close to any open businesses. Satisfied no one would come upon him, he pushed against the invisible barrier, grunting in intense pain as high magical voltage shocked his entire body. His knees shook with the effort to keep moving forward. Lucas swore that when Melena returned he’d have her track the witch signature on the ward so that he could punish whoever did it. They were good—he’d give them that. 

More than a minute passed as he pushed and fought his way into what resembled an electrical field. Years of being tortured in Purgatory helped him to cope with the pain, but the shocks reverberating through him were still blinding. It was a rather powerful ward that had to be fought physically to pass—not that anyone weaker than him would survive the crossing. 

One inch at a time, he pushed a little more of himself into the boundary. His head was the first to make it to the other side. Lucas got his left leg and arm through next. He grabbed the door handle in front of him and used it as leverage to pull himself the rest of the way. Even then, it took every ounce of strength he had before he was free. The door was open and halfway off the hinges by the time he finished. Lucas stood there, breathing hard and waiting for his muscles to stop twitching. That had been less than dignified.

He’d avoided coming to this place for as long as possible, but with the information Emily’s father had just given him he needed to talk to Agent O’Connell in person. Time was of the essence if he wanted to act on it. Lucas might not be able to leave the state, but he could use the DHS agent to help him track down the new cult. 

O’Connell was supposed to be good at that sort of thing. Enough that Lucas had willingly worked with him and the agency before when they took down Melena’s father’s group a few months back. The combination of government and supernatural assets had been surprisingly effective in the raid. Lucas’ side had to make some compromises, such as allowing DHS to take all the prisoners they captured, but it was better they fed and housed them, anyway.

The pain finally passed enough for him to open his eyes. He found a secretary sitting at her desk in the austere reception area, typing on her keyboard. Her blond hair was cut to just below her ears, her makeup was artfully applied, and she wore a black pantsuit with a red blouse. Beyond her, there was a hallway leading to several other offices. Lucas overheard O’Connell inside one of them talking on the phone. 

The secretary looked away from her computer screen. Her eyes scanned Lucas up and down in a way that made him think Melena would kill the woman if she was there right now. For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine how entertaining that would be to watch before he remembered he had more important things to do—such as having a confrontation with her boss.

“I wondered if you’d make it through,” she said, then pointed a finger at hm. “But you will be paying for that door.”

Lucas stepped in front of her desk and rested his palms on top of it. “I’ll consider it, but how is it that you aren’t more concerned over my getting past your little wards?” 

She moistened her lips. “I know who you are.”

It wouldn’t surprise him if DHS had a file on him and she’d snuck a peek at it. “I need to speak to O’Connell.”

 “I’m afraid you’ll need to schedule an appointment to see him.” She glanced back at the hall behind her. “He’s rather busy today.”

“He’s not too busy for me.” 

Before she could argue, he marched down the hall to the agent’s office. It was nearly as austere as the reception area. There was only his desk with a computer on top, a few chairs, and a fake tree in the corner. The agent stood next to the window, looking out as he spoke into a wireless earpiece. His short black hair was well groomed and he wore a tasteful business suit. Lucas couldn’t fault him on his professional appearance, but he did wish the man wouldn’t wear enough cologne to choke anyone with a sensitive nose. 

O’Connell turned and his eyes rounded when he saw Lucas standing four feet away from him. He’d grown too complacent behind his protective ward. Perhaps Lucas should have come sooner to remind the agent he was never truly safe. 

“I’m going to have to call you back,” O’Connell said, hitting a button to end the conversation. 

“Busy?” Lucas asked.

“Yes.” The DHS agent straightened his shoulders, pushing past his initial surprise. “For one thing, I’ve been looking for Melena. None of my sources have been able to locate her and we’re worried. I suppose you still won’t tell me where she is.”

Lucas wasn’t fooled by the man’s false concern. He might have served with her while they were in the army, but she’d been adamant that they were never friends. In fact, her description of O’Connell had been that he was arrogant and cocky. It was a rather accurate assessment.

“Far out of your reach.” Lucas would have loved to send the agency to go get her if he’d had a way to open the Purgatory portal. That would have made for an interesting mission.

“Then why are you here? I told you when you called last week that the prisoners are still in our facilities. There’s nothing else to discuss.”

“I have information to share with you.”

“Until you bring Melena to this office, I don’t want to hear about anything else,” O’Connell said, leaning down to shuffle some paperwork on his desk.

“There is a cult forming. The leader is Jerome’s missing son,” Lucas informed him. The agent couldn’t ignore that kind of information no matter how much he pretended otherwise.

O’Connell stiffened. “I suspect that is more your problem than mine. If he’s anything like his father and older brother, he’ll target supernaturals. I’m more worried about humans.”

“Ah, but you should be concerned.” Lucas gave him a grim smile. “He’s recruiting humans to help him attack vampires and werewolves. How many of your race do you think will die attempting to fight beings stronger than them?”

That much was true, even if Lucas left out the details that worried him the most. Patrick had known a lot more about the cult than he’d let on in front of Emily—such as Grant’s plot to strike vampires during the day when they were vulnerable. He was also giving away many of the supernaturals’ weaknesses. It would only take one sensor to track sups and perhaps half a dozen humans with weapons backing them up to do a great deal of damage. Multiply that by at least one group per city and it would be the start of another supernatural war, especially if the angels stepped in to help.

O’Connell worked his jaw. “There have been no reported attacks.”

“There will be.” Lucas gave him a level look. “The peace spell the angels put in place is weakening. At most, we’ve got a week before it fails altogether. I can promise you the attacks will begin by then.”

Silence. Lucas waited patiently for the agent to think it over.

“We’ll take that into consideration,” he said with a sigh. “If you’ve got anything more to offer, I’ll be happy to take it, but the only person I’ll work with is Melena.”

Lucas considered breaking the man’s limbs to motivate him. It was rather tempting, but it wouldn’t help matters if the agent died in the process. He had to gain the cooperation of someone with government resources. As much as Lucas hated to do it, he had to tell O’Connell the truth. He needed him to understand the circumstances.

“Melena is currently confined in Purgatory. She isn’t due to be released for at least a week.” Lucas stared hard at the agent. “This is not information I want shared with anyone.”

O’Connell stopped shuffling papers. “What do you mean she’s confined in Purgatory?”

“A select group of supernaturals are susceptible to angelic law. When she became immortal, she fell under their jurisdiction. Events from several months ago were not exactly sanctioned and punishment was doled out to many of us. It was decreed that she must serve a three-month sentence in Purgatory.” Lucas didn’t like having to explain, but at least it would save Melena the trouble. She’d have enough difficulty adjusting when she got out without having to pacify O’Connell.

The agent cleared his throat. “Is it similar to a human prison?”

“It is far worse than that,” Lucas said in a grave tone. He needed to emphasize Melena’s situation if O’Connell was to have any understanding of her frame of mind when she got out. “The environment is extreme enough that no human could survive there for more than a few minutes before they’d succumb to extreme temperatures and lack of oxygen. The guards are physically abusive to the prisoners and they don’t feed them well. She’ll need time to recover when she returns.”

The agent frowned. “Where is this place?”

“On another plane of existence, or perhaps another part of the universe, it’s difficult to say.” Considering how little time it took to get there, Lucas had never put much thought into it.

“What did she do to end up there?” 

Lucas gave him a hard look. “She didn’t break any human laws, if that is what you are worried about.”

O’Connell settled into his chair. “I’ll still need her back in the office as soon as possible. The agency won’t sanction me working with you. She has a past we can track and she has proven her loyalty to this country through her military service. You must understand you are an unknown entity. There’s not much I can do to change that.”

Lucas would feel the same way in their place, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. This was a situation that needed to be acted on now.

“There is a website you need to examine. Melena’s brother, Grant, is the leader of the group running it. There isn’t a lot of information on there, but it’s a start.” Emily’s father had only managed to scratch the surface, but he did promise to keep looking for more.

“Write it down. I’ll check the site out and see if it’s traceable, but I can’t share what I learn with you—only Melena.” O’Connell’s expression turned apologetic. “I understand she won’t be in the best shape when she returns, but she’s a strong woman. I’m certain she’ll recover quickly.”

Lucas hoped he was right. It was difficult to predict how her stay in Purgatory would affect her. He’d only caught infrequent glimpses of her there when she was in pain, but there were ways to make someone suffer without causing them severe bodily harm. 

“I’ll send her to you as soon as she’s ready,” Lucas said, hoping it wouldn’t take long.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Melena

 

They served us beef stew again. It had become something of a sick joke among the prisoners. We’d fought hard for better food and thought we’d won the first time they gave it to us. The rich aroma alone had us clinging to the bars of our cells, waiting for the steaming bowls to reach us. I was fairly certain a few people even drooled a little. The stew had chunks of beef, carrots, potatoes, corn, and tomatoes. Far better than the flavorless gruel we’d been forced to eat up until then. 

Within days, our victory feast turned to ashes in our mouths. They continued serving the same meal ever since, except the quality had declined over the past few weeks. The bowl I received today looked and smelled as if it had been heating in the pot for a week or more. The broth had boiled away, leaving nothing except a brownish mush. I poked my wooden spoon into it and struck a chunk of burned beef. My stomach turned. It was going to be like chewing on leather, but I had to eat, or I’d only get weaker. I braved a bite. The salt content must have been worse than the Dead Sea. I gagged my way through half of it before I couldn’t stand it anymore and shoved the bowl away.

“Tired of the stew?” Eli asked from the cell next to mine.

“A rat would probably taste better—if they had them here,” I said, leaning against the stone wall dividing us.

“It’s almost over. Soon we’ll be able to eat whatever we want and this will be behind us. You must try to remain positive.”

I snorted. Was that the best the psychologist could do for a pep talk? “Easy for you to say. At least they give you bread with your meals.”

“That’s because I don’t fight them every chance I get.” 

“I can’t help it.” I knocked my head against the wall. “Most of the guardians here are sadistic fools who need someone to stand up to them.”

He sighed. “You run at a problem like a bull in a china shop. A little subtlety would go a long way.”

“Yeah? And exactly how much have you accomplished here?” I asked.

“I’ve helped you, haven’t I?”

“Right,” I muttered under my breath. It was a waste of breath talking to him. If I had anything better to do, I’d have ignored him, but the current guard on duty didn’t care if we talked. It was a rare chance to get out of my own head for a little while and distract myself from thoughts of Lucas and Emily. Thinking of them put me in a dark place full of despair. I tried to save those emotions for solitary where no one else could see the torment of their absence tearing through me.

“Why do you bother speaking to her?” Sabelle asked Eli. The blond nephilim who hated me so much was in one of the cells across from us and could watch us both from her vantage point. “The sensor still thinks too much like a human and doesn’t understand our world.”

“Which is why I’m trying to help her,” he replied.

“I have no idea what Lucas sees in her.” She glared at me through golden eyes that had seen more than a thousand years of living. “She’s far more trouble than she’s worth.”

“Melena is honorable. You’d do well to learn from her,” Eli replied in a diplomatic tone.

I didn’t know Sabelle well enough to say if she was honorable or not, but she definitely had a mean streak when it came to sensors. For a while, I couldn’t figure out why she directed so much venom my way. It was hard enough being in a place where the guards hated me, but having most of my prison mates look at me with malice and distrust made it even worse.

Then one day Eli explained she’d lost her nephilim mate during the supernatural war. A sensor had called on an archangel to kill him. The severing of their mystical connection—similar to what Lucas and I had—nearly broke her. Eli said she hid herself away for decades until she managed to get a hold of her grief. Since hearing her story, I’d tried to be patient with her, but she didn’t make it easy.

“A woman like her can’t possibly have honor,” Sabelle sneered. 

“Don’t go there,” I said, meeting her eyes. “We could always discuss your behavior toward the guards—who should be our enemy.”

Sabelle had no problem sucking up to them. She’d do whatever it took to make her life a little more comfortable. I couldn’t say I hadn’t considered it, but not if it meant being friendly to the bastards who enjoyed dumping ice water on us in the mornings. Sabelle had befriended two of the worst. How she’d managed it, I’d never know.

“Enemy?” a nephilim named Udo said with indignation. “You and all your kind are the enemy. It is the sensors who curry the archangels’ favor. Out of all of us, you’ve committed the most crimes, yet your sentence is somehow no worse than ours. Don’t bother to act like you’re one of us because you’ll never be.”

“Alright, that’s enough,” Eli said firmly. “She’s proven herself more than once and has never betrayed our kind. Leave her alone.”

Udo stepped up to the bars of his prison cell and glared my way. He reminded me of a professional wrestler with his shaved head and bulging muscles. I was rather certain he could break me in half, given the chance. 

“If she was truly useful,” he said, his deep voice echoing through the tunnel, “Ariel wouldn’t have fallen and Yerik wouldn’t be locked away on some distant planet. As far as I’m concerned, she’s done more harm than good.”

I winced. Guilt had been eating away at me for months over Ariel. She was the kindest archangel I knew and she’d been cast down to Hell for helping supernaturals. I wasn’t as much a fan of Yerik—a daimoun born from an unsanctioned union between a demon and angel—but he had been trying to do the right thing in his own way. Without his help, we couldn’t have freed the nerou. I could only imagine how his absence affected his wife and newly reunited nerou son he left behind. They were the ones I felt bad about.

Maybe if I’d tried a little harder, I could have at least negotiated a lighter sentence for them. I hoped to rectify that after I got out of Purgatory, but I couldn’t tell these nephilim my plans without risking exposure. It was dangerous enough discussing the first step with Bartol.

“She saved Yerik’s wife from dying and helped free the nerou,” Eli pointed out. “That should count for something.”

My senses perked up and I stiffened. “Guards are coming. About a dozen of them.”

Everyone grew silent. Most of them didn’t like me, but they’d learned to listen to my warnings. Some of the nephilim had contraband in their cells. I caught two of them across the tunnel stuffing items under their pallets as soon as I raised the alert. One guy had a homemade knife and another a small locket he’d managed to keep despite all our personal possessions being confiscated. I didn’t want to know how he managed that, considering we’d lost our clothes as well.

“A dozen? Why would that many guards come now?” I heard someone down the row ask.

“Good question,” another answered, his tone reflecting the nervous tension rising among us.

We’d gotten used to the daily pattern. It was almost time for us to bed down for the night and it only took two guards to collect our food bowls. Usually, we didn’t see a large contingent except when coming or going to the mines.

They appeared around the bend in the tunnel and marched toward us, spreading out. One guard stopped in front of every cell door with the exception of mine and Bartol’s. Their expressions were solemn. Fear and confusion filled the air as they began yanking prisoners out.

“What’s going on?” someone asked. I couldn’t see the speaker from my vantage point.

“We must prepare you for release. You’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

Fear turned into excitement. No one had been certain exactly when our sentences ended, but most thought it would be at least a few more days. The guardians had preferred to keep us in the dark on the specifics—one more way to torture us.

After hearing the news, the nephilim didn’t need any encouragement to exit their cells or don their shackles. Bartol and I exchanged worried glances as we continued to be ignored. It was rather clear we weren’t leaving. I pressed my face against the bars and watched the prisoners line up along the tunnel. They were getting out sooner than expected, but why wasn’t I joining them? Or Bartol? His sentence was near the end as well.

I caught one of the guard’s eyes. “What about Bartol and me?” 

“You’re not due to get out for a few more days,” he said, locking the last prisoner to the chain they’d formed.

Eli turned from his position at the end of the line. “We arrived before you, but don’t worry—I’m sure you’ll be out soon. I’ll let Lucas know how you’re doing.”

“Thanks.” I gave him a weak smile. “Tell him I’m okay.”

He nodded. “I will.”

“Quiet back there!” Dannia yelled at us. She’d just arrived and scowled at the proceedings. It probably drove her crazy to have to release so many prisoners at once.

I stepped away from the bars and watched the procession of nephilim march down the tunnel. The guards muttered something about taking them to the bathing chamber to get cleaned up. This was a lot more organized than what Lucas had said about his time here. Either the guardians preferred to release their prisoners looking well, or Remiel gave the order. On the rare occasion the archangel came to Purgatory, he seemed to avoid me. I only heard about his instructions after the fact. 

“This is always the most difficult part.” Bartol let out a sigh. “Always watching others go.”

“Not for long,” I said, hoping it was true.

He grunted. “We shall see.”

With only the two of us left, the silence in the tunnel became deafening. I settled onto my pallet and laid my head on the crook of my arm. My chest ached from an emptiness that wanted to eat its way through me. Bartol’s doubts were flooding my senses and making me wonder if they would hold us for longer than expected. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take of this place before losing my mind. Lucas and Emily were waiting for me. I needed to get home soon.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Lucas

 

“Werewolves will always be in human form durin’ the day. They can only shift at night,” Derrick said, a slight southern drawl in his voice. 

The local master and alpha werewolf for Fairbanks stood in front of the classroom, giving a lecture to the nerou. They listened to him with rapt interest. Derrick was the sort of person who could draw attention and respect from those around him. They’d had their differences in the past, but even Lucas admired him for his ability to lead and take care of his people.

Derrick was a large man with shoulder-length brown hair tied back at his neck. The navy-blue t-shirt he wore fit loosely across his barrel chest and his jeans were worn and faded. His dark leather boots had probably seen better days too—about twenty years ago. Even after ascending to a position of importance, he’d changed very little. It was difficult to say whether that was a good or bad thing. The alpha could be rather stubborn and stuck in his ways.

Lucas had asked him to come out to the training facility and talk to the nerou about werewolves. They might not have the full range of sensor abilities, but they could detect the different races on their mental radar from a short distance. Experiencing each type of supernatural up close would help them build their mental encyclopedia. 

In a few more months, they’d begin going on field trips. Some of them had already interacted with humans when they first arrived on Earth, but the archangels put a stop to that soon after. They wanted the nerou fully prepared before they were allowed into civilization again. 

“A werewolf bite is more damaging to a vampire than a regular animal bite,” Derrick said, pacing the front of the room in a very wolf-like manner. “Our teeth are especially good at rendin’ flesh, but we still have to tear their heads off or rip out their hearts to kill them.”

“Who is stronger if they’re the same age—a werewolf or vampire?” Tormod asked. 

His father, Yerik, was the daimoun who’d helped free the nerou from Purgatory. Yerik had already been wanted for killing an archangel, but his need to free his son drove him to step out of hiding and risk capture. They didn’t go easy on him when he was caught, either. His sentence had been banishment to a remote planet with harsh conditions and no intelligent life for the next ten years. 

Tormod’s mother—a sensor—was currently living nearby, but she was only allowed to see her son on Sundays. That was the designated family day for all nerou and the only time they could leave the training center. Even then, they could only go to their parents’ private residence. 

Technically, Tormod didn’t fit the same genetics as the nerou since he was part demon, but it was close enough that he’d been lumped in with them anyway. His DNA still carried the quarter angel and half sensor the others had. Yet he stood apart from the rest and not just because of his unusual lavender eyes. As the youngest of the nerou at fifty years old, he’d matured the least and his mischievous demon side tended to show itself at every turn. At least once a week they discovered a prank that could be tied back to him. Lucas assigned Kerbasi to tame the boy, but as of yet the guardian hadn’t had any luck.

Derrick gave the young male a nod. “Good question. Usually, werewolves are stronger than vampires if they’ve been turned at the same time. It gives us a bit of an advantage since most of us are mortal and don’t have as much time to build up our strength.”

“But you’re different,” Olivia pointed out. 

“Yes,” Derrick said, giving her an approving look. “I drank some immortal blood and it changed me. I’ve still got my werewolf abilities, but I won’t get any older or die easily.”

It was actually more complicated than that. Derrick was turned around the Civil War era and later allied with a female vampire. She fed him her blood for more than a century to prevent him from aging. That had been a temporary solution to keep him alive longer. Last fall, the alpha made a deal with Yerik in exchange for the daimoun’s blood. That had made him a full immortal and increased his power levels significantly. 

“So the real question is…” Tormod leaned forward in his seat with a devilish grin on his face. “What does it take to kill a werewolf?”

Derrick’s jaw tightened. The alpha hadn’t minded coming to speak about his race, but he didn’t like giving away all their weaknesses. He was well aware the nerou would be the future supernatural enforcers of the world. Even as a powerful werewolf, Derrick would eventually be vulnerable to them. The hybrid race had a lot of advantages over other supernaturals and not many weaknesses. The only thing holding them back now was ignorance and the restrictions the archangels kept on them.

Derrick ran his dark gaze across the room. “A young werewolf can be killed with a mortal blow such as a gunshot to the head or stab wound into one of the vital organs. If you’re dealing with an older, stronger wolf, the only way to be sure they’re dead,” he paused and ground his jaw, “is to slice a blade clean through their neck.”

Tormod cocked his head. “So if I cut off your head, would it grow back?” 

“You could try,” the alpha growled.

Lucas flashed next to Tormod and put a firm hand on his shoulder. “He’s here as our guest. You will respect him.”

“I thought the point was to learn all we can.” He blinked up at Lucas. To most people he wouldn’t have appeared more than nineteen or twenty years old. His pale skin and shaggy brown hair gave one the impression he was a college student who’d been indoors studying too much to get out into the sun. He was even smaller than the others in his class, but that didn’t mean he was weaker.

Lucas waived at Derrick to continue his lecture and leaned closer to Tormod’s ear. “Keep up your disrespectful behavior and I’ll inform Remiel you’re unable to adapt to this world. I’m quite certain he’ll gladly send you back to Purgatory without a second thought. The only reason I haven’t done so already is because of your mother.”

Tormod blanched. Almost no threat or punishment had any effect on him, but he’d grown a soft spot for Lorna. He knew his mother would suffer if she lost him. She was already having a difficult time with losing Yerik.

Tormod’s shoulders sagged. “I’ll, uh, work on it.”

“You better.” Lucas let him go and returned to the back of the room.

Emily shook her head at him. “It can’t be easy for Tormod being the odd one out. You should cut him some slack.”

Lucas lifted a brow. Since the nerou arrived, she’d shown little interest in them beyond cold resentment. In her eyes, the measures taken to free them were the reason her boyfriend was killed and Melena taken away. Even with Micah’s daughter, Olivia, she kept a polite distance. It baffled him that Emily would choose to stand up for Tormod now, though perhaps as a rebellious teenager she could relate to him on some level. It was either that or she took his side to annoy Lucas. 

“It’s my job to teach him discipline. I can’t do that by pampering him.”

“Uh huh.” She rolled her eyes and hissed her next words at him. “You wouldn’t know pampering if you spent a day at the spa getting a mani-pedi.”

Lucas shuddered. “That would be torture.”

“Exactly my point. You can’t even recognize it!”

The alpha glared at them from across the room. Emily hadn’t spoken very loudly, but in a room full of supernaturals with enhanced hearing even a whisper could be disturbing. Lucas gave Derrick an apologetic look. He wasn’t used to having a teenager around to distract him from common courtesies. Once again, he wondered how Melena managed it as well as she did.

“We’ll continue this discussion later,” he whispered.

Emily crossed her arms, but said nothing further.

A few more students asked the alpha questions relating to werewolf behavior. After Derrick answered them, he called for everyone to step outside where he would demonstrate shifting into his wolf form. They’d purposely held the class late in the evening so that the nerou could witness the change. With it nearing mid-May, it didn’t get dark in Alaska until around eleven o’clock. Twilight was just descending as they stepped out into the cool, fresh air and gathered at a small clearing behind the building.

“Take a seat or kneel on the grass. I want everyone to be able to see,” Derrick said. He waited until they were settled before continuing. “One more thing you should know is werewolves will tear their clothin’ up during the shift if they don’t remove them first. I hope ya’ll aren’t bashful.”

A few of the nerou laughed. They’d been living together in caves with little privacy for their whole lives. The guardians in Purgatory might have insisted they wear clothing, but they thought it was for practical reasons such as protecting their skin rather than modesty. There were many human customs and concepts that they were still learning.

Emily cleared her throat. “I already know what this looks like. I’m going inside to do some homework.”

“Very well.” Lucas watched her go. He knew the real reason she decided not to stay was because watching Derrick turn would remind her of Hunter. Her boyfriend had been a werewolf as well. She might be getting better, but seeing the alpha turn would likely bring back the pain she’d set aside. He’d give her space for now and check on her later.

Derrick pulled off his t-shirt, revealing a muscular chest covered with dark hair. One of the female nerou sucked in her breath. Lucas checked to see who it was and found Rebecca. Like her nephilim mother, she had long strawberry-blond hair. Unlike Zoe, Rebecca always wore hers in a braid on the side of her head. She was far more delicate and vulnerable than her mother as well. 

Zoe was a scheming and selfish woman who thought of no one except herself. Countless people died as a result of events she set in motion, including setting demons loose in Juneau and temporarily occupying Fairbanks. That was why she’d been banished to the same distant planet as Yerik, Tormod’s father. 

They’d worried Rebecca would be similar to her mother, but for the past three months she’d proven the complete opposite. She rarely spoke, never questioned orders, and mostly kept to herself. The only person who came to see her on family day was Derrick. Rebecca didn’t get the chance to meet her mother and her father was long dead, but Derrick took a personal interest in watching over her. She was also interested in him. The poor girl had no idea her mother had slaughtered the alpha’s wife and children over a century ago.

Now she stared at him with complete adoration as he leaned down to unlace his boots. It didn’t take a sensor to figure out she was attracted to him. She might technically be a hundred and fifty years older than him, but she’d been sheltered for her entire life in Purgatory. It gave all the nerou more innocence than they would have had growing up on Earth. Watching her was similar to watching a young woman become aware of the male gender for the first time. According to Kerbasi, the guardians preached purity in Purgatory and kept a close watch over them. They’d never had a chance to explore the sexual sides of themselves.

Derrick finished stripping off his clothes and set the folded garments aside. He rolled his shoulders, comfortable in his nude form. Not an uncommon trait among any of the supernatural races. He stared straight ahead, not looking at anyone. His muscles bulged and stretched as he began to shift. Most werewolves needed at least a few minutes from beginning to end, but not the alpha. From prior experience, Lucas knew he’d complete the process in thirty seconds. Derrick’s torso contorted and expanded into the wolf form without any of the painful bone crunching that occurred with others of his kind. His expression remained blank until fur sprouted from his skin, obscuring his face and nose. Then his mouth extended into a muzzle much like a real wolf’s. His legs were the last to finish their transition. Each limb popped in succession as they bent into the proper shape and forced him lower to the ground.

Several of the nerou gasped when the wolf landed on four legs in front of them. He was about the same shape as his wild cousins, but he probably had about seventy or eighty more pounds on them. His fur was glossy and black. If not for the moon shining down, he could have blended into the night.

Derrick padded his way to Rebecca and lowered his head almost to the ground. She lifted a tentative hand and ran her fingers through his fur. The wolf closed his eyes, letting out a low snort. As far as Lucas knew, werewolves didn’t have predestined mates. They could choose who they wanted for themselves, but since Derrick had met Rebecca, they’d been captivated by each other. Zoe once revealed to Melena that she had plans for the two of them. Had she truly intended for her daughter and the alpha to be drawn to each other? Could she have found a spell to make that happen?

Derrick certainly appeared restless whenever he was away from Rebecca. The alpha could hardly sit still these days, and he had difficulty staying focused during the times Lucas met him away from the training facility. Not a good thing for a man who led hundreds of supernaturals. It was a job that required his full attention, especially with the troubles his territory faced. Yet that didn’t change the fact they both seemed calmer and happier when they were together. 

Rebecca experienced similar problems as the alpha and had difficulty concentrating in her classes. She stared off into space with despair in her eyes. The other nerou reported she kept to herself and rarely socialized during her free time. Lucas recognized that type of behavior. 

He faced his own struggles whenever he was away from Melena. Their bond required them to be together as much as possible and long periods apart fractured them. Rebecca and Derrick acted as if something similar was happening to them, though it didn’t seem possible. They’d only spent a few days getting to know each other before she moved to the training facility. It was possible he and Rebecca formed some sort of relationship in that time, but they’d claimed they weren’t intimate. Could they have bonded without a physical joining? 

The rumble of an engine rose through the nearby woods. Lucas turned toward the compound entrance and waited for it to appear. A few moments later, a white van broke through the trees and pulled up to the gate. It belonged to the local shaman, Ajax, who visited the facility often enough, but had no reason to be here today. He had his own gate opener and used it to get inside. As the van pulled closer, Lucas caught sight of the man in the passenger seat.

“Derrick,” he called toward the wolf, “shift back.”

The alpha broke eye contact with Rebecca and moved away from her. Most of the nerou didn’t pay attention to him as he returned to his human form. They must have sensed the tension coming from Lucas and became curious about the visitors.

“Class is dismissed,” he announced. The nerou rose to their feet, but many of them lingered and whispered to each other. Lucas snapped. “Get inside—now!”

One look at his stern expression and they began to move. He waited until they were well on their way to their living quarters before heading for the parking area. The new arrivals, aside from the shaman, were three nephilim who Lucas recognized. Two of them—Sabelle and Udo—were acquaintances he’d met a few times over the centuries, but didn’t know well. The third, Eli, was a man he would have preferred never to see again. 

Eli was a psychologist who knew far too much about Lucas’ past. During his last confinement in Purgatory, the archangel court assigned the younger nephilim to assist him in resolving his issues about his long-dead father. They claimed it was why Lucas had been overly violent in his life. He’d hated being forced to dredge up long-buried memories and didn’t believe it helped him at all. If not for the fact Lucas had to cooperate to protect Melena, he wouldn’t have done it. Now every time he saw Eli it reminded him of those painful confessions. To make matters worse, the psychologist couldn’t hide the damning knowledge that showed so clearly in his eyes.

“What are you doing here?” Lucas asked, stalking toward Eli. 

He took stock of the nephilim and noted he appeared thinner than the last time they met and his dark skin had turned a few shades lighter. The other two standing behind him weren’t in any better shape. What had happened to them? 

“We’ve come from Purgatory,” Eli explained, folding his hands in front of him. “Our sentences are finished, but we are required to help you train the nerou until they’re ready. It’s a form of community service to keep us busy, I suppose.”

Lucas frowned. He hadn’t known Eli was part of the plot to bring supernaturals out into the world. Those involved had kept the details of the plan from him. After Melena was taken away, word filtered to him that many of the supernaturals who’d participated in the big event were punished, but Lucas wouldn’t have guessed the archangel’s favorite nephilim would receive the same harsh treatment. They must have been angry he’d dared to betray them. 

“Will you also be bound to Alaska?” Lucas asked, glancing down at his ankle band. He did not want to think about being trapped in the same state as them. It was bad enough he had to deal with Kerbasi.

Eli shook his head. “No. We are free to travel wherever we want on our off time, but we are here to help.”

“We all are.” Udo stepped forward and held out a hand.

“Remiel said nothing of this,” Lucas said, ignoring the man and crossing his arms. The last thing he needed was help from the psychologist or the other two nephilim he didn’t know that well. They’d only get in his way or think they had a say in the way he ran things.

A brilliant flash of light appeared to the left, blinding everyone. 

“I’m telling you now,” a commanding voice said. It belonged to Remiel.

Lucas blinked several times until his vision returned to normal. He found the archangel standing there, wearing his usual white robe. His wings were tucked away, but he couldn’t hide the soft glow coming from him. Remiel had short auburn hair, golden skin, and stood a couple of inches taller than Lucas. Normally, he could be quite the imposing figure, but today he could only be described as haggardly. Remiel’s robe had wrinkles in it—something he’d never have allowed before. His hair was mussed, and there was a haunted look in his golden eyes. If the archangel thought his emotional distress would get sympathy from Lucas, he better think again.

“It’s about time you showed your face. Where is my mate?” Lucas demanded, taking a menacing step forward.

Remiel gave him a fathomless look. “She came to Purgatory several days after the others. Her time is not yet finished.”

“She is suffering there. You should allow her to return immediately.” 

“It is Purgatory,” Remiel said, his voice sounding fatigued. “It is not known for its pleasantness.”

Lucas took another step closer. “They have whipped and beaten her. You assured me she would not be tortured.”

“Your mate is every bit as defiant as you. I have restricted her punishments to the lightest options, but as long as she continues to misbehave the guardians have a right to correct her as they see fit. We both know it could be far worse.” Remiel looked beyond Lucas to where Kerbasi had just walked up.

“Did I just hear they are whipping the sensor?” the guardian asked, his silver eyes swirling more than usual. “Only I should be allowed to give her that sort of punishment.”

“I’ll show you punishment.” Lucas started to flash over to Kerbasi, planning to throttle his neck, but Remiel froze him in place. His voice caught in his throat. There was no way for him to move or speak until the archangel lifted the spell. All he could do was seethe in rage and wait to be freed.

“You two have been getting along well and should not ruin it now,” Remiel said, shaking his head. “And, Lucas, you should know better than to believe Kerbasi’s lies. If you paid closer attention, you’d know he is every bit as angry as you about Melena’s treatment. He simply doesn’t want you to know that.”

The guardian gave Remiel a nasty look. “Stay out of my head, archangel.”

“I don’t need to peer into your mind. Your body language tells me everything—and I’d note that you do not refute me.” Remiel lifted his brows.

The freezing spell lifted from Lucas. He still had an urge to attack Kerbasi, but that could wait. Obtaining news about Melena was more important. Lucas turned to Eli, who might be a traitor, but would tell him the truth. “How is she doing?”

“She is…surviving,” Eli replied. “Melena has a very strong will that keeps her going no matter her circumstances, but there is a guardian there who she defies at every chance. It has gotten her into some trouble.”

Lucas suspected as much based on what he saw in his dreams, but a part of him had hoped the dreams were false. He should have known better. It killed him to know he couldn’t be there to protect her and keep her safe. “She’s been punished several times.”

Remiel stiffened. “As I said already, I commanded the guardians to refrain from severe physical punishments.”

“It hasn’t been nearly as bad for her as it was for you,” Eli said, attempting to placate him. “She’ll make it through the next few days, I’m sure, but I’d suggest easing her back into things when she returns. Transitioning from Purgatory after your first stay isn’t easy.”

The psychologist would know since this latest imprisonment wasn’t his first. Lucas had dared him to stay there once before and the idiot had agreed to it. Kerbasi had been in charge back then. The guardian had made certain Eli’s voluntary confinement was memorable—and not in the best way. 

His chest tightened at the thought of how Melena would handle returning from that revolting place. For those who didn’t know better, they would think the easy part was leaving Purgatory, but returning to Earth could be quite a shock. One’s senses were bombarded with sights, sounds, and smells they hadn’t experienced in a long time. With her extra senses, it could be even worse. It also took time to adjust to gravity differences and the higher oxygen levels. The list went on from there. He’d been confined in Purgatory dozens of times in his life and he still needed a few days to recuperate when he returned. 

“I will take care of her,” Lucas vowed. He would make certain her transition back was as smooth as possible.

“She is lucky to have you,” Eli said, his eyes a little too knowing.

Lucas decided his conversation with the psychologist was getting rather personal. The man was far too sentimental. Eli was only a little over four hundred years old and hadn’t become jaded yet, but he’d get over that eventually. Time tended to dull the emotions in immortals, and once they hardened, not many people could break past their defenses.

He turned toward Remiel. “Why have you assigned three more nephilim here? We don’t need anyone else.”

“Eli, Sabelle, and Udo each have a different perspective of life on Earth. It will be good for the nerou to have a greater variety of instructors. It will also give you more time to focus on your responsibilities outside the facility. In particular—Emily.” Remiel gave Lucas a pointed look.

The archangel enjoyed watching over him like a stalking bird of prey. As emotionally strangled as he appeared, Lucas wouldn’t have guessed he was still doing it. Perhaps one day Remiel would find something more entertaining to do, such as get a real hobby. 

Lucas ran his gaze over the new arrivals, pushing aside his biases. If he couldn’t get rid of them, he could at least make the most of them. They could take over some of the classes and perhaps offer a few more they hadn’t had the time to provide. He also couldn’t argue that Emily did need more supervision, and he’d need a break to help Melena once she returned. 

“It will take some time to get them integrated into the routine,” he said reluctantly. It wouldn’t do to let the archangel think he’d won too easily.

The glint in Remiel’s eyes told Lucas he wasn’t fooled at all. “Then I suggest you get started right away. Your mate will be returning three nights from now.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Lucas

 

“So you’re sure Mel is coming home tomorrow night?” Emily asked, bouncing lightly on her toes. She’d asked variations of this question at least a dozen times in the past couple of days. 

“That is what Remiel said,” Lucas answered. 

Emily’s face fell. “But we haven’t been able to find Sable. Mel’s going to worry about her.”

“She’ll turn up.” He hoped. Since she last escaped, they’d searched all over for the shape-shifter cat with no luck. 

He and Emily stood in the kitchen watching Micah and Olivia finish preparing dinner. Olivia was pulling lasagna out of the oven while Lucas’ brother cut tomatoes for the salad. It was a Sunday ritual they observed on nerou family days. Micah didn’t get much time to spend with his daughter during the week and couldn’t show her favoritism during training anyway. This was the one time he could truly play the role of father to her. 

They moved effortlessly around each other as they prepared the meal, exchanging occasional smiles. There was something oddly comforting about seeing them that way. They’d been apart since Olivia was a baby—more than six hundred years—and yet they behaved as if it had been no time at all. Even Emily was seeing Micah’s daughter with different eyes now that she’d found her own father. With Melena coming home soon, their family would finally be whole. Lucas was having a difficult time imagining what that would be like, but he was looking forward to it.

“Do we know where the portal from Purgatory will be at?” Emily asked, breaking his train of thought.

“I was told,” Lucas paused to reach over and hand Olivia a tray of garlic bread to put in the oven, “it will be in the same location where Eli and the others arrived.” 

That had been one of their concerns since the portal moved around periodically. They didn’t want Melena coming out in the middle of the woods where they couldn’t find her. He needed to be there the moment she returned to Earth. She’d likely be weak and disoriented. 

Emily settled on a stool next to the island counter. “We have to cook a big meal for her with all her favorite foods.”

“I’ve already considered that.” Micah glanced over his shoulder. “I went shopping this morning before picking Olivia up.”

Emily turned to Lucas. “Are you getting her flowers?”

He shifted on his feet. With all that had been going on he hadn’t considered it. Would flowers be the right gesture for her? Whenever he left Purgatory, he went straight to one of his homes and recuperated for a few days—far away from other people. The last thing he wanted was to be bombarded with too many things at once, though food was a good idea. It usually took Lucas weeks to regain the strength he lost. Of course, Kerbasi rarely fed his prisoners. Eli assured him that Melena had been getting meals, even if they weren’t very good ones.

“Perhaps we should ascertain her mood before worrying about that,” he said.

“But…” Emily stopped and her gaze shot toward the front of the house. “My dad is coming up the road.”

Lucas stiffened. She’d begged and cajoled him into letting Patrick come for their Sunday dinner. He’d resisted at first, but then Micah joined the argument. His brother reminded him every father deserved a chance to get to know his daughter, especially when the separation wasn’t their fault. There was no arguing with Micah and Emily. The two of them had become sentimental and lacked any sense of self-preservation. 

“Where is Kerbasi?” Lucas asked. 

The guardian hadn’t made an appearance today. He often disappeared on Sundays and never revealed where he went. Not that Lucas cared. He simply didn’t want Kerbasi discovering Patrick’s arrival and causing a problem. The guardian saw the area around the house as his territory and he tended to guard it tenaciously. It would almost make him endearing if he didn’t accost every visitor he didn’t recognize. One of Derrick’s werewolves was still recovering from having his left arm nearly torn off. He’d only stopped by to pass on a message from the alpha. Phone lines had become less reliable since the fire outbreaks started and they often had to resort to more mundane ways of communicating.

“He’s out back in his shed.” Emily’s eyes rounded. “Oh my God, I better meet my dad outside.” She shot for the front door. No doubt she had visions of Kerbasi killing her father in her head—not that Lucas would entirely mind.

“It’s good to see her getting excited about something,” Micah said, watching the seventeen-year-old rush away.

“She slept better last night as well.”

Micah’s brows creased. “You’re right. It was quiet.”

“She fell asleep early for once.” To his relief.

Lucas often heard her crying at night or listening to depressing music. She’d gotten better at hiding her emotions during the day, but she fell apart once she was alone in her room. He’d tried talking to her in the beginning and consoling her as best he could. She’d accepted it at first, but she eventually pushed him away. Lucas wasn’t Melena. He had no idea how to handle a teenage girl. Learning how to build a rocket and launch it into space would have been easier for him.

Emily came in with her father a few minutes later. They’d had several other visits since the day at the restaurant, but this was the first one at their home. Emily had latched onto Patrick like a lifeline. Lucas didn’t like it, but if getting to know her father lifted some of the shadows from her eyes he could hardly deny her. He did threaten Patrick a few times when Emily wasn’t around. The male sensor needed to understand his daughter was in a fragile place at the moment and that he better not take advantage of it. She’d suffered too much already for someone her age.

“Patrick.” Lucas nodded.

Emily’s father wore a button-up shirt, dark blazer, and blue jeans. His hands were in his pants pockets as he entered the kitchen behind his daughter. Patrick met each of their gazes and managed a polite smile. There was some strain around his eyes, but he appeared more relaxed than during their first meeting. Lucas suspected being in a town full of supernaturals had wound his nerves rather tightly until he had time to adjust to the surge of magic flowing around him.

“Good to see you again, Lucas,” Patrick said, stepping around Emily to shake hands. They both knew he was lying. 

“This is my brother, Micah, and his daughter, Olivia,” Lucas said, gesturing at the others. 

“You forgot about me.” Kerbasi strutted into the kitchen, coming from the direction of the back door. They’d bolted it, but a simple locking mechanism wouldn’t stop the guardian. 

Patrick took a step back. “Who is he?”

“No one of importance.” Micah glared at Kerbasi. “And he certainly wasn’t invited.”

They hadn’t told Emily’s father about the guardian. Primarily because how did one explain Kerbasi to the uninitiated? Lucas couldn’t help finding a certain perverse humor at Patrick’s reaction. “I’d advise you to keep your distance from him. He’s known to bite.”

“I do not!” the guardian scoffed.

“That’s Kerbasi,” Emily said, giving her father a reassuring look. “He used to be a guardian in Purgatory, but now he helps train the nerou.”

The man in question took a step closer to Patrick and scowled. “I can’t see inside his head, leading me to believe he must be a sensor. Don’t we have enough of them skulking around here already?”

“He’s my father.” Emily kicked him in the shin.

“Ow!” The guardian made a show of rubbing his leg. Everyone knew she couldn’t have hurt him that badly, but he enjoyed making a production of it whenever she struck him.

Patrick’s brows knitted. “Is he an angel?”

“Sort of,” Emily said.

“I can show you my wings if you’d like.” Kerbasi straightened, forgetting all about his supposed wound.

“No!” everyone chorused at once. The last time he’d opened them indoors he’d destroyed everything in the room. 

“Very well.” The guardian sighed. “I’ll keep them closed since I wouldn’t want to ruin our meal.”

Lucas suspected they’d just been manipulated, but he refrained from protesting. He couldn’t force Kerbasi to leave without risking a scene and making matters worse. When the guardian wanted to stay, he didn’t leave easily. This wasn’t the first time he’d invited himself. 

“The food is ready if everyone wants to take a seat,” Olivia said, gesturing toward the dining room. While the rest of them had been talking, she’d been moving the dishes to the table.

Her announcement broke the tension. They settled into their chairs and started digging into the meal. Lucas was impressed with how far Olivia had come. When she first arrived, she had no cooking skills at all, but every week Micah taught his daughter something new. He also gave classes at the training center, allowing the nerou to take over their own meal preparation. Not a bad idea since Lucas had resorted to bringing take-out from restaurants if Micah didn’t cook for them. He and his brother might be twins, but only one of them enjoyed cooking.

“Where do you normally reside?” Kerbasi asked Emily’s father.

Everyone stopped eating to wait for his reply. Lucas had already narrowed down the general area, but he’d yet to determine the precise location of the sensor’s residence. Patrick had continued to evade giving him a straight answer on that.

The man dabbed his lips with a napkin. “Currently, at a hotel in Fairbanks.”

At Kerbasi’s frown, Emily stifled a laugh. “You didn’t think he’d really answer that, did you? If I were meeting you for the first time, I wouldn’t either.”

“I was offering him the chance to tell the truth.” The guardian let a slow smile spread across his face. “I’ve already surmised he lives somewhere near Malta, Montana. Correct?”

“What?” Patrick’s eyes widened with shock. Lucas could relate. Even he was surprised the guardian had figured it out after knowing the man less than thirty minutes.

“How did you know that?” Emily’s jaw dropped. “He’s a sensor. You can’t get inside his head.”

The guardian lifted a black leather wallet. “No, but I can check his driver’s license. Why humans keep so many of their personal details right where anyone can find them is beyond me.” He shook his head at Patrick. “And if I were you, I’d demand they take a better photo of you next time—the one in here is terrible.”

He tossed the wallet across the table, hardly giving Patrick enough time to catch it. The billfold struck him in the chest before falling into his lap. Still in shock, it took a moment for the sensor to put it away. Lucas could only guess that the guardian had pilfered the wallet when he’d maneuvered close to Patrick earlier. Who knew Kerbasi had acquired such deft pickpocketing skills? It was less of a surprise that he had no qualms about doing it. 

“I see there is no privacy in this place,” Patrick said, setting his napkin on the table.

“I’m afraid there isn’t around supernaturals.” Olivia, who sat next to him, patted his hand. “But please don’t let the guardian’s rude behavior spoil your food. Kerbasi is rather protective of Emily, even if he has a strange way of showing it.”

There was something about Micah’s daughter that could set a person at ease. It wasn’t precisely magical, but her pure heart could reach even the darkest soul. She had a way of engendering instant trust. Lucas hadn’t been too certain about exposing her to Emily’s father, but Micah had insisted. Now he knew the reason. 

The tightness in Patrick’s shoulders eased. “Yes, I see that.”

“I had a vision about you,” Olivia said a few minutes later. Everyone’s forks clattered to their plates. It had been a while since she’d mentioned seeing anything from the future. The gift seemed to come and go with her.

“You’re bringing this up now?” Micah looked askance at her. “You couldn’t talk to me about it first?”

Kerbasi clucked his tongue. “Is this going to be your first father-daughter fight? I’ve been waiting for this.”

Olivia ignored the guardian. “I rarely understand what my visions mean until I see the individuals involved or the event begins to play out. This one only gave me a brief picture, but it had Patrick in it. I got the sense he’s meant to play a big role in the troubles that lie ahead. We will need him.”

“That’s, um…interesting,” Patrick replied. He’d grabbed his napkin again and began wringing it. The man had a serious fidgeting problem when he became nervous. It explained why Emily bit her nails when she was upset.

“And you’ll need to work with Melena when she returns,” Olivia added, then frowned. “Which will be…” 

“Soon,” Lucas interrupted. They’d already shared too much with Patrick.

“Right…soon.” Olivia’s voice had a ring of skepticism in it.

“Is there a problem?” Micah put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder.

“No, it’s just…” she took a deep breath, “with sensors, the picture I get is hazier than with everyone else. It’s more difficult to figure out what I’m seeing, which is why I can’t tell you more about Patrick and how he will be helpful. My gut instinct tells me Melena will be back very soon, and she’s going to need to work with Emily’s father.”

Distant shouts came from outside. Everyone exchanged confused glances. They hadn’t heard anyone come up, and they weren’t expecting anyone. It wasn’t easy to sneak up to their house. That was part of the reason Lucas had chosen a remote location.

He stood, his body going on alert. “Emily, do you sense anything?” 

“No.” She shook her head. “Nothing.”

He tried to focus on the shouting, but there were too many voices calling out at once for him to distinguish them apart at this distance. It had to be coming from across the lawn. 

Micah got up and headed for the window. “I’ll check.”

“Perhaps they are early Christmas carolers,” Kerbasi suggested. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s only May,” Lucas said, scowling at the guardian. 

Micah dove from the window. “Move back!” 

Everyone scrambled out of their chairs. Glass shattered as a flaming bottle flew inside, landing on the dining room floor. Fire burst out from it, spreading across the recently polished wood. Lucas grabbed Emily and rushed her to the kitchen. After depositing her, he raced back into the dining room, passing Micah along the way with his daughter.

“They’re throwing another one,” Patrick screamed, ducking as a second flaming bottle flew into the room. 

“Get out of here,” Lucas ordered. He couldn’t stop the attack if he had to worry about Emily’s father getting hurt.

The bottle struck the sideboard and knocked over some of the sentimental photos Melena kept there. Lucas didn’t want to consider how upset she’d be about that. From the corner of his eye, he caught flames racing up one of the dining room chairs. He grabbed a pitcher of water from the table and poured it over the fire. Some of the flames sizzled, but they’d spread toward the curtains as well. 

Lucas grabbed Kerbasi, who was moving the dish of lasagna toward safety. Curse him and his fascination with food. “Put the damn flames out!”

The guardian was the only one with the magical skills to do it, otherwise Lucas wouldn’t have bothered. This was the house he built for Melena so that they could begin their lives together in a place designed just for them. It wasn’t overly large or ostentatious—she would have hated that—but it was cozy, and all the intricate woodwork and inlaid ceilings gave it a sense of warmth. She’d loved every inch of the place when he first brought her here less than a year ago. He’d be damned if anyone destroyed it, especially the day before she returned home. 

Kerbasi dropped the dish on the table.

“Hurry!” Lucas shouted at the guardian.

“Oh, very well.” Kerbasi stretched his hands toward the conflagration. He knitted his brows in concentration, and a moment later the fire was gone. He blew out a breath. “This isn’t my specialty, you know.”

“I don’t care. If you want to keep calling this place home and protect Emily, you better help keep it in one piece.”

Shame crossed the guardian’s features. A moment later glass shattered in the living room, jerking them both to attention. 

“I’ve got it,” Kerbasi said, disappearing in a flash. At least he finally understood the urgency.

Lucas glanced out the window and witnessed a gathering of men and women on the front lawn. They stood about fifty meters back, but they weren’t so far away he couldn’t see them lighting up more bottles to throw. Supernaturals wouldn’t resort to these tactics—only humans. 

“Micah, come with me,” Lucas said with grim determination. “Everyone else, get away from the windows!”

Olivia stood in the kitchen doorway, her fists clenched. “I could do something to help.”

“Have you had any visions about this?” Micah asked.

She shook her head. “Nothing at all.”

His lips thinned. “Take Emily and Patrick to the back of the house and watch over them. Lucas and I will handle this.”

“Fine, but let me know if you need me.” Olivia grabbed the others and rushed away.

“Should we get behind them?” Micah asked.

Lucas nodded.

They flashed outside, reappearing at the opposite end of the lawn. A thick forest of spruce and aspen trees bordered the front yard and driveway to the house, providing cover for him and his brother as they surveyed their attackers from behind. There were about a dozen gathered together. They had a large box next to them filled with bottles, rags, and fuel. 

At seven in the evening, it was still bright outside. Had they thought daylight would give them some sort of advantage? Lucas stiffened when a man darted toward the house with a bottle in one hand and a lighter in the other. No flames came from it yet. 

Lucas flashed in front of him and tore the bottle out of his hand, chucking it onto the gravel drive. The man swung at him without hesitation. Lucas caught his fist and squeezed hard, breaking the small bones in his hand. He screamed, falling to his knees on the ground. The human was lucky he wasn’t dead. If Lucas didn’t have an archangel monitoring him regularly, he would have snapped the man’s neck. 

Micah put the rest of the humans in a trance-like state by locking their gazes with his. Lucas hauled the man with the broken hand over to the group, ignoring his struggles. He settled down after he met Micah’s angry glowing eyes. 

“They are resisting me. I can barely hold them,” his brother said through gritted teeth. “They must have taken the elixir.”

“I am not surprised.”

Lucas added the force of his stare to Micah’s. Usually, he had no problem compelling a room full of people. He could easily grab their minds and order them to do whatever he wanted without speaking aloud. This time, it was as if he had to swim through a muddy bog to reach even a scrap of their consciousnesses. Several minutes passed as he and his brother worked in tandem to take over their human wills. The elixir worked well, but even it had its limits against stronger supernaturals. Lucas hated wasting the massive power it took to do it, though. He and Micah would be left severely weakened after this and would need time to restore their strength.

“Go home,” his brother ordered the humans. “Do not come back to this place.”

“And keep away from supernaturals,” Lucas added, touching his gaze to each person and emphasizing the command. 

With each moment that passed, his breath grew more ragged. Micah was nearly heaving. It took everything in them to push their commands into the human minds and penetrate them deeply enough. Lucas felt the last gasps of his power drain as he continued to push.

“Go!” Micah shouted, his voice thunderous.

On wooden legs, the humans turned as one and shuffled down the gravel drive. He and his brother followed close behind them for several hundred meters until they reached the highway. Their vehicles were parked alongside it. At least that explained why none of them had heard the humans pull up—even their enhanced hearing had limits at that distance. The attackers got into their respective cars, still in a hazy state, and drove away.

“Think the compulsion will hold?” Micah asked, exhaustion in his voice.

Lucas shrugged. “It should for at least a week or two—longer if they don’t take the elixir again.”

“I should return Olivia to the training facility,” Micah said, turning back toward the house. Both of them walked slower than normal, weakened from all the power they’d used.

 “We must make certain the other nerou return safely as well.” Lucas glanced over at his brother. “It is possible we were not the only targets tonight.”

Micah sighed. “Let us hope this was isolated.”

They crossed the lawn. Lucas mumbled a few choice words when he saw the house and the damage the humans had caused. There were scorch marks on the outer walls where some of the Molotov cocktails had missed the windows. No flames remained, though. Kerbasi must have put out the fires while they were busy with the humans. Though he’d never admit it aloud, Lucas found the guardian useful—sometimes.

“I’m surprised they found us,” he said to his brother.

Micah lifted a brow. “If you’ll recall, we were caught on the news fighting each other a few months ago and not in a very human way. They must have replayed that footage dozens of times across the country.”

“If you weren’t purposely drawing attention to yourself, it wouldn’t have happened.” Lucas glared at him. 

He still hadn’t fully gotten over that. For months, he’d worried about Micah and conducted a ruthless search for him. Lucas had taken measures that were drastic even for him, and he’d lost time he could have spent with Melena. It had been a huge shock to find his brother on television, revealing himself as a supernatural to the world. Lucas had been furious and reacted without thinking. He’d forgotten all about the cameras when he arrived to confront Micah. After all the frustration and worry his brother caused him, he’d been ready to kill him.

 In the end, though, they had too much history between them for Lucas to stay angry for long. Not to mention everything Micah had done to anger Lucas was toward the goal of getting Olivia back. After meeting his brother’s daughter, he could hardly fault him for that. He would have gone to great lengths as well if he’d had a daughter locked away in Purgatory.

“We’ll need to strengthen our security measures,” Micah said, pushing open the front door.

Lucas followed him inside. “I’ll make some calls later.”

“Are you guys okay?” Emily asked, rushing up to wrap her arms around Lucas. A feeling of warmth came over him as he returned the gesture. In all his long centuries, few had ever dared hug him with such enthusiasm.

“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” he reassured her. “They’re gone now.”

“They made a mess,” Olivia said from the living room. 

Lucas and Micah joined her to survey the damage. Glass was splattered everywhere, a lamp was knocked over, and some of the furniture was burned beyond repair. They’d managed to throw several of the cocktails in this room before they were stopped.

“This place is too dangerous,” Patrick said, coming behind them. “I can’t allow my daughter to stay here any longer.”

“And you think you can protect her by yourself?” Lucas asked. 

“I can take her someplace no one will find her.”

Lucas gave him a questioning look. “Then how did Stephanie find you?”

Patrick sighed. “I was visiting a human cousin she knew about from our time at college, and she found me there. She still doesn’t know where I live.”

“For now, perhaps. I’m not certain how those humans located us, but they likely had someone watching the house before they attacked. They must know what Emily looks like and now you as well.” Lucas crossed his arms. “Considering you can’t sense them, how do you plan to keep them from following you?”

Patrick’s expression turned stoic. “I’ll be fine.”

“With these puny little muscles?” Kerbasi pinched the man’s arm. “Or would you talk them to death?”

“I suspect that is your specialty, guardian,” Patrick replied, stepping away.

“He has to stay with us,” Emily said, giving Lucas an imploring look. “We can’t let him go back to Fairbanks by himself.”

Micah’s expression turned grim. “I’m afraid she is right. We compelled the ones we found, but we don’t know if others are involved.”

Lucas ran a hand through his hair. They were out-maneuvering him again and he suspected Melena would join the chorus if she were here—which she would be soon. Whether he liked it or not, he had to view the situation objectively. Should anything happen to Patrick, they would blame him. Allowing Emily’s father to stay at the house would serve the dual purpose of keeping him safe and provide Lucas the opportunity to learn more about the man. 

“Very well, he will remain with us,” he said, still unhappy with the idea.

Patrick shook his head. “That is really not necessary.” 

“Do you think I make this decision lightly?” Lucas asked, staring hard at the sensor. “You’re Emily’s father. As long as you wish to be in her life, you will do as I say. Is that understood?”

Olivia spoke gently. “It is for the best. You’ll see.”

Patrick sighed. “Fine, but I’ll need to get my things from the hotel.”

Lucas considered it. “Kerbasi, I am entrusting you to go with Emily and Patrick to get his things. Protect them by any means necessary.”

“Very well. This could be entertaining.” A disturbing smile spread across the guardian’s face. “But why give the task to me, rather than take care of them yourself?”

Lucas stepped in front of him. “Because I may not trust you with much, but I do with Emily’s life.” Kerbasi had proven more than once he’d do anything for the girl. “Also, Micah and I must return Olivia to the compound and check on the other nerou.”

The guardian’s eyes met his and a look of understanding came between them. They might not like each other, but they had found common ground. “Very well, but I’ll expect to eat dinner with you tomorrow night after Melena arrives.”

Lucas ground his teeth. “You may—as long as she approves of it.”

“I’m certain she’s missed me terribly.” Kerbasi puffed out his chest.

Micah let out a snort. “On that note, let’s get the windows boarded up before we go.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Melena

 

Dannia kicked the cell bars. “Get up. It’s time to go.”

“What?” I lifted my head. “We just finished working an hour ago. Where in the hell am I supposed to go now?”

The only thing we had left for the day was dinner. It was supposed to be arriving…well, whenever they got around to delivering it. With only two prisoners left, the guards had become lazy. The only thing they remembered to do on time was take us down to the mines.

“Don’t argue with me. Get up,” she ordered.

The scowl on her face didn’t bode well. She usually only got that bad after I’d done something to make her angry, but I hadn’t seen her all day. Whatever had set her off, I didn’t have the energy to fight her. Not after the long day I’d had working. Every muscle in my body ached thanks to the grueling pace they’d been setting for Bartol and me. We could barely walk back to our cells after our shift ended.

I put a steadying hand on the wall and pulled myself to my feet, shuffling my way toward Dannia. An eighty-year-old could have moved faster. Even during my toughest military training, I’d never felt this beat up and sore. Cuts, scrapes, and bruises covered my skin from where stray rock had struck me while picking away at the stone walls.

Dannia’s scowl deepened as she observed my progress. If there ever was an ounce of sympathy in her body, she must have lost it long ago. She stepped back when I reached her, making room for me to exit the cell. Then she produced a set of shackles and fitted them to my wrists and ankles. I hated standing there meekly as she did it. Despite the fact I could hardly present a threat, she insisted on dehumanizing me further.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

Dannia gave me a cryptic look. “You’ll see.” She turned and banged on Bartol’s cell. “You, too. Get up!” 

Unlike me, he didn’t argue. As soon as she opened the cell door, he shuffled out of it and stopped before her. She put a set of shackles on him, too. He stood there, golden eyes unfocused as if he didn’t even feel the cold metal being attached to him. Bartol had a way of turning his mind inward whenever he needed so that he could block out the world. It was a nice skill to have, but he couldn’t have acquired it without suffering a lot first. 

“Aldous!” Dannia called down the tunnel. 

The male guardian stepped into view from around the bend. He’d been hovering a short distance away for the past five minutes, along with three other guards. They marched toward us with staid expressions on their faces. Every one of them had a weapon strapped to their belts and appeared ready for battle. What the hell was going on? I prayed to God they hadn’t decided to execute us or send us off to some remote planet like they had with Yerik and Zoe. We were too close to being released.

“Where are we going?” I repeated my question.

Dannia ignored me and addressed the guardian. “You may take them now.”

With two guards in front of us and two in the back, Bartol and I shuffled down the tunnel. After a few minutes, I figured out the route we were taking. I’d been down this way a few times, but not for almost three months. 

“Are we being released?” I asked.

Bartol shot me a sharp look, but he ducked his head back down before the guards noticed. Much like the cowardly lion, he needed to work on getting his courage back. Unfortunately, the poor guy would have to work through a century of suffering first.

“Yes,” Aldous said over his shoulder. He and another guard led the way.

“But it’s a day early.” Not that I really wanted to argue, but Lucas and Emily wouldn’t be expecting us. The Alaska portal moved around frequently and rarely opened close to civilization. Without a way to call anyone, it was going to be a long walk home. 

“A forest fire broke out and it is advancing toward your portal. If we wait much longer, you could burn up if you go through it. The archangel sent the command a few hours ago that we let you go now,” he explained.

“Couldn’t we have at least gotten a shower and our clothes back first?” I should have let it go, but a mangy dog would smell better than me. Lucas would probably run for the hills as soon as he got close.

“I wish that had been possible, but by the time word reached me of your imminent departure it was too late,” he replied, frowning. That had to be Dannia’s doing, but Aldous was too noble to blame her. “It is nearly unsafe to let you go now—unless you wish to use a different portal and come out somewhere else in the world.”

Visions of being dropped off next to an active volcano or in the middle of a shark-infested ocean danced through my head. We could end up anywhere. “Uh, no. The Alaska portal will be fine.” 

He nodded. “I thought as much.”

I continued shuffling along as Aldous led the way. The armed guards surrounding us seemed a bit much, considering they would be releasing us. “Why the big escort?”

“The guardian Dannia insisted,” he said, keeping his gaze forward. “She worried you might try something on your way out.”

I tripped over a loose rock and barely managed to catch myself. “Yeah, because I really want to extend my stay here.”

Aldous didn’t say anything to that.

It was a long walk through the tunnels up to the surface. The leg shackles hobbled our steps and our bare feet scraped against ice and jagged stone. If I’d known where we were going, I would have asked for my boots back. Now they sat useless wherever the guards stored them between shifts at the mine. Maybe that’s why Dannia wouldn’t tell me anything. She’d wanted our departure from this place to be as uncomfortable as possible. 

Finally, we reached the top where shafts of sunlight filtered into the tunnel. The air warmed, helping my body thaw a little. The guards held us in place while Aldous lowered the magical barrier. It was a special ward designed to keep prisoners from escaping—not that it would have stopped me. I was immune to that sort of thing. 

We stepped outside and squinted as the light from the blazing hot sun shone down on us. I’d forgotten how bright it could be, but it came back to me now. Purgatory was an odd contradiction. The tunnels underground were freezing, yet the top side of the island could reach temperatures of at least a hundred and thirty degrees. A shiver ran through me as my body tried to figure out whether it was hot or cold. 

After giving us a minute to let our eyes adjust, the guards prodded us forward. Sand scorched my feet with every step and sunlight burned my bare arms and face. It was so hot my mouth turned dry in minutes. I struggled to take a deep breath and when I finally did the salty air from the ocean filled my lungs. The pungent scent turned my stomach, making me want to retch. The only thing that kept me going was the thought of home and how soon I’d get there.

They took us straight to the beach, almost to the water’s edge. Then we followed it for a while until we reached the portal location. It wasn’t open yet so I couldn’t see it, but I’d been here enough times to recognize the spot. There was a piece of driftwood nearby that I’d used as a marker before.

Aldous was the only one in our group who could open the portal. From what I’d learned, regular guards didn’t get that power. He reached out a hand, sending a tendril of magic forward. Despite being sore and exhausted, excitement and relief raced through me. Finally, I was going home. 

The portal flared to life with fiery sparks shooting from its edges. The opening was only big enough for one person to step inside at a time. The guards removed my shackles first, letting the heavy weight of them drop from my limbs one by one. I rubbed my wrists and stretched my arms, trying to get my circulation back. 

They worked to free Bartol next. I sensed nervousness and fear coming from him as he stood there with a stoic expression on his face. Who knew what thoughts ran through his head now that he’d finally be leaving the place where he’d spent a century of his life. When the guards stepped away, he cast an uncertain look at the portal.

“Take care, Melena.” Aldous put a hand on my shoulder. “Please don’t let me see you here again—for any reason.”

I gave him a teasing smile. “Only if you need rescuing from a certain female guardian.”

He shook his head and turned to Bartol. “I wish you well. Take care not to return to us, either.”

The nephilim gave him the slightest nod but said nothing. I was willing to bet Bartol wouldn’t believe he was really free until he planted his feet on Earth. Even then, it might take a while for it to sink in. I’d only been here three months, and I could hardly believe we were leaving.

I stepped into the warm ocean and hissed out a breath. The salty water burned the wounds on my feet. As I continued in deeper, it lapped over the cuts and scrapes on my legs. Why someone had put the portal in this spot, I’d never understand. Bartol followed behind me, muttering his own complaints under his breath.

I gave Aldous one final wave and stepped into the portal. With a roar, it sucked in my body like a vacuum cleaner. Colorful streaks flew past me, moving at the speed of light. I seemed to be gripped by some unseen force and couldn’t begin to draw a breath. The first time I’d used the portal, it terrified me, but now it gave me an adrenaline rush. 

Was that a sun I passed? In the blink of an eye it was gone, replaced by some sort of nebula, but I zoomed past that a moment later as well. I was a tiny being dashing across the universe in my race to Alaska. How far did I have to go? It could have been millions of miles for all I knew.

A dark spot appeared up ahead, and I hurtled toward it. The next thing I knew my body flung out of the portal. Swinging my arms for balance, I stumbled forward a few steps. My feet pressed down on twigs and pine needles. For a moment, I stood there staring at them stupidly as if they were foreign objects. Such things didn’t exist in Purgatory. Neither did the towering trees surrounding me or the cloying smoke in the air.

Without thinking, I drew in a deep breath and went into a coughing fit as my lungs and eyes began to burn. Aldous hadn’t been exaggerating when he said there was a forest fire nearby. I just couldn’t pinpoint its location through the thick haze covering the landscape. My luck never seemed to end—of course the first breath I drew on Earth would be full of smoke. 

Bartol came stumbling out of the portal. He made the same mistake I did and drew in a deep breath. It took him a full minute to recover from his coughing. Once he did, he moved away from the portal. It closed with a whoosh and a snap. Only the smoky woods remained in its place, with no residual signs a portal to another dimension had ever been there. Not even my senses could pick it up anymore.

He ran his gaze around us. “This is not good.”

“No, it isn’t,” I replied. “And I have no idea where we are other than Alaska.” There were no identifiable landmarks, but the towering spruce trees were definitely ones I recognized.

“The fire is that way,” he said, pointing to our right.

“How do you know?”

He gave me a fathomless look. “I can feel it.”

Every nephilim had their individual strengths when it came to magic. If Bartol could feel the fire, he must have had an affinity for it. Maybe that was why Kerbasi chose to burn his face. The guardian had wanted to use Bartol’s special talent against him in the most sadistic way possible. I made a mental note to punch Kerbasi in the nose the next time I saw him.

“Can you put out the flames?” I asked.

“If I had my full strength, I could stop a small forest fire. But right now?” Bartol shook his head, feelings of regret flowing out of him. “I’d be fortunate if I could douse a campfire.”

He needed time to recuperate and gain his strength. We both did. “Okay, so which way should we go?” 

“There.” He pointed toward a small trail I’d missed. “It’s the safest way out.”

I patted the back of my head to make certain the braid was still tight. If we were going to walk through a burning forest, I didn’t want my hair getting loose. “You take the lead.”

“Stay close,” he said.

Bartol took off down the trail, moving at a quick pace. The smoky air made it difficult to see anything, but his vision must have been much stronger than mine after living for eighteen hundred years. His bare feet didn’t even seem to bother him. While I stumbled over rocks and fallen limbs, he moved past them easily. I struggled to keep him in my line of sight but didn’t dare ask him to slow down. There was no telling how fast the forest fire might spread or in which direction. 

We walked for at least twenty minutes before Bartol came to a standstill. “There’s a cabin up ahead.” 

I limped my way up to him, hating myself for being so weak. Even my senses had dulled. Only now did I notice the smoke had thinned to just a slight haze. I peered in the direction he faced, catching sight of a log cabin through a break in the trees. My internal radar told me who was inside. Under normal circumstances, I would have noticed the vampires there long before getting this close.

“I know that place. It’s Nik’s.” When Bartol lifted his brows, I explained. “He’s a master vampire—a friend of mine.”

“Would he welcome us?”

“Most likely,” I said, taking a few steps closer. 

The cabin wasn’t very big. Having been inside before, I remembered it being about four hundred square feet at most. The master vampire and his lover had been living there for almost a year—since he lost control of Fairbanks to Derrick. Nik chose to leave the comfort and luxury he once enjoyed behind. All he’d wanted was a secluded place where people would leave him alone. Not that anyone could blame him after what happened.

I gestured at Bartol. “Let’s go. He usually doesn’t bite.”

“If you say so.” 

The nephilim hesitated for a moment before following me.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Melena

 

We walked through a small clearing and up to the front door where I banged on the heavy wood. My senses told me both vampires were inside, but neither of them answered. It occurred to me it was still daylight outside, if a little smoky. I tried the doorknob and turned it easily. 

“Wait, should we…?” Bartol began.

“He’s a vampire,” I reminded him. “He can’t answer right now.”

We stepped into the dim interior of the cabin. It was one long room with couches and a fireplace to the left, a kitchen/dining area in the middle and a sleeping area to the right. A door leading to the bathroom was a few feet away from the bed. It smelled like freshly cut wood inside with only a hint of the smoke spreading through the forest.

Nik and Josslyn were nowhere to be seen, but my senses told me we’d find them somewhere underneath us. I’d only been here once and hadn’t realized there was a basement. I searched for an entrance to it, homing in on a rug covering up the middle section of the cabin. A table sat on top of most of it, but the carpet extended from the legs another four feet. I peeked underneath and found a handle on the floor. The rug wouldn’t budge any farther than that without possibly damaging it.

“Nik?” I called.

The door lifted a moment later, pushing the carpet up as well. He must have glued it on there. Nik popped his head out and squinted at me. “Melena?”

The twelve-hundred-year-old vampire didn’t look much better than Bartol and me. Where was the sexy and suave man I once knew? His black hair was mussed and falling over his dark eyes. There wasn’t a hint of color in his skin—a sure sign he hadn’t fed for days. Had things gotten worse since I last visited?

“Hey.” I gave him a weak smile.

Josslyn popped up behind him, peering up at us. “Melena, how good to see…what on Earth happened to you?”

“It’s a long story.” My buckskin pants and top had definitely taken a beating in the woods with all the tripping and falling I’d done. The fabric was barely recognizable, though it didn’t help that I had cuts and scrapes all over me as well. God only knew what I looked like.

“I imagine so,” she replied, forehead creasing in concern.

Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a bun. Normally, she wore it down to show off her thick and luscious mane. Without it, her cheekbones stood out, pushing against her waxen skin. Her dark eyes were still pretty, but there was evidence of a lot of pain in their depths.

“What are you doing here?” Nik asked.

“The portal from Purgatory dumped us near here,” I said.

“Purgatory?” He took a step up the ladder and gave me a reproachful look. “You went back there again?”

I made room for him to come out. “Not by choice.”

“I warned you they wouldn’t keep tolerating your behavior,” he said, tone censorious. Then he turned his attention to the nephilim next to me. “Who is this?”

“Oh, that’s Bartol.” I gestured toward him. “He’s a friend of Lucas’ who got released the same time I did.” 

“Ah, I think I’ve heard of you,” Nik said to the nephilim. He was doing a good job of not staring at the scarred side of Bartol’s face. “Weren’t you the one who seduced…”

“I don’t suppose you have a phone?” I interrupted. “No one knows we’re back yet.”

Nik helped Josslyn through the trap door. “I’m afraid not. We have no need for one.”

More like he didn’t want a phone. He’d cut himself off from the world after Felisha sacrificed her life to save his. If Nik had chosen her over Josslyn, or at least listened to Felisha when she warned him of impending danger, she might still be alive. He’d suffered from guilt ever since. She had been a fairy and one of the kindest women I’d ever met. For a while, a part of me blamed him for her death, but after seeing how torn apart he was by it, I couldn’t stay angry. He was punishing himself enough without my help.

“The forest is burning nearby,” I said, going over to a window and peeking around the curtains. The smoke in the yard appeared thicker than before. “The fire will probably come this way soon.”

“I would estimate that it will reach this place in an hour or so,” Bartol said. “You can’t stay here. You’ll be trapped and likely burned alive even if you hide in the basement.”

It was almost like fate brought us here at the time we were most needed. I didn’t want to think about what might have happened if we’d stayed in Purgatory a few days longer—or a few days less.

Nik frowned. “I hadn’t realized the fire was that close.”

Josslyn rushed over to a chest at the foot of the bed and began pulling out clothes. 

“Then why were you down there?” I asked.

“We sleep in the basement now,” Josslyn said over her shoulder. 

“I just finished digging it out a few weeks ago,” Nik explained. “We feel safer underground during the day, especially with summer approaching.”

I supposed that made sense. A lot of vampires preferred to sleep below ground. “Well, we have to figure out a way to get you two out of here. It’s too dangerous to stay.”

“The sun won’t set for a few more hours.” Nik took a seat at the dining room table. “We can’t leave before then.”

Josslyn made a soft noise. I didn’t need my senses to tell me she was growing more panicked by the second. The last time I’d been here, we’d discovered she was considering ending her life. I had no idea what had happened since—though I doubted anything good by the looks of it. Still, death by fire wasn’t the way anyone would want to go. Maybe this was my chance to finally get them back to civilization and around other people. The couple were never going to find their will to live again if they continued staying in the middle of nowhere.

“Is there any way you could flash them to safety?” I asked Bartol.

He shook his head. “I’d be lucky if I could relocate them a hundred feet.”

Josslyn finished packing the clothes into a duffel bag and headed toward Nik, desperation written all over her face. “We can’t stay here. I don’t want to burn alive!”

He pulled her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her. “If I know Melena, she’ll figure out something.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I replied, glad I was already forming a plan in my head. I turned toward Bartol. “Could you watch over them and try keeping the fire at bay if it gets close? There’s a highway near here where I might be able to get help.”

He ground his jaw. I knew I was asking a lot from a deeply traumatized man who’d had no time to adjust to being back on Earth. Neither of us expected to jump from the frying pan into the fire when we left Purgatory. It was just more of our bad luck. For months, I’d dreamed of seeing Lucas and Emily as soon as I came through the portal. That didn’t happen, and now we had to focus on getting everyone to safety. We could deal with our personal traumas later.

“Please, Bartol. I need your help to do this,” I implored.

He released a slow breath. In his eyes, I could see a thousand horrors reflected there from the difficult things he must have faced long before I met him. He was nearly at his wits’ end at this point with the barest hint of willpower left to keep him going. I was surprised when he straightened his back and cleared the painful expression from his face.

“Go. I will watch over them,” he said, voice firmer than expected.

The tension in the room dropped considerably. I wasn’t the only one worried he wouldn’t go along with the plan. Josslyn had tears of relief rolling down her cheeks.

“Thank you. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I said, hurrying to the door. 

As soon as I stepped outside, I decided Bartol’s estimates were probably right. The smoke was thicker than when we’d first arrived and despite the cabin being in a clearing, I couldn’t see the sky at all anymore. Everything was dark, gray and ominous.

I took off in the direction I knew led to the highway, entering the forest once again. Fresh spring undergrowth hid potential obstacles for my abused bare feet. I should have asked Josslyn to lend me a pair of shoes, but in my haste to leave I’d forgotten about it. All I could do was suck up the pain and move as fast as possible. The highway was over a mile away, maybe farther since the path twisted along the way. 

It was dark under the thick canopy. The farther north I went, the more the smoke thinned, but I still found it difficult to breathe. My nose and throat burned from the acrid scent, sending me into a coughing fit every time I dared to take a deep breath. There were no signs of life. All the forest animals must have fled when the fire moved into the area. 

I’d never felt more frustrated than in that moment. The soles of my feet were cut and bleeding, my aching muscles protested every step I took, and dehydration was making me lightheaded. I’d become physically exhausted to the point my body threatened to collapse. The only thing that kept me going was the desperate need to find help before it was too late. How could getting home be this difficult? I couldn’t remember the last time anything in my life had been easy. It only got more complicated.

The highway appeared up ahead. When I reached it, I fell to my knees gasping for breath. No cars were in sight yet. I allowed myself a moment to rest and think about what I’d tell the random motorist I planned to stop. I didn’t have the ability to compel them, but it probably wouldn’t be necessary. People in Alaska understood forest fires. They’d take pity on me if they thought I’d barely escaped the flames and needed help rescuing my friends. It wouldn’t be too far off from the truth. Plus, all I needed was a phone to call Lucas, and he could take care of the rest. For once, I’d gladly hand all my problems over to him.

I stood and waved when a man driving a semi truck came barreling down the road, but he passed by without stopping. I ground my teeth in frustration and waited for another motorist to come along. Please, God, don’t make me stand on this road forever. All I wanted was to rescue Nik and the others and then go home. Was that really so much to ask?

Another few minutes passed before my senses picked up someone heading toward me. I recognized their supernatural signature as the local shaman, Ajax. It was all I could do to hold back tears of relief. There weren’t many reasons for him to take this highway unless it was to see Nik. Had Remiel warned him about the fire? No, that couldn’t have been it or Ajax would have called Lucas—who would have flashed over right away and found me. 

Watching the curve in the highway, I eventually saw a white van come around it. I waved my arm. We were more like acquaintances than friends, but I’d never been happier to see him. The shaman stopped in front of me and hopped out.

“I thought you weren’t getting released until tomorrow,” he said, frowning as he took in my appearance. 

It had been a few months since I last saw the native Alaskan, but he looked like he’d aged a decade in that time. He no longer had the fresh face of a normal twenty-five-year-old recently out of college. His black hair was getting to that unruly stage where nothing could be done with it, and he’d begun letting a beard grow. The weight of his responsibilities must have been getting to him.

“They let us out a day early because of the fires in the area.” I hobbled toward him. “What are you doing here?”

He pulled the side door of his van open. “I saw the news reports and thought I’d check on Nik and Josslyn. It appears like the fire is getting close.”

It was the local shaman’s duty to stay apprised of everything happening on his land. A forest fire would be something he needed to know about and monitor closely in case it got near people. And he had a special interest in keeping Nik safe. The master vampire was his main source of information on Charlie—the last shaman. Nik had gotten to know Charlie well over the decades they shared territorial responsibilities, and knew a lot about how he’d handled things. Considering Ajax didn’t get his powers until after the last shaman passed away, he had a lot of catching up to do. 

“Yeah, it’s getting really close. We need to hurry, or they’re not going to make it out.” 

“Here.” He tossed me a pair of rubber boots. “They’ll probably be a little big, but at least they’ll help protect your feet.”

“Thanks.” I slid them on. They were a little roomy, but that turned out to be a good thing since my feet were swollen badly. If I could have rested for a few hours they might have healed, but that wasn’t happening just yet.

Ajax pulled two black body bags out next. “We’re going to have to carry them out of here.”

“Can’t you call down some rain or something?” I asked. His grandfather had been able to do it during fire seasons before.

His shoulders slumped a little. “I’m afraid I drained myself the other day doing that for the last outbreak. It takes a lot of power for me to alter the weather and the fires seem to keep cropping up as fast as I can drench them down.”

Once again, I realized how dulled my senses had become in my current condition. I’d completely missed how weak the shaman felt. Then again, he hadn’t reached the strength of his grandfather yet, so I was still getting used to his natural power levels.

“How about a cell phone? Lucas and Micah could just flash them out of the cabin to somewhere safe.”

He shook his head. “I had a…accident when I called down the last rain storm. It’s fried and I haven’t had time to get a new one.”

I glared up at the sky. Fate or some higher power obviously conspired against me seeing Lucas and Emily again anytime soon. There was no time to drive to somewhere with a phone to call them, either. If this had been a busier highway, we could have tried flagging someone down, but it didn’t get that much traffic. We couldn’t risk waiting.

“Alright. Let’s get going then.” I limped toward the woods.

He caught up to me a moment later and nudged my shoulder. “Take this. You look like you need it.”

I glanced back to find him holding out a bottle of water. Dear God, I’d never seen anything that looked better. I grabbed the bottle and guzzled the whole thing down in less than a minute. It might not have been much in the scheme of things, but my dehydrated body gladly took in every ounce of water. Moments later, my steps lightened and a fresh burst of energy ran through me. It wouldn’t last long, but I’d make the most of it while it did.

“So what were you doing with body bags in your van anyway?” I asked.

“You’d be surprised at the troubles I’ve run into since I took over this job.”

I handed the empty water bottle back to him. “Yeah, I don’t want to know.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Melena

 

Ajax and I reached the clearing where Nik’s cabin was located and choked on the thick smoke surrounding it. Blinking my watery eyes, I caught sight of a figure standing near the edge of the woods. As we moved closer, my senses picked up on the spell he’d cast. Bartol was using what little power he had to keep the flames back, but he didn’t have much of anything left to give. 

“Hurry!” he shouted, his voice raw and irritated. With the tinder burning nearby I barely heard him. “There’s no time left.”

We rushed inside to find Nik and Josslyn pacing the floor. She had their duffle bag on the table filled with their things. Surprise flashed in their eyes when they saw Ajax following behind me.

“Thanks for coming.” Nik nodded at him.

“I told you I’d watch out for you,” the shaman said. He laid the body bags on the floor. “Both of you need to get inside quickly.”

The vampires only hesitated a moment before crawling inside. Ajax helped Josslyn. I knelt next to Nik and helped fit the bag around him.

“I detest these things,” he said with a grimace.

“Sorry.” I started to slide the zipper shut. 

Nik stopped me just before it reached his face. “I am trusting you with my life.”

“I know,” I said, uncomfortable at the vulnerability reflected in the twelve-hundred-year-old vampire’s eyes. When I first met him, he’d seemed strong and confident, but right now he looked like a deposed leader whose empire had fallen apart—which it sort of had. “You’ll be fine.”

He took a deep breath he didn’t really need except to speak. “Zip it up.”

I finished closing the bag and found Ajax had done the same with Josslyn. Bartol crashed through the door a moment later. He was coughing and struggling for breath as he attempted to speak.

“We must go!” he wheezed.

I took hold of Nik and flung him over my shoulder. My muscles protested the extra weight, but between the water Ajax had given me earlier and the fresh burst of adrenaline pumping through my veins, I had the strength to handle it. I would hold onto Nik and get him out of here no matter what it took.

“Take that duffle bag,” I said to Bartol. “We’ve got the vampires.”

He was too weak after fighting the fire. For now, it was best to let him carry as little as possible. Ajax had already picked up Josslyn and appeared more than capable enough to hold her. He might be a young shaman, but like me he’d gotten added strength with his immortality.

Bartol pulled the duffle bag straps over his shoulders. “Let’s go.”

He led the way through the woods, following the trail I’d taken to the highway. I had to admit he impressed me. He’d used every bit of energy he had to push back the fire and save two people he didn’t know. When I’d left him earlier, I’d been half afraid he’d panic and take off. It was good to know he could rise to the occasion if needed. The real trick would be getting him to live life again once there wasn’t an emergency driving him. There had to be something left of the former man that could be drawn out.

We stumbled down the trail, barely able to see through the foliage and smoke. Some of the trees on the east side of us had already begun to burn. I ducked a few times when fiery leaves blew my way. The wind was picking up and making things worse. We hadn’t been going more than ten minutes when flames appeared on the trail ahead.

Bartol’s pace sped up. “We have to dash through it.”

I gritted my teeth, knowing he was right. In every direction I looked, I found fire burning trees and brush. We needed to hurry before the blaze got too far ahead of us. Bartol leaped through the arch of flames first, disappearing beyond my view. Ajax went next, holding Josslyn’s body bag tightly. I followed a few feet behind him.

As soon as I cleared the fire and made it to the other side of the path, a loud crack came from above me. Time slowed. I lifted my head and caught sight of a huge branch lit up with flames soaring down toward me. Though I could see it coming, I couldn’t get away fast enough. All I could do was dive down to the ground and cover Nik with my body. It crashed onto my back, blinding me with instant pain. For several precious seconds, I couldn’t move as hot tenders burned into my flesh. 

“Get up, Melena. Get up!” Nik’s muffled screams came at me.

The urgency in his voice broke me out of my daze. I turned my upper body sideways and tried to get a grip on the limb, burning my hands as I searched for a safe place to grab. It had to be at least a foot thick with dozens of little branches protruding in every direction. There was no easy place to get a solid hold. 

Hot cinder flew into my eyes, and I squeezed them shut. Tears of pain leaked out as I continued to search blindly for a way to push the limb off. I didn’t know if I could survive extensive burns, but I knew Nik couldn’t. I’d promised to protect him and dammit, he would not die on my watch. 

Finally, I found a handhold. The skin of my palms melted into the bark as I dug for purchase. Letting out a pain-filled scream, I pushed the limb up with all my might until my elbows locked. I’d raised it about two feet, but I had no strength left to shove it away. Nik was underneath me, yelling and shifting around in his bag. He made it that much harder to keep my grip. How was I going to save us now?

The weight of the limb lifted of its own accord. I squinted through my still-burning eyes and made out the figure of a man tossing it away. A loud crash sounded half a dozen feet down the path. My vision was so blurry I had to rely on my senses to tell me Bartol had come to the rescue. It was about time.

“Sorry it took so long,” he yelled, coming to stand over me. “We had our own distraction.”

“What…do you mean?” I choked out, moving off of Nik.

Before he could reply, a rough tongue lapped at my face. It was Sable. How in the hell had she gotten here or known to look for me? She wasn’t in her usual lynx form—way too big for that. I couldn’t make out anything of her except a large fuzzy shape, but when I wrapped my arms around her big neck, I suspected she’d shifted into a black leopard. She could become any feline breed, though I rarely let her shift to anything not native to Alaska. 

Sable must have chosen that shape because she thought it was the best one for the job. God, I’d missed her so much. The cat had risked a burning forest so that she could be with me. It was a silly thing, but I wanted to cry into her fur. There was something about her unadulterated love and loyalty that just shook me up. Wincing in pain, I held onto her as I struggled to my feet. My body felt as if it had been half incinerated. 

“Check on Nik. My eyes are burned and I can’t see anything,” I said to Bartol.

I caught his blurry form kneel down. “There are a few singe holes in his bag, but it looks like you took the worst of the damage.”

“Good.” I let out a sigh of relief.

“That’s debatable, but I’ll take the vampire. I suggest you use the shape-shifter to help guide you.”

I gripped the fur at the nape of her neck. Sable might be an animal, but she was highly intelligent and could comprehend everything we said. She’d understand I’d need her help to make our way out of the forest since I couldn’t see anything except blurry shapes. I only hoped she didn’t get hurt in the process. The crazy cat shouldn’t have come out here—not that I wasn’t happy to have her around anyway.

Bartol grunted as he slung Nik over his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

I limped down the path, following him as best I could. Sable did a surprisingly good job of guiding me over fallen limbs and away from burning bushes. A few times I stumbled over small things along the path, but she always positioned her body to catch me. Not once did she leave my side—even when the heat of the fire got rather close. I’d never been more amazed at her bravery. 

Somehow, we managed to make it down the rest of the trail without any more terrifying incidents. Every one of us was coughing and wheezing for breath as we made it to the van. Thankfully, the flames hadn’t reached the highway yet.

Ajax opened the side door and deposited Josslyn’s body bag inside. My vision had only improved marginally, but I could still distinguish shapes enough to tell when Bartol finished settling Nik in the van. Sable and I crawled in next, settling next to the vampires.

“You can ride with me up front if you like,” Ajax offered Bartol.

The nephilim hesitated a moment. “What kind of automobile is this?”

“A cargo van. How long have you been away from civilization?” the shaman asked.

I wished I could make out the expression on Bartol’s face. When he didn’t answer right away, I did so for him. “Bartol’s been gone a very long time.”

To my blurred vision, it looked like the nephilim shook his head. “Automobiles have changed a lot in the last century.”

“Well, this is a van. It’s designed for moving things.”

Bartol cleared his throat. “I think I’ll ride in the back with Melena.”

Sable and I scooted over to make room for him. Ajax slammed the door shut and went to the front to get the vehicle going. I sighed with relief as we left the forest fire behind. Every one of my aches and pains were rising to the forefront now that my adrenaline rush had ended. All my body wanted to do was shut down. Sable mewled at me, and I cuddled into her fur. I fell asleep to her licking my wounds.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Melena

 

Someone shook my shoulder, calling my name. I was surrounded by warmth and peace and didn’t want to wake up. Not to the real world. Not to the place where everything went wrong in a seemingly endless cycle of catastrophes.

“Melena, you must get up,” Bartol said, his voice still hoarse from the forest fire. 

I curled deeper into the furry warmth next to me. “Go away.”

Sable growled. She must not have wanted to be bothered, either.

Bartol sighed. “You are home now. You cannot stay in this automobile.”

“I’ll get the vampires in the house,” Ajax said from nearby. “Can you take care of her?”

“If her cat will let me.”

Their conversation finally penetrated my foggy mind. I opened my eyes and found Bartol kneeling next to me on the van floor. Sable nestled close to my head. At least my vision had improved. Things were still a little hazy, but shapes and colors were more distinct than before. I only lacked being able to see the finer details such as Bartol’s scars. Beyond him, Ajax was pulling the body bags from the back of the van. 

“I’m home?” I asked, lifting my head.

He nodded. “Yes.”

“Where is Lucas?”

“I’m afraid no one is here. It appears there may have been some sort of incident.”

“What?” I sat up straight. A tide of excruciating pain swept over my body, starting at my aching head, moving through my back and arms, and all the way down to my feet. It took a few moments of breathing through the agony before I could think again. “What do you mean there was an incident?”

He hesitated. “It is nothing serious, but there does seem to be some recent damage to your house.”

Lifting up on my knees, I tried to see out the front windshield, but Ajax had parked next to the garage. His van faced the back woods. There was nothing except trees and the occasional creek or river in that direction. My nearest neighbor lived over a mile away. 

“We took the liberty of going inside,” Bartol continued. “It does not appear anyone was hurt since there is no blood.”

That wasn’t exactly a comforting statement. I crawled toward the back door, needing to see the house for myself. Right as I reached it, a wave of dizziness hit me. Not only were my injuries severe, but I’d used up all my energy reserves racing through the forest. My vision darkened, and my body turned weightless. I started falling, but Bartol caught me before I hit the ground. His hands took hold of my hips, pulling me back inside.

“Let me help you.”

He maneuvered himself around and jumped out the back. My vision cleared up enough that I could make out the arm he extended. I grabbed it and let him help me to the ground. Holding onto him tightly, I breathed through another wave of pain and dizziness. I’d been shot, stabbed, whipped and tortured. Hell, I’d even died once, but none of that compared to what I felt at that moment. It took everything I had to keep the darkness from pulling me under. If Bartol hadn’t told me about the damage to my house, I might have let myself pass out.

One very slow step at a time, we worked our way around to the front. Dusk was just starting to fall, but it was still light enough to see the scorch marks on the pale yellow siding and plywood covering two of the downstairs windows. If there were any other problems, my hazy vision couldn’t make them out. What had happened to my home? It was supposed to be my place of refuge against all the troubles in the world.

I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Lucas built this house for me. All I could think about in Purgatory was coming back here.”

“I’m sorry,” Bartol said. 

Ajax stepped out onto the porch. He must have used some sort of shaman magic to unlock the front door because it didn’t look damaged. “The vampires are settled in the back den. I shut the curtains and door for them, but sunlight shouldn’t be an issue for much longer.”

They were going to need blood soon too, but I was not going to be the one who handled that. I’d made sure they got to safety. Someone else could find the human volunteers since bagged blood wouldn’t do anything for them. It had to be straight from the source.

Sable made a soft whining noise next to me. She’d stayed by my side while Bartol helped me out of the van, but I could tell she wanted to go sniff around. Someone had attacked her home, and she wanted to get their scent. God help them if she ever found them.

“You can go, girl. Make sure no strangers are around,” I said, giving her a light nudge. After she took off, I used my senses to search for nearby supernaturals but didn’t find any aside from our group. If there were humans lurking about, Sable would find them. “Do you have any idea where Lucas and Emily might be?” 

“Their dinner is on the table, and it’s still warm so they can’t have been gone long. I tried his cell phone, but it went straight to voicemail.”

I bowed my head, fighting to keep my emotions under control. Why would anyone attack the house? And why would Lucas and Emily leave this late in the evening? None of it made any sense—unless Emily had been hurt and Lucas took her to the hospital. Oh God, I lifted my head, that had to be it.

“We need to get to the hospital,” I said.

Ajax shook his head. “I don’t think they can help you, Melena. You’re immortal now and must let your injuries heal naturally.”

“Not me, you idiot.” Letting go of Bartol, I began hobbling toward the van. “He isn’t answering because Emily is hurt.”

The shaman caught up to me and grabbed my arm. “There’s no sign of anyone being injured. Even if there was, you can’t go to the hospital looking like that.”

 “I don’t care.” I pulled against his grip, struggling to break free.

“Your clothes are destroyed and you look like you just went through a forest fire—which you did. No human with your injuries would be walking around right now. Do you have any idea the attention you would draw to yourself if you showed up there? This is not the time to make a public scene. Tensions are already rising as it is.”

I paused. “What do you mean?”

“Lucas can tell you all about it later,” he said, calming his voice. “The most important thing you can do right now is to get yourself cleaned up and rested. Until you do, you won’t be able to help anyone.”

I glared at him. “I can’t pretend like nothing is wrong. Emily might need me.”

Ajax grumbled under his breath. Before I realized his intent, he scooped me up and dashed me up the steps into my house. I struggled, but every move I made hurt me more than him. He stopped in the foyer and set me down in front of a mirror hanging next to the stairs. 

My knees almost buckled when I caught my reflection. Hazy vision or not, I couldn’t miss all the burns covering my skin and clothing. It was a small miracle the buckskin pants and top didn’t fall off. Soot marks covered my pale cheeks. I couldn’t begin to count all the wounds covering my body, but I knew my back would be the worst. I didn’t dare turn around to look at it. The scorching pain that made me want to curl up into a ball told me enough. At least my braided hair appeared intact, if a little singed. 

“Do you see why you can’t go to the hospital now? If Emily is injured, what do you think this would do to her if she saw you like this?” the shaman asked.

I wanted to clench my fists, but the burns on my palms wouldn’t let me. “Fine, I won’t go anywhere yet, but you’re going to call right now and see if she’s there.”

“Agreed,” he said, sounding relieved.

“Melena,” Bartol called from the dining room. “Would you mind if I ate some of this food on the table?”

“Yeah, go ahead.” I hobbled toward the nephilim. 

The dining room was a disaster—or at least the front end. Whoever boarded up the window hadn’t bothered to clean up the mess before leaving. Scattered glass and scorch marks covered my beautiful wood floor. The table stood unmolested, but the chair closest to the window was partially burned. It hadn’t just been Lucas and Emily here tonight. There were six plates with half-eaten food on them, along with a pan of lasagna, bread basket, and an empty water pitcher. 

Bartol took a seat and began digging into the food on someone’s plate. After living like an animal in Purgatory for so long, finishing off someone else’s leftovers while sitting at a proper table didn’t seem all that bad. He even used a fork and knife. 

Bartol grabbed a piece of garlic bread and handed it to me. “You should eat something.”

I was too sick to my stomach with worry to think about food, but I took it anyway. “Thanks.”

While he concentrated on his meal, I nibbled at the bread. It was the best I could do for myself since I had no intention of relaxing until I heard from Emily or Lucas. I needed to know what happened to them and find out if they were okay. In all my imaginings of how things would go when I returned home, this version had not been among them.

Ajax came out of the kitchen a moment later from where he’d been talking on the phone. I should have listened in on him, but I couldn’t seem to focus on anything. It was as if I moved through a fog of pain and anguish. 

“The hospital confirmed Emily is not there,” the shaman said.

I forced myself to swallow the last bite of my bread. Where the heck were they? I’d give myself a little time to rest, but if they didn’t return soon I would have to act. Ajax could help or get out of my way.

“Drink this,” he ordered, holding out a glass of water. The determined glint in his brown eyes reminded me of his shaman grandfather. “Those burns aren’t going to heal if you don’t hydrate yourself.”

He had a point. My mouth was even drier after eating the garlic bread and I needed to do whatever it took to regain some strength. I carefully took the glass, hoping I wouldn’t make a fool of myself and spill it. The burns on my palms weren’t oozing anymore, but they were still quite raw and tender. My hands shook as I lifted the glass to my lips. Ajax hovered over me like a mother hen while I drank. The cool liquid slid down my throat, easing the soreness from the smoke damage. After I finished, he took the glass back to the kitchen and refilled it for me. 

“Keep drinking,” he said, giving me a stern look. “I’m going to check on the vampires.”

I probably should have joined him, but I didn’t think I could make it all the way across the house to the den. “Tell Nik I’m sorry if he got burned.”

Ajax’s expression turned sympathetic. “He knows you did your best, and he’ll heal soon enough.”

So I had gotten him hurt. He’d trusted me, and I’d screwed that up like so many other things lately. I was beginning to think it wasn’t the world that was the problem. It was me. I managed to make a mess everywhere I went. 

“Just tell him I’m sorry.”

The shaman nodded and walked away. I glanced over and discovered Bartol had cleaned every one of the plates, as well as all the garlic bread. His hungry gaze roamed the table, searching for more. When Lucas came out of Purgatory last year, he’d eaten more food than I thought physically possible. It must have been a nephilim thing. They lost so much of their strength and energy that as soon as they came back to Earth they had to refuel themselves. If I wasn’t so worried about Emily and Lucas, I might have done the same thing.

“There’s probably more food in the kitchen if you want,” I said, hoping I was right. “Feel free to help yourself.”

“Thank you.” He got up and headed that way. Apparently, I didn’t need to tell him twice.

I sipped my water and limped around the room, surveying the damage with a sense of despair. The sideboard caught my eye. It was a place where I kept a few framed pictures of Lucas, Emily and me. I’d missed it when I first entered. The sideboard was against the side wall adjacent to the foyer and had been hit by whatever incendiary device the attackers used. The mahogany wood was scorched and the pictures on top took a direct hit.

A lump rose up my throat at seeing their destruction. For two of them, the glass had been broken and the photos burned beyond recognition. The third one lay face down. I set my water aside and lifted the frame. It was scorched at the edges, but the picture remained intact.

It was a shot of Lucas and me sitting together on our living room couch. My tattoo artist friend, Cori, had taken the photo last year when neither of us was paying attention and printed a copy for me later. She’d said she hoped a man looked at her like that someday. Lucas was such a hard and emotionless person most of the time, but at that moment when his eyes met mine, you couldn’t miss the intense expression of love in his gaze. It was like I was his whole world and nothing else existed. I missed him so much. How had he and Emily handled things after I left? 

Tears blurred my vision. I sank to the floor, clasping the frame tightly. Pain shot through my tender fingertips, but I didn’t loosen my grip. All I could do was stare at that one happy moment in time as waves of guilt washed over me. Lucas had been so angry when they took me away to Purgatory. He’d warned me there would be consequences if we freed the nerou, but I’d insisted anyway and convinced him to join us. Like a fool, I had thought I could talk my way out of the repercussions. Not once did it ever occur to me that the archangels might separate us. 

I’d promised Emily I’d always be there for her, and I’d failed her, too. Lucas didn’t ask for the responsibility of taking care of a teenager, especially one who’d just lost her first love. Emily must have been an emotional wreck. I could only imagine how things went without me around to help with the aftermath. And the worst part of it all? I doubted I’d do anything differently even if I had the chance. 

After three months of staying in Purgatory, I couldn’t stand the idea of the nerou still being in that horrible place. They’d already been there for too many centuries. But did allowing the two people I loved most in the world to suffer for the supposed “greater good” make me a bad person? I had no idea.

“An automobile is coming up the road,” Bartol said from the kitchen.

I’d been so lost in misery I hadn’t been paying attention, but now that he pointed it out, I could hear tires crunching over gravel outside. My senses told me everything I needed to know. I swiped at the tears on my face, not wanting Lucas to see them.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Lucas

 

It had been a long night. Some of the tension drained from Lucas when he saw the turn up ahead, leading home. He and Micah had spent more time than they’d expected settling things for the evening. No one from the training facility was targeted, but some of the area’s prominent supernaturals weren’t as fortunate—and word had spread. Lucas had to pacify many worried nerou parents. None of them wanted to leave their children in a place where an attack might occur. Never mind that their offspring were more than capable of defending themselves.

Meanwhile, Micah left to check on the places targeted other than their own home. Derrick’s headquarters had been attacked when humans attempted to blow up a section of the stone wall surrounding the house. The protection spells held, though. Only the nearby vegetation suffered any substantial damage.

Paula, a vampire doctor for the supernatural community, had her house lit on fire while she hid inside from the daylight. Micah arrived in time to save her, but the house would need extensive repairs. For now, Lucas’ brother had flashed her to Derrick’s house to stay. No one reported any other incidents, but they feared matters would only get worse.

Lucas turned onto the gravel drive, his thoughts shifting toward Melena. He glanced over at his brother. “We’ll need to repair the windows first thing in the morning and do something about the damaged furniture. I don’t want Melena coming home to a disaster.”

“I’ll take care of it. You do whatever else needs to be done.”

Lucas pulled his SUV up to the garage. He frowned at Ajax’s white van parked next to it, wondering what could have brought the shaman over this late in the evening. Then he noticed Sable sniffing around the yard with her black fur standing on end. What was she doing back and in leopard form? His entire body buzzed with the feeling he was missing something very important. Something he should have noticed sooner if he’d not been so distracted—and then it hit him. 

“Melena’s back.” He yanked open the vehicle door.

“What? How do you know?” Micah asked, following closely behind as he rushed up the front steps.

“The bond.” 

He entered the foyer and paused, narrowing down her location. Lucas stepped into the dining room and his blood turned cold. Melena huddled on the floor, gripping a photo frame in her hand. Her body was covered in cuts and burns, and her clothes were damaged beyond repair. They’d fought battles together, but he’d never seen her like this. When she lifted her head, haunted blue eyes stared up at him. He could hardly find a hint of his little sensor within their depths.

“Lucas…where’s Emily? Is she okay?” Melena asked in a cracked voice.

He took a step closer, unable to believe she was truly here. Could he be dreaming? “Emily is fine. There was an incident, but she wasn’t hurt. Kerbasi will be coming back with her shortly.”

“Good. I was worried when—” Melena ran her gaze around the room. “What happened here?”

He could only imagine what she must have thought. “Humans. Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

She set the photo frame down, giving it one last graze with her finger. “Nik and Josslyn are in the den. We saved them from a forest fire.”

Another one? Lucas was beginning to wonder about their unusual frequency of late. He turned to Micah, who’d come to stand beside him. “Go check on them.”

His brother hesitated for a moment, anguish twisting his features as he stared at Melena. He might not have approved of her when they first met, but he’d come to care about her since then. Lucas would normally appreciate that if he didn’t need some time alone with his mate.

Ajax came from the living room. “These vampires are going to need blood soon.”

Lucas met the shaman’s gaze. Ajax gave him a subtle nod that said he’d keep Micah busy for the time being. 

“I’ll take care of it,” his brother said and gave Melena a final look. “I’m glad you’re back.”

She nodded. “Thanks.”

As soon as Micah walked away, Lucas hurried toward his mate. He wanted to take her into his arms, but he didn’t see a way to do it without hurting her. There were simply too many wounds covering her body. The best he could do was crouch down next to her and rub his thumb along her unmarred jaw. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived. We expected you tomorrow evening.”

“There was a forest fire. They let us come home a day early.” Melena coughed. Her body shook as she attempted to clear her throat.

“Not soon enough.” Unable to watch her suffer a moment longer, he used his fingernail to cut his wrist. “Take my blood.”

She shook her head. “You’re weak. I can feel it.” 

“Drained, perhaps, but I am uninjured. Now drink.” He held his wrist to her lips.

She hated ingesting blood. It was always a battle to get her to do it whenever she was wounded, but Melena was practical. After a moment of hesitation, she pressed her lips to the open gash he’d created. As long as she kept drinking, it wouldn’t close. Lucas might not be a vampire, but his blood would help enrich her body. He only regretted that he’d drained so much of his power dealing with the humans that it wouldn’t provide more nourishment.

At least it gave him some satisfaction to know he could do something for his mate. If only their bond had warned him she was coming home, he could have saved her from being injured in the first place. It pained him to see her this way. 

Sable padded into the room and nudged him in the shoulder. He gave the cat a stern look. “It is about time you showed up.”

Melena pulled away from his wrist and wiped at her mouth. “She found me in the forest. My eyes got burned and I couldn’t see well so she helped lead me out of there.”

“She’s been missing. I believe she may have been searching for you.”

Melena rubbed Sable’s head. “She had good timing.”

Lucas observed his mate, watching as some of her more superficial wounds began to close. Many were too severe to heal right away even with his blood, but at least she was beginning to look and sound stronger. Within four or five days, he expected her physical condition to improve greatly. It was her mental trauma he worried about the most.

“What exactly happened?” Lucas asked, rubbing a bit of ash from Melena’s nose.

She was quiet for a moment. He waited and gave her time to process her thoughts. Considering his own experiences in Purgatory, Lucas understood she needed to integrate back into the world slowly. He would be patient and do whatever it took to help her recover her strength.

Melena took a deep breath and began. “Apparently, Remiel ordered that Bartol and I get released early. The guardian in charge—who, uh, sort of hates me—waited until the last minute to let us go. When we came out of the portal, there was a forest fire nearby. We ran to escape it, but then we came across Nik’s place.” She swallowed. “I couldn’t just leave him and Josslyn there to burn.”

Lucas frowned. “Bartol was with you?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “He’s in the kitchen.”

How had he not noticed? The nephilim in question stepped into the doorway. Bartol had come through the forest fire with fewer wounds than Melena, but his clothing only appeared marginally better. Several burns pockmarked his hands and arms and soot covered him. The two of them had come from the horrors of Purgatory only to face an inferno in the Alaskan forest. 

Bartol didn’t quite meet his gaze. “If you could show me a place where I might wash up, I will be happy to take my leave.”

Once again, Lucas felt guilty for not being at the portal for their arrival. He should have been waiting for his mate and friend—if Remiel could have provided a warning. What was wrong with the archangel that he could order their release, but not update Lucas about it?

“You are welcome to stay here as long as you need,” Lucas said, managing to catch Bartol’s haunted gaze. “Micah can give you anything you need and provide you with a place to rest. He’ll meet you in the foyer.” 

He opened a telepathic link to his brother. Bartol is here and requires your assistance as well. He needs a shower, change of clothes, and a place to rest. My office should suit him.

I’m glad he’s back. I’ll be there in a moment.

They’d already planned to give Patrick the guest bedroom, but the office next to the den would suit Bartol better anyway. It was quieter in there, and it had a private bathroom. All they’d need to do was add a cot for him to sleep. 

“Thank you.” Bartol nodded and left.

“Lucas,” Melena said, struggling to her feet. 

He reached out, intending to help, but her knees buckled. She fell into his arms, crying out in pain. Lucas searched for someplace safe to hold and pulled her a little closer. Melena buried her face into the crook of his shoulder and let out a shudder.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He massaged the back of her neck—one of the few places that didn’t appear injured. “What for?”

“Causing so many problems,” she mumbled, bringing her knees into his lap. “It’s one thing to mess up my life. I shouldn’t have dragged you and Emily down with me.”

He withdrew just enough so that their eyes could meet. “I knew exactly what I was doing when I chose to mate with you. Do not apologize for being the woman I love.”

“But I screwed up everything.” She blinked back tears. “First with your brother and then with getting us all punished. I left you with Emily. You didn’t sign up for that.”

It killed him to see her this way. Melena took too much responsibility on herself for things that were not entirely in her control. Not to mention he wasn’t perfect, either. “I could have saved you from all of this if I’d stopped you from coming to Fairbanks several years ago. Do you know how many times I have considered that?” 

“But then Aniya would probably be dead, Nik would still be under a sleep spell, and I wouldn’t have found Emily. Who knows what would have happened to her? Not to mention we’d probably still hate each other,” she said, lifting her chin.

Lucas couldn’t help the smile forming on his lips. He’d worried Purgatory had broken her, but all it took was a bit of stoking to rekindle her fire. This was the Melena he remembered. 

“Exactly. You can question your decisions all you wish, but if there is one thing I’ve learned, it is that you always act with the purest intentions. More often than not, they work out for the best. Do not linger on the difficult path you’ve taken to arrive at this point.”

She cocked her head. “How did you get so wise in the three months I was gone?”

“Watching over a teenage girl has aged me far more than all my centuries combined,” he replied, not wholly exaggerating. “I’m at a loss for how you’ve managed her all this time and handled the myriad of problems we face on a regular basis.”

“Did you try banging your head against the wall at least once a day?” she asked. 

He lifted his brows. “Does it work?”

“As long as Kerbasi isn’t around to question you about it,” she said, swinging her head around. “Speak of the devil. He and Emily are pulling up—along with another sensor. Who the hell is that?”

Lucas inwardly cursed. He’d hoped to ease her back into their life, but it appeared that would not happen. “Emily has recently reunited with her father. That is the man you are sensing.”

“What? How can you be sure he’s her real father?” Melena stood so fast he had to leap up and hold her to keep her from falling again.

“I questioned him thoroughly. I assure you I will explain everything later and it will be your decision whether he stays or goes,” he promised.

Her expression turned panicked. “But he might try to take her away.”

“Over my dead body—and he knows it.”

Emily raced into the house. “Melena!”

The teenager leaped forward and wrapped her arms around her adopted mother. Melena winced as the burns on her back were squeezed too tightly, but she didn’t make a sound. She simply closed her eyes and let out a sigh of relief.

“I missed you, Em,” she said, her voice cracking.

“Oh, crap,” Emily let her go. “You’re hurt!”

Melena gave her a reassuring smile. “I’ll heal.”

“Look what the cat dragged in,” Kerbasi said, sauntering into the room. He kneeled down to pet Sable, who growled at him.

Patrick came inside next. “Is that…?”

“Later,” Lucas interrupted. “Let me help you get those bags upstairs. Kerbasi will help.”

“Wait, what happened to the lasagna?” The guardian dashed around the table, lifting dishes as if he’d find the missing food underneath them. “It should have still been here.”

Emily rolled her eyes at him. “Mel was probably hungry when she got home.”

“But surely she couldn’t have eaten all of it, and I was the one who saved it from the fire,” Kerbasi argued.

Melena said nothing, but Lucas thought he caught a faint hint of amusement in her eyes. She knew exactly what had happened to the lasagna.

“Do not concern yourself with that. Let’s go—now!” Lucas commanded. Though it was difficult to leave, he wanted to give Melena and Emily a moment alone. He’d get his time with her once they got Patrick settled.

“I will find out who ate that lasagna,” Kerbasi grumbled, giving up his search for the missing food. He paused at the doorway and turned back. “Oh, and it is good to see you again, sensor. I strongly recommend a shower at your earliest convenience.”

Melena grabbed the nearest plate and tossed it, striking him on the back of his head. 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Lucas

 

Morning light filtered through the bedroom window. It highlighted Melena’s thick auburn hair where it curtained her face, seemingly protecting her from the world. She lay on her side so that all he could see of her features was her pert nose and a hint of pale cheeks. One of her bandaged hands reached out to clutch her pillow, each fingertip protruding from the gauze seeming far too fragile. 

Every few hours, he changed the dressings covering her body with fresh, moist ones. She wasn’t healing as quickly as he’d hoped. Melena’s injuries were far too extensive for her weakened body to cope with, including several cracked ribs, countless cuts and scrapes, and third-degree burns across her back. Severe malnourishment and exhaustion didn’t help. It would take more food and rest for her to regain her strength. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out how she’d gotten out of the forest on her own two feet, but the shaman had sworn she’d managed it.

Melena had been sleeping restlessly for about eight hours now. Like a precious gift he feared might be taken away, Lucas had been unable to take his eyes off of her. It was still difficult for him to believe she’d finally returned home. Despite being alive for more than twenty-five hundred years, he’d begun to realize his life didn’t begin until Melena. If he could wrap her in a cocoon and protect her from the world, he would—not that she’d ever allow it. 

Emily had joined them during the night. Lucas had taken one look at her stricken features and forfeited his side of the bed, relocating to a chair by the window. The teenager had settled as close to Melena as she could without disturbing her and drifted off in minutes. 

A heavy weight lifted from his chest as he realized his family was back together again. Lucas had never expected to care about two women as much as he did Melena and Emily, but he’d do anything to keep them safe. They gave his life meaning. Memories of his cold and violent past faded into dull black and white images lived by a different man. Who knew it would be two sensors—a race he’d once reviled—that would bring him peace and make him whole?

Micah poked his head into the doorway and beckoned him. Lucas took a final lingering look at the bed before walking out of the room. He suspected Melena and Emily would be asleep for some time yet. Though he would have preferred to stay by their side, it was best if he took care of business while they were unconscious. He would come back later to clean Melena’s wounds and put fresh dressings on them. No one else would care for her in this way except him.

Lucas waited until they moved down the hallway before speaking. “What is it?”

“Is Emily not going to school?” Micah asked. 

“No. Under the circumstances, I believe it’s best to keep her home today.” It wasn’t only because of Melena’s return, but also due to the attack the previous evening. They had no way of knowing if the humans might target her at school, and they couldn’t watch her there until they took care of their home first.

“I suspected as much.” Micah gestured toward the stairs. “The mystics are here to put the protection spells around the house.”

“Good.”

They headed down and found Yvonne and her daughter, Dianne, waiting in the foyer. Lucas didn’t know them well, but Melena had befriended the elder of the two soon after she arrived in Fairbanks. Yvonne was in her early seventies with long silver hair. She was surprisingly spry and had a set of sharp eyes on her. Dianne was a middle-aged nurse with a hint of gray in her brown hair. According to Melena, she had nearly as much magical talent as her mother, but after she lost her husband ten years ago she preferred to focus on raising her sixteen-year-old son. Using her powers was more of a part-time job for her.

Each of the mystics had a tote bag hanging on their shoulder, filled with various supplies. They’d arrived faster than expected, considering the demand for their services had risen with all the recent upheaval. More than likely, they’d rushed over for the sake of Melena and Emily. The sensor had once saved Yvonne, Dianne and her son from being captured by the Department of Homeland Security. The agency had a facility where they studied the various supernatural races in the hopes of discovering their strengths and weaknesses. The mystics were grateful to avoid that fate and would do whatever they could to help Melena.

“Thank you for coming,” Lucas said, giving them a courteous nod.

Yvonne scrutinized him. He might be her elder by more than two millennia, but that didn’t stop her from judging him. He didn’t flinch under her gaze, though he speculated on whether she’d ever turned anyone into a toad or not. He wouldn’t put it past her.

“Is Melena doing well?” Yvonne asked, her voice dry and crackly.

“She’s weak, but resting.” Lucas glanced upstairs. “If we could keep noise to a minimum, I would appreciate it.”

“Do I look like I was born yesterday?” the elder mystic asked, putting her hands on her hips. “We heard what she’s been through and wouldn’t dream of disturbing her.”

Micah spoke up. “There are also two vampires sleeping in the basement. If you need to go down there, let one of us know first.”

Ajax hadn’t known there was a basement when he brought them the previous evening and Melena hadn’t been in any shape to mention it. Last night, Micah set up make-shift living quarters down there so they could rest comfortably for the day. It would have to do until they could transport them to another location. 

“Which vampires?” Yvonne asked.

Lucas lifted his brows. “Does it matter?”

“Nikolas and his paramour, Josslyn,” Micah answered, shooting Lucas a censorious look. His brother was more diplomatic than him.

Yvonne pursed her lips. “Won’t the alpha have something to say about that?”

“He can try.” Lucas crossed his arms. Derrick had forbidden Nik or Josslyn from entering his territory ever again, but this was an emergency situation. The master of Fairbanks would have to get over it.

“It’s no trouble,” Dianne said reassuringly. “Where do you want the spell placed?”

Lucas gestured toward the woods. “Along the tree line. I don’t want anyone getting too close to our home again.” 

He would have preferred the protection spell went farther out than that, but the two women could only cover so much ground before the spell became less effective. Using the trees as a demarcation line would give them a reasonable safe zone. Once Lucas and Micah recovered the strength they’d lost the evening before, they could add their power to it.

“I’ll explain the specifics,” Micah said, then drew Lucas’ attention toward the road leading to their house. A black truck was coming down it. “You can handle Derrick.”

Lucas cursed inwardly. He should have known the alpha would visit as soon as he heard about Melena’s return. The man had checked in regularly while she was gone. Couldn’t Derrick have given them a little more time before encroaching on their home?

“Remember, no magic on the house,” he reminded Micah before going out to meet the werewolf.

They’d chosen to have the mystics enact a spell that would prevent those with ill intent from crossing the designated border. He would have liked to put a secondary one on their home, but with two sensors living there—and a third visiting—it would only take one of them getting a paper cut and bleeding on the floor to nullify the magic. With the line drawn well away from the house, there was less risk of that.

“Derrick,” Lucas said, walking up to him.

The alpha nodded, then shot a concerned glance at the house. “How is she? I heard she had to go through a forest fire and got injured.”

No doubt the shaman had told him. “You heard correctly, but she’s resting and healing now.” 

Derrick worked his jaw. “I’d like to see her.”

“She and Emily are resting together upstairs,” Lucas said, firmly. Even the alpha wouldn’t begrudge them time alone or wish to disturb their sleep.

Derrick sighed. “It’s just as well you let Emily miss school today. Several supernatural students were attacked before classes started. One boy was beat to death and two others barely managed to escape.”

Lucas glanced over his shoulder at the upstairs window. If Melena hadn’t come home last night, Emily could have been attacked at school today and Nik and Josslyn might not have escaped the forest fire. Once again, she’d suffered for the sake of others. 

He returned his attention to Derrick. “We’ve got more help at the compound now. I will rearrange my schedule so that I can watch over Emily and the other students on school days. If I can’t be there, Micah or someone else will take my place. There is only a week left until their summer vacation begins. I believe we can manage to keep them safe for that long.”

Relief flashed in the alpha’s eyes. “I’ve posted guys near the schools where my people have children, but they can’t get too close without drawin’ attention. It’ll help if you can be inside the high school without being seen. I suspect that’s where these attackers will focus their attention anyway since they ain’t gone after the younger ones yet.”

“Agreed.” 

An old beat-up red car pulled up the road. Lucas had known this was going to be a busy morning, but he hadn’t realized Cori would also hear about Melena’s return this quickly.

“Is there anything else?” Lucas asked Derrick.

The alpha let out a heavy sigh. “Afraid so. I can smell those vamps you got hiding in there. Heard Melena was the one to bring them back.”

Lucas tensed. “You and I both know she would never leave them to burn in a forest fire.”

“That’s just it.” Derrick shook his head. “I can’t say nothin’ without her leapin’ out of her sick bed to argue with me about it.” 

Lucas let out a rueful smile. “They won’t be here too long. I’ve arranged for them to fly to Juneau tonight.”

“Are they okay with that?” the alpha asked.

Lucas recalled the brief conversation he’d had with Nik the night before. “Not particularly, but I gave them no other choice. They’ll come to realize a fresh start is for the best.”

“Good thinkin’.” Derrick shifted on his feet. “When do you think Melena will be up for visitors?”

Lucas wanted to tell him never. “Give her a couple of days. I’ll call you once she’s feeling stronger.”

“You do that.” Derrick waved at Cori on the way to his truck.

She rushed up to Lucas, a worried expression on her face. “Emily called last night. She said Melena came back in bad shape.”

“She’s been through a lot, but I believe she’ll recover.”

“Is Melena still sleeping?” Cori asked, tucking a few loose strands of her black hair behind her ears. 

One would never guess by looking at her smooth, unmarred skin and casual clothing that she was a tattoo artist. She had a dangerous edge to her that showed in her eyes occasionally, but most of the time she hid it well. Lucas had been trying to figure her out ever since he first met her. Cori had a rather murky past that didn’t sit well with him, but he’d learned to tolerate her due to her proven loyalty to Melena. She never hesitated to watch his mate’s back when the need arose.

Lucas guided her toward the house. “Melena will likely rest the entire day, but you’ll have to wait a while before you can leave.”

He pointed toward the mystics, who were starting to extend their spell across the road. Lucas was glad they’d waited until Derrick drove off before blocking the way out.

“Protection spell?” Cori lifted a brow. She’d come a long way since being introduced to supernaturals last year.

“Yes.”

They headed into the kitchen where Lucas smelled coffee brewing. He found Patrick standing next to the counter drinking a cup. The man appeared to have woken recently. His short brown hair stood on end and he still wore the same t-shirt and shorts from when he’d gone to bed.

“That strange cat came in here begging for food. She was rather persistent so I gave her some tuna,” Patrick said, letting out a shudder. “I’ve never seen an animal that could change shapes like that.” 

“Sable belongs to Melena. If you do not wish to see her turn into a lion and eat you, I suggest you don’t upset her,” Lucas warned.

Cori snickered. “She came by my place a few weeks ago and scared the shit out of my neighbor’s dogs. It was the first quiet night I’d had in a long time.”

She lived outside of Fairbanks as well. Sable must have checked everywhere she thought Melena might have gone while out roaming. Lucas was thankful the shape-shifter could stop searching now and stay home more often.

“And you are?” Patrick narrowed his eyes at Cori.

“Your worst nightmare if you do anything to put Melena or Emily in danger,” she replied, glaring at him. Emily must have told her about Patrick as well. “Lucas might be willing to tolerate you, but the jury is still out with me.”

The mug the sensor held rattled as he set it down on the counter.

“Coffee?” Lucas asked Cori, reaching into a cabinet.

“Yes, please.” She pulled out a stool from the kitchen island and sat on it.

Patrick cleared his throat. “I’m here to protect my daughter, not harm her.”

Cori took the mug Lucas handed her. “All I hear are words. You’re going to have to prove it before I believe you.”

Lucas knew he’d allowed her into the house for a reason. 

“So I’ve been told,” Patrick said, then looked between them. “Is everyone around here this confrontational?”

Cori turned to Lucas. “Is this really a good time for him to be here with Melena just getting back from Purgatory?”

“Purgatory? That’s where she was?” Patrick’s eyes rounded. “The woman who adopted my daughter went to that place?”

“Oh, sorry.” Cori covered her mouth and gave Lucas an apologetic look.

He sighed. It was bound to come out eventually now that Emily’s father was staying in the house, but he’d hoped to put it off as long as possible. “Yes. She was there.”

“Why?” 

Kerbasi came ambling into the kitchen. He didn’t like coffee, so he went for the teapot on the stove instead. The guardian paused as he passed by Patrick. “We’d be here all morning if we tried to list the reasons the sensor was confined there. What it comes down to is she risks herself too much to save others.”

“Why would she be sent to Purgatory for that?” Patrick glanced between them in confusion.

“You would have to ask the archangels,” Lucas replied.

Cori downed her coffee and set the mug down. “I don’t want to disturb Melena, but is there anything else I can do?”

“There is one matter in which you could assist us.” Lucas hesitated at making the request. He normally didn’t like to involve humans in supernatural matters, but their resources were stretched thin and Cori had proven reliable.

She cocked her head. “What is it?”

“There are two vampires downstairs. They fed when they arrived last night, but they were rather malnourished. I suspect they’ll need to feed again this evening to fully restore their strength. It is a matter of finding the right candidates who can be compelled.”

“Are those the vampires Melena saved?” she asked.

He nodded. “They are.”

“Do you think they’ll mind feeding from a couple of men who beat their wives?” Cori asked. Patrick choked on his coffee, and she reached over to pat his back. “I know where some live just outside Fairbanks who can’t afford the witch potions. They’ll be easy targets.”

“If she points me in the right direction, I could go get them,” Kerbasi said, eyes gleaming. He didn’t care about the vampires needing to feed, but he did enjoy the prospect of scaring humans. Of course, he’d have to compel them to forget everything afterward.

Lucas shrugged. “Go, but be quick about it. You have a shift at the compound this afternoon.”

“Oooh, fun times. A morning hanging with Kerbasi,” Cori said, taking the guardian’s arm. “Just read my mind and you’ll see where to go.”

A moment later they flashed away.

Patrick looked a little green in the face. “My daughter should not be around these people.”

“We may seem crude by your lofty standards, but I assure you there is no one out there who could provide better protection for Emily.” Lucas stepped close enough to the sensor that the man could feel his breath. “It is only our enemies who have anything to fear.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Melena

 

I slipped on a pair of yoga pants and fell back on the bed, breathing hard. It had been two days since I came home. My wounds were nearly healed with only some rough patches on my skin from the remaining burns and a slight ache in my ribs, but I still hadn’t gotten my energy back. Lucas kept telling me to give it time. The severe injuries I’d sustained were a lot for my body to recover from quickly. He reminded me that it took him several days to heal after he’d been burned alive a couple of years ago, and he had a lot more power and strength than me.

Maybe he had a point, but I couldn’t lie in bed any longer. It was driving me crazy to listen to activities going on in the house while wallowing in pain-filled misery. The world had kept turning during my absence, and I’d already missed too much. It reminded me of when I’d gone on military deployments to the Middle East and would come back expecting everything to be the same. You just figured everyone hit the pause button until your return—except they didn’t. There was this silly part of me that hated how they’d found a way to live without me. How self-centered was that?

Sable, currently in her orange and black lynx form, jumped onto the bed and rubbed against my arm. She’d kept me warm the last couple of days until my body could finally regulate its own temperature again. The cold climate in Purgatory’s tunnels had all but frozen my bones. Emily and Lucas took turns lying with me as well, cuddling up close. There was a certain amount of comfort in knowing I’d been missed. 

Gathering my strength, I stood up and shuffled out of the room. The feline shape-shifter stayed by my side the whole way. When we reached the stairs, I gripped the banister and descended one step at a time. It was horrifying to discover something I’d done hundreds of times before had become this difficult. My muscles protested every movement and a few times I had to pause when a wave of dizziness overtook me.

At a snail’s pace, I made my way to the kitchen and found Lucas and Patrick there. Emily had gone to school and Micah went with her. I had no idea where Kerbasi had gone off to, but Bartol was outside wandering around the nearby woods. This was his first day up as well, though he’d beaten me by a few hours. 

“Morning,” I said, heading for one of the stools by the counter. If I could sit down, maybe no one would notice my wobbly state.

Lucas ran his gaze over me, concern in his eyes. “Are you certain you should be up yet?”

“Yes.” I scowled. 

As much as I’d missed him and enjoyed being near him again, he’d been acting like an overbearing nursemaid these last couple of days. I’d spent much of my life hiding my weaknesses from him and still didn’t know how to fully let my guard down around him. Someday, I hoped to reconcile that he wasn’t my archenemy anymore. It would just help if the minute I started to get used to his presence we weren’t torn apart again.

He lifted me onto the stool, ignoring my protests. “You should have given yourself at least one more day in bed.”

“I’m fine,” I said, enjoying the way his hands lingered on me. 

Other than the occasional soft caress, Lucas hadn’t shown a great deal of affection. Mostly, he only watched over me. Even when he pulled me close in bed, it was in a protective way. I missed his passion and couldn’t wait until I was strong enough to return it. Being weak sucked in more ways than one.

Lucas caught the glint in my eyes and quirked his lips. “That is good to hear, but you will take it easy, or I’ll tie you to that bed.”

“Tyrant.” 

His warm breath grazed my ear. “Give it a couple more days and I’ll show you a tyrant.”

He pulled away and headed for the fridge. My mouth watered as he poured a glass of orange juice and brought it over to me. All I’d drunk was water since I returned. Everyone insisted it was the best thing for me until my burns healed. I took a sip and couldn’t suppress a moan. Who knew orange juice could taste this good? Lucas brought me a plate with banana bread and mixed fruit next. I dug into the food, unaware of the amusement glinting in his eyes until I lifted my head. He was silently laughing at me.

“Go ahead and laugh.” I pointed a strawberry at him. “The next time you get thrown in Purgatory and come back hungry, I won’t be so polite when you scarf down food by the ton.”

“It is good to see you are returning to your normal self.” He leaned over and grazed his lips across my cheek. My body warmed.

“Is this a regular occurrence? You two getting confined in Purgatory?” Patrick asked. I didn’t miss the censure in his voice.

I lifted my brows. “If you’d like, I could arrange a trip for you.”

“I think not. I’d rather stay with my daughter.”

I flinched, feeling the sting of his comment. Two could play at that game. “You know Emily thought you abandoned her. That’s what her mother told her for years.”

And since that was the story she’d heard before her sensor abilities developed at fourteen, she hadn’t had a reason to question it. I didn’t bother to test Patrick on that again. Lucas and Emily had already confirmed he didn’t know about her until recently. My goal was to get a feel for the man’s true intentions. If he did care, I wouldn’t stand in his way of getting to know his daughter. Emily needed something good to finally happen to her. I desperately wanted her father to be that something, but only if he didn’t pose a threat.

“I intend to spend years making it up to her,” Patrick replied, lifting his chin.

I leaned across the counter, gazing hard at him. “How?”

“Well, first I have to get to know her and she has to get to know me.”

“That’s a start. What else?” I asked.

He stuck his hands in his pockets. “I wish to protect her.”

According to Lucas, he kept saying that, but how? “Are you reporting back to anyone, including Stephanie?”

“Absolutely not!”

No ring of falsehood there. “Do you have any intention of taking Emily away from here?”

“That had been my first thought, I admit, but she’s made it clear she doesn’t want to leave.” He let out a heavy sigh. “I’m resigned to remain here with her if that’s what I must do.”

I gritted my teeth. The man was being evasive. “Don’t bullshit me, Patrick. We both know you’re talking around the answer so I can’t be sure if you’re lying. The answer is yes or no. Do you plan to take her away from here?”

“Not at the moment,” he answered, his gaze shifting downward.

“Do not assume because I’m weak at the moment that I can’t find the strength to jump across this counter and rip your head off.” My hands shook, he was pissing me off so badly. “For Emily, I will do whatever it takes to protect her because she means that much to me. Demons, vampires, werewolves…the damn archangels themselves will not get to her if I can help it. I would die for her.”

Lucas put a hand on my back, lending me his strength. “As would I.”

“So tell me, Patrick, what would you do for her?”

“I, uh…” he stuttered, and his eyes widened. “I would fight, too.”

“The earth is trembling at your proclamation. That will convince the bad guys to stay away,” I said, giving him a pitying look.

He rubbed a hand through his hair. “This is new to me. I won’t apologize for living a peaceful life until now.”

“Nor should you,” I conceded, calming my tone. “But you must also realize you are in no way capable of protecting your daughter by yourself. Those of us here, we’ve fought many battles and know how our enemies think. You’ve still got a lot to learn. So try again—do you have any intention of taking your daughter away from here?”

He met my gaze, defeat in his eyes. “No.”

Finally, a straight answer with the strength of truth behind it. “But you will stay and fight with us to protect her?”

“Yes.” He spoke with more confidence this time.

“You do realize you’re stepping into a world where you will have to get your hands dirty. There are people out there who would kidnap your daughter and some who would kill her if they found her. I’ve given her my blood, so she’s a little more resilient than the average sensor, but she’s still in danger.” I paused and stared hard into his eyes. “Judge us all you want, but we do whatever it takes to protect our own—even at great cost to ourselves.”

Patrick didn’t say anything for a minute. I had to give him credit for not running at any point during our conversation. The vehemence of my emotions had to be hitting him hard, but as a sensor, he couldn’t doubt my convictions. His gaze shot to Lucas briefly, who hadn’t moved since coming to stand by my side. My nephilim mate might seem like the biggest threat, but Patrick didn’t realize I’d be the one to take him down if necessary. Everyone else would just help hide the evidence.

I cocked my head. “How far are you willing to go? If someone is attacking your daughter, could you kill them?”

He swallowed. “I would try.”

“You don’t know how to fight, do you?” 

He wasn’t soft anywhere, but he wasn’t very muscular, either. I had noticed calluses on his hands and there was an earthy scent about him. A farmer, maybe? Lucas told me Patrick was from a rural area in Montana. 

“No.” He shook his head. “I swore long ago I’d avoid violence.”

“Why is that?” The question came from Lucas.

He hesitated. “My grandfather was an abusive man who terrorized his family. I promised my mother I’d never be like him.”

“And your father?” I asked.

“He was good and kind, but he died young. I hardly knew him.” Pain reflected in Patrick’s eyes.

“Look, I get it. You’ve avoided violence for a valid reason.” I took in a deep breath, unable to keep up my pretense of strength much longer. Lucas pulled my back into his chest and wrapped his arms around me. I wanted to sink all the way into him, but I needed to make my point with Patrick. “But you’re not going to be able to keep that oath if you stick around here.”

“I know,” he said. This time I was certain he was getting it.

“Lucas and Micah could train you to fight. Even if you don’t feel you can kill someone should it be necessary, you at least need to learn how to immobilize them.” It was the best compromise I could give him. We didn’t live in a world where he could avoid violence. Something told me we could move to Antarctica and still run into trouble.

“I have a training session with the nerou in a couple of days,” Lucas said, his voice rumbling above my head. “I’ll be teaching them basic takedown tactics, similar to what Melena suggested. You should come along. I’ll work with you at a pace you can handle.”

I loved Lucas a little more at that moment. It was difficult for both of us to let Patrick into our lives, but we needed to do it for Emily’s sake. As long as he continued to prove honest and willing to work with us, we wouldn’t make him leave.

Patrick considered it a moment. “Okay, I could do that.”

“One final question—do you have any intention of turning on us or our allies while you’re here?” I asked.

An ironic smile crossed his lips. “No. I like my head right where it is.”

“Good.” I pulled away from Lucas. “Now, I’ve got to get some rest. There’s an archangel who needs summoning this evening.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Lucas

 

Lucas walked with Melena down the stairs, watching her closely in case she became light-headed. As she made her way down, it didn’t appear necessary. Her long nap and the food she’d eaten earlier had done a remarkable amount of good in helping restore her energy and strength. She did wobble once near the last step but recovered before he could grab her.

“This is happening, Lucas.” She gripped the banister and turned back to show him the resolve in her eyes. “Forget trying to talk me out of it.”

“You’re not thinking clearly,” he said, following on her heels as she crossed the foyer.

“Is she really going to summon an archangel?” Patrick asked, coming from the living room.

“Not if I can help it,” Lucas replied. He flashed to the front porch and blocked her way. “Go back inside, Melena.”

“No.” She gave him her most determined look. “There was nothing I could do while I was in Purgatory, but I swore the whole time I was in there that I’d do something to help Yerik and Ariel. They were punished worse than any of us. That’s not fair.”

Lucas put his hands on her shoulders. “Yerik had multiple crimes held against him. Not only did he kill an archangel and hide from the punishment, but he also exposed supernaturals to the world, raided Purgatory, and made Derrick immortal. As for Ariel, she betrayed her own kind. There is nothing you can do for them.”

“We have to try.” She gave him a pleading look. “You know me. I can’t just assume something is out of my hands without at least attempting to fix it.”

Lucas stared up at the sky and shouted in the hopes the archangel would hear him. “Can’t you come down here without her doing something rash to bring you?”

No reply. Either Remiel preferred to ignore them, or he wasn’t paying attention at the moment. He did have other duties to attend. 

“See?” Melena threw her hands up. “He’s not going to come here on his own.”

“I’ve never met an archangel before. This should be interesting,” Patrick said, still standing there. The nosy man needed to mind his own business.

“What makes you think I’m going to let Melena summon him?” Lucas retorted.

“Because you have the expression of a defeated man who has lost an argument to the woman he loves. My father often looked at my mother that way,” Patrick explained, shrugging. “It’s been a long time, but it’s not something I’ve forgotten.”

Lucas let out a martyred sigh and stared down at his mate. She was never going to listen to him. “Very well. You may summon him, but you will not use yourself as a pawn in the negotiation. I’ve only had you back two days. I won’t lose you again.”

“I promise.” Melena smiled brightly at him. 

Of course, she perked up the moment she got her way. Lucas stepped aside and followed her down the porch steps. “How do you plan on summoning him?”

“Bartol is going to help.”

He grabbed her arm and gave her an incredulous look. “You must be joking.”

“Nope. He already said he would,” she said, jerking away.

The man in question sat on the front lawn, surrounded by fresh spring grass. They’d given him a new set of blue jeans and a white t-shirt to wear. Bartol would likely fill those out in the coming weeks and need to purchase larger sizes later. For now, he was far leaner than other nephilim, and he had a way of disappearing while still in plain sight.

Lucas didn’t know what he might be doing on the lawn, other than possibly meditating. He had his head bowed low, and he’d let his brown hair fall across his face. As they walked up to him, he didn’t move or register their presence. Bartol hadn’t spoken much since the first night he arrived. Occasionally, a piece of technology startled him, such as the television. They explained it to him, and he wouldn’t mention the matter again after that. Today was the first time Lucas had seen him come outside. 

Most of the time, he stayed cloistered in the back office, showing little desire to interact with anyone. They did their best to keep Kerbasi away from him by keeping the guardian busy at the nerou compound. The last thing Bartol needed was to face the man who’d tortured him ruthlessly for years. It took Lucas a long time to come to terms with Kerbasi being around. Bartol might never be able to handle it.

Melena walked around him, giving the nephilim time to become aware of her presence. It reminded Lucas of someone trying to pacify a wild animal. He stood to the side and waited to see how his mate handled Bartol. If anyone could reach the tortured man, it would be her. 

 “Bartol?” she spoke in a whisper.

He lifted his head. “You wish for me to summon the archangel.” 

“Yes.”

“I hadn’t expected you to come to me this soon,” he said, his voice coming out calmer than expected. Perhaps the meditating helped. “Have you sufficiently recovered?”

Melena’s gaze shifted to the ground before she looked back up. “Yeah. I try not to wallow in self-pity too long. I’ve heard it will give you wrinkles.”

Bartol’s lips twitched. “Give it a few centuries and you might reconsider.”

Lucas knew that much to be true. Every immortal went through a period where the reality of their long and often pain-filled existence became too much. During that time, they closed themselves off from the world. The feelings of hopelessness could last anywhere from a few months to several decades. Some sought an end to it. Vampires walked into the sunlight, and nephilim asked an archangel to finish them off. Lucas had every intention of being there for Melena if she ever hit that point, though he hoped she’d prove the exception to the rule.

She cocked her head. “So will you help me?”

“I promised you I would.” Bartol stood. He reminded Lucas of the calm before the storm. “But you must keep your end of the deal as well and find me a suitable place to live. I cannot stay in this place much longer with that guardian around.”

“You do not need to do anything in return for our help.” Lucas stepped forward and put a hand on Bartol’s shoulder. “Once you are ready, we will locate a suitable house. In the meantime, I’ve instructed Kerbasi to avoid you at all costs.” Actually, he’d threatened the guardian in every way possible, including never letting him near their home again.

Bartol needed to get acclimated to the modern world first and there was the matter of his finances. Most of his investments went under in the first two decades of his prison sentence, particularly in the late 1920s and into the 1930s. Lucas hadn’t gone to Purgatory during that time and had no idea about the problem until it was nearly too late. 

Once he found out what needed to be done, he saved what little Bartol had remaining—mostly a few small properties. The human lawyer who’d been managing them in his absence had allowed them to fall into disrepair. Lucas sold everything off at a loss and put the money into interest-bearing accounts. It wasn’t much by today’s standards, about half a million dollars, but it would give Bartol a reasonably decent start.

“Thank you…I’d suspected it was you keeping the guardian away from me.” Bartol directed his gaze at Melena. “I’ve already acquired most of the supplies. There are only two ingredients left—one of which Lucas can provide.”

Melena’s eyes flashed with surprise. “Wow, that’s great, but when did you manage to get everything? And how?” 

“I spoke with your shaman before he left the other night and asked for his assistance. It was my hope to get this over with as soon as possible so that I might move on with my life.” Bartol swallowed, and a hint of the pain he suffered crossed his features. “He brought the items by this afternoon.”

Lucas wished she could have left his friend out of this. Melena was usually more astute on such matters, but she’d gotten it stuck in her head to save people and couldn’t see past that. He could only guess Melena must have somehow convinced Bartol to do this while they were still in Purgatory. Hopefully, this didn’t set the man farther back in his recovery process.

“That’s…well, I appreciate your thinking ahead.” She gave him a grateful smile. 

Bartol dipped his chin. “I admire your willingness to help your friends.”

“I try.” Melena shrugged. “What is the final ingredient we need?”

“The blood of a pure human that is untainted by magic.”

In this day and age, that was becoming more difficult to come by with the witches selling their products all over the place. Perhaps that would slow Melena down on her ridiculous plan. Lucas had updated her on most of the events that had taken place during her absence. She should be able to infer that pure human blood would require a search and verification process that could take some time.

Melena stood there lost in thought and tapping on her chin. “Cori could probably do it.”

Lucas cursed inwardly. He hadn’t even considered her.

“When do you wish to do this?” Bartol asked.

“Tonight. I’ll call her and see if she can come by.”

Lucas took Melena’s arm. “Would it not be better to wait a few days? Bartol is still regaining his strength.”

“Uh.” Melena’s mouth opened and closed. It was finally hitting her that she hadn’t considered Bartol’s state of health.

“The spell requires very little power from me. Most of the magic is derived from the ingredients we will use,” the nephilim answered. “It will not be a problem.”

Lucas drew his brows together. “Does it not bother you that you’ll be summoning Remiel?”

Bartol’s expression turned solemn. “Yerik saved my life centuries ago during the Supernatural War. I owe him this much. And anyway, according to archangel law, they cannot punish you for summoning them as long as your intentions are pure. I believe this is the case with Melena.”

“How do you know that?” Lucas had never heard such a thing.

Melena patted him on the chest. “Bartol dated an angel. It’s amazing the things people will reveal while in bed with each other. Like that one time when you admitted how you’d always wanted to have sex in the…”

“I get the point,” Lucas interrupted. He’d forgotten how well she could manipulate him. Now all he could think about was the rather embarrassing thing she’d almost told Bartol.

“Good. Then I’ll call Cori while Bartol gets everything else ready.” She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek.

He scowled at her. “You make me regret that I wanted you to recover quickly.”

“You’re so cute when you’re annoyed. I’m going to eat something while we wait.” She sauntered off.

 

***

 

It took Cori almost two hours before she could make it to their house. She’d had a tattoo job to finish up first but made Melena promise not to use another human. Cori wanted to get a good look at the archangel who’d condemned her friend to Purgatory. All Lucas could think was that nothing good could come from this summoning. He’d made several more attempts to talk Melena out of it, but she refused to back down. 

It was almost dark by the time they reconvened on the lawn. Bartol moved in a circle, placing clear quartz stones at precise intervals. After he set each one down, he deposited a white feather on top and chanted in the language of the angels. Lucas had only ever figured out a few of their words because it was so difficult. He had no idea Bartol had mastered it.

“Do I want to know where those feathers came from?” Cori asked.

Melena frowned. “Bartol said they were from a dove.”

“He killed a dove!” she hissed, glaring at the nephilim.

He stopped his chanting and shot her a nasty look. “The feathers came from several doves, and they are still alive. You should ask before you cast accusations.”

“Oh.” Cori relaxed her stance. “Well, you can’t blame me. I’ve seen crazier things than dove sacrifices since meeting Melena.”

“Nevertheless, do not presume to know anything about me or what I might do,” Bartol said scathingly, then leaned down to place the final stone.

Cori leaned toward Melena. “Is he always such an asshole?” 

“He can hear you no matter how low you speak,” Lucas pointed out.

The human woman shrugged. “I know.”

Melena sighed. “He’s actually a good guy. You’re just catching him at a bad time.”

“The story of my life,” Cori muttered.

“Lucas,” Bartol called after he finished his chanting.

“You need my blood,” he said, feeling the weight of the inevitable fall on him. “Very well.” 

He walked up to the edge of the circle, and Bartol handed him a knife. “Spill a little over each feather.”

Lucas cut a slice across his palm and squeezed the resulting blood from his hand. Several drops fell onto the first feather and stone. He moved on quickly to cover the others. Once finished, he returned the knife to Bartol and rejoined Melena. “I do hope you know what you’re doing.”

“Don’t worry. It will be okay,” she reassured him. Her little speech did not help at all.

“Cori,” Bartol said, holding the knife handle out toward her.

She looked between Lucas and Melena. “Is this going to curse me for all eternity?” 

“Only if you make the archangel angry, which I have full confidence you could manage with little effort,” Lucas answered.

“Oh, good. I’d hate for this to be for nothing.” Cori moved toward Bartol and took the knife. She stared at him full in the face, showing no signs that she saw the damage there. “I don’t suppose I can keep this as a souvenir afterward?”

Lucas rather liked that she didn’t behave differently around his friend from anyone else. He’d worried about that when Melena suggested calling her, but he should have known better. Cori had a tendency to treat everyone with the same attitude and sarcasm. 

“No,” he answered.

She tapped the blade against her hand. “What if we played a game of cards and bet on it?”

“And what would you offer?” he asked, not appearing the least bit amused.

“A free tattoo?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Now perform the same ritual as Lucas.”

“You’re no fun, are you?” When he didn’t respond, she pointed the blade tip at her palm and cut it without flinching. Lucas didn’t know many humans who could do that.

Bartol scowled as he watched her move about the circle dripping her blood. As soon as she finished and returned the knife, he began chanting again. Melena must have sensed the rise in magic because she rubbed her arms where goose bumps arose. Wind swirled around them, disturbing their hair. Lucas tensed when the air began to crackle with electricity. Beneath his feet, he almost could have sworn the earth throbbed with a surge of power.

Remiel appeared inside the circle. He didn’t look any better than the last time Lucas saw him. If anything, his robe had deteriorated further, and his forehead was creased with lines uncommon to his kind. He used to appear about thirty years old, but now he could have been pushing forty—if one discounted the countless millennia he’d already lived.

“What is the meaning of this?” The archangel scowled.

Melena took a few steps toward the circle. “We need to talk.”

“The answer is no,” he said emphatically.

“I haven’t even asked you a question yet,” she argued.

“It is not necessary. I am aware of what you want.”

She pointed a finger at him. “We can’t leave Ariel to rot in Hell.”

He stared down at the rocks and studied them. “Come closer.”

Had Bartol’s spell trapped Remiel? Lucas had spent so much time trying to discourage the summoning that he hadn’t asked how it worked.

“No.” Melena crossed her arms.

“Sensor,” he said, dragging out the word. “I am not playing games with you.”

“Good, because I’m not playing games, either. This is serious. We have to fix what you did before it’s too late.” There was desperation in Melena’s voice. She’d asked Lucas the day before how long he thought an angel could last in Hell before they were completely lost. He couldn’t be for certain, but he doubted it would take very long.

Pain flashed in Remiel’s eyes. “There is nothing I can do for her. She is far beyond my reach now.”

“What about Yerik?”

The archangel shook his head. “We sent him away for good reason. After all he has done, you cannot expect us to shorten his punishment.”

“Yes, I can.” Melena narrowed her eyes. “Every one of his crimes was committed to protect him and his family, and you damn well know it. Pick a punishment that lets him stay on Earth.” 

“I have no wish to return him,” Remiel answered.

“Which tells me it’s possible. What do I need to do? Appeal the case to your court or something?” she asked. It was then that Lucas wished he hadn’t told her anything about how archangels run their affairs. On the other hand, he had to give his mate credit for not backing down from Remiel. She had the distinct advantage that she could not be silenced the way the rest of them could.

“It would be up to the council to decide whether to hear your case. Not mine alone.” The archangel stepped closer to the edge of the circle, but not over it. “It is unwise of you to draw attention to yourself again, Melena.”

“What are you going to do? Have me beaten and thrown in solitary again?” she asked.

Remiel’s eyes glowed. It was not in a benevolent way.

Lucas took hold of her shoulder. “Do not push him.”

“I have to,” Melena said, shrugging him off.

Remiel’s lips thinned. “Even if I could convince the council to consider your request, it is not a good idea.” 

Melena cocked her head. “Why?”

“There is a human saying. I am unsure of the proper way to phrase it, but what I will tell you is that if one domino falls so will another. Freeing the daimoun will only bring danger to you that I would not wish to see happen,” Remiel replied.

It came to Lucas then what the archangel meant. How he hadn’t seen it sooner, he did not know. No wonder they shipped Yerik off to a distant planet where he could not interfere.

“Let it go, Melena,” Lucas said in a warning tone. “They will not free him this soon no matter what you say or do.”

Remiel’s gaze met his. They exchanged a look of understanding. 

She shook her head, still not seeing the ramifications, and pleaded with the archangel once more. “I don’t care. Do whatever it takes to get me a meeting with the council—please.”

Remiel was quiet a moment. “It would be better for you if I didn’t, but I will do as you have requested. We will convene again in three days. If they are willing to hear your petition, I will return for you then.”

“Thank you.” Melena swept her foot against one of the rocks, breaking the circle.

“Do not thank me yet,” Remiel said. A moment later he flashed away.

She turned to Lucas. “What did he mean about Yerik?”

There was no way he’d provide her with such damning information. “Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me, Lucas,” Melena warned. “You know I’ll figure it out eventually.”

She would, but knowing the truth would only make her more desperate to free Yerik. Lucas could see the chain of events now. Melena would have to put her life on the line if she continued down this path. He leaned down and stared into her eyes, showing her his own desperation. “Leave it alone. If not for me, do it for Emily.”

Cori snapped her fingers. “I’ve got it.”

“What?” Melena swung toward her.

Lucas hoped the human hadn’t managed to put it all together.

“An archangel doesn’t become a demon overnight, right?” Cori waited until Melena nodded. “It probably takes many months or years to fully darken their soul, so Ariel’s not evil yet. If Yerik is half demon…”

“He could break into Hell to save her if he comes back in time,” Melena finished, excitement in her voice.

“You’re missing one important part,” Bartol said, glaring at the human woman.

“What?” She threw her hands up. “Convince him to go down there and get her? Weren’t they friends before?”

“If that was all there was to it, we might support the plan.” Lucas cast a hard look at Melena and Cori. “The problem is that new arrivals to Hell are placed in a segregated place with heavy wards around it. As a half-demon, Yerik can get her into Hell, but he cannot access the secure part.”

Bartol picked up one of the summoning circle stones and tossed it into the woods. “The only person on this planet that we know of who could possibly survive entering Hell and get past those wards is Melena, but she’d have to go into the new arrival area alone because the protection magic on it is too strong for her to break. Yerik won’t be able to join her on that part. Do you think the demons guarding the place are going to let her waltz right in there and grab a prize like a former angel? Never mind what Melena would have to do to get Ariel back out—which will be another difficult task altogether.”

“Also, if she’s captured or killed, she’ll never be able to leave,” Lucas added. Melena might not be considering going yet, but he knew her. She’d talk herself into it and with the band around his ankle keeping him confined to Alaska, he wouldn’t be able to go with her. 

“Oh, shit,” Cori said.

“Exactly,” Bartol replied.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Melena

 

Demons chased me. They all looked similar to Kerbasi except their skin was burnt-orange, and they had black horns on top of their heads. My heart raced as their growls grew louder and more ferocious. I had to get away from them before they reached me, but how? The barren landscape I sprinted across only had rocks and dust. No mountains or forests where I could hide. Lightning flashed in the sky, practically shining a spotlight on me.

My legs seemed as if they’d been weighted down with lead. No matter how much I pushed, I couldn’t go any faster. If anything, I was slowing down. I dragged in a breath of air, but couldn’t seem to fill my lungs. The heavy footsteps came closer. What was I going to do? I looked to the left and right, but the flat terrain offered me nothing. 

Hazy figures appeared up ahead. As I drew closer to them, their faces came into sharp focus. More hellish beings, except these looked like demon versions of Dannia. I skidded to a halt, swinging my arms to keep from falling. They blocked my path. I twisted around in circles, finding myself surrounded. The demons closed ranks, growling and reaching out for me with razor-sharp claws.

I woke up screaming. Lucas was by my side in an instant, pulling me into his arms. He whispered words of consolation I could hardly understand. The images from my nightmare still flashed in my mind and I had the near-overwhelming urge to run as far away as possible. When I began to shiver violently, he held me even tighter.

“It’s okay, Melena. You’re safe now,” he said, rocking me gently.

The deep timbre of his voice was comforting, but it was hard to believe him after what I’d just seen. For a few minutes, I lay in his arms soaking up his strength. There were no demons, and I was back in Alaska now—home. I reminded myself of this over and over again until the terror ebbed away. This wasn’t me. I would not let bad dreams incapacitate me or rule my life. Given enough time, I would conquer them.

Lifting my head, I caught sight of the dark landscape outside the window. “It’s already nighttime?”

“You slept the entire day. The sun set a few minutes ago.” I could sense his worry and concern. He ran his fingers through my hair, continuing to soothe me. 

“Is this what it was like for you every time you came back?” I asked.

He was quiet for a moment. “Yes, but it does get easier. The first few days are always the most difficult, especially when you return to circumstances such as ours.”

I remembered tossing and turning the night before. Thoughts of Ariel kept racing through my mind. I could hardly blame Lucas for insisting I not rescue her. Invading Purgatory had been dangerous enough, but Hell was an entirely different matter, and he wouldn’t be able to go with me. The demons would have no mercy, and I’d risk losing my soul. 

As soon as I’d decide against it, though, Ariel’s ethereal face would pop into my head. A moment later it twisted into a demonic version. How could I continue living a long immortal life knowing I hadn’t at least tried to save her before it was too late? The guilt would eat at me every day. If the archangel council did decide to release Yerik, I needed to consider my options.

All those thoughts and more prevented me from sleeping until sometime in the early morning. My body must have shut down after that. I was still recovering from my stay in Purgatory and my injuries from the forest fire. It would take time to return to fighting shape.

I rested my head against Lucas’ chest and listened to his heartbeat. There was something ridiculously comforting about hearing it. “Did anything happen while I was asleep?”

“O’Connell stopped by. I sent him away.”

I tilted my head up to meet his gaze. “How many broken bones does he have?”

“Regrettably, none.” Lucas scowled. “We need him whole too much.”

“Why?”

He worked his jaw, and I admired the faint stubble growing there. Lucas was usually well-groomed, but he’d let himself go in my absence. He’d had to slick back his hair just to keep it out of his face because it had grown so long. In a weird way, I found his recent grunginess rather endearing. No one was perfect—not even him.

“I believe your missing brother has formed a cult—one that is targeting supernaturals. O’Connell has more resources than I do at the moment to track him down,” he finally answered.

“What?” I pulled away from him. “Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” He’d updated me on the recent attacks and the fallen peace spell, but not this.

“You had enough to handle without adding more before you were ready.” He reached out and traced the line of my jaw. 

Normally, I loved it when he did that, but this time I grabbed his hand and shoved it down. He was not going to distract me with soft touches or tender looks. “How do you know my brother is behind it?”

Lucas sighed. “I believe it is best you question Patrick about that yourself. You must come to your own conclusions.”

“Patrick? What does he know about this?” Here I was questioning him the other morning, and I didn’t even have all the facts. If Emily’s father knew about this cult, he could be involved. I was half tempted to kick Lucas for keeping me in the dark.

“He is the one who told us about the group and its activities,” Lucas replied. By the expression on his face, he must have wished he could have put this conversation off a little longer. “I provided O’Connell with the details, but he will only work with you.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.” I rubbed my face. Couldn’t the world have just paused while I was gone? If it wasn’t one thing hitting me, it was another.

“What was that screaming?” Kerbasi’s voice came from the doorway. “I heard it all the way in my modest little dwelling and thought someone must be dying.”

I stiffened. He was the last person I wanted to see at the moment—aside from Dannia.

“Your twenty minute response time is certainly encouraging,” Lucas said, dryly.

“Emily said you were handling it,” the guardian replied, clearly annoyed, “but I grew impatient. What has happened?”

I turned to face Kerbasi, a shudder running down my spine. The images from my nightmare still lingered and seeing him brought them back into sharp focus. “I dreamed of you. Your image tends to inspire that kind of reaction.”

“I am pleased I have not lost my touch.” He polished his fingernails against his shirt. 

Grabbing a pillow from the bed, I threw it and struck him in the face. Even though it couldn’t have hurt, it made me feel better. “Go away.”

He gave me a wounded look and wandered off. There were times when I wondered if he really did care, but pretended he didn’t. Looking back now, I had caught a whiff of concern coming from him. I’d just been too caught up in the remnants of my nightmare to notice.

“Perhaps you should get dressed and come downstairs.” Lucas slid off the bed, his expression grim. “There is much we must discuss.”

“Shower, coffee, and then we can talk.” I had to have my priorities. 

 

***

 

The house was crowded when I came downstairs. A couple of new arrivals had gathered in the living room, but I found Patrick and Emily playing chess at the dining room table. He was alternating between glancing at a laptop set up next to the board, chatting with his daughter, and moving his pieces across the game board. 

They were laughing as I walked up to them, though I’d missed the joke. I sensed the bond developing between them and it worried me. What if he turned out to be a bad guy? Had we made the wrong decision by allowing Patrick to stay and let Emily get attached to him? I needed to question him again before making any solid conclusions, but that would have to wait a little longer. I desperately needed coffee, and I had guests in the other room.

“Isn’t this a school night?” I asked, pausing at the table. It had to be around midnight.

Emily moved one of her pawns. “I couldn’t sleep.”

I leaned down and gave her a kiss on the forehead. It seemed like forever since I’d been able to do that. “Don’t stay up too long.”

She lifted her head, concern in her gaze. “Is everything okay, Mel?”

“Oh, yeah.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “It was just a bad dream.”

“What was it about?”

The long, hot shower I’d taken had allowed me some perspective on what happened. It almost seemed comical now—almost. “Demon versions of Kerbasi were chasing me.”

“Wow. That would have made me scream, too.” Her lips twitched.

I headed for the kitchen and found a fresh pot of coffee waiting. Lucas must have made it for me while I was in the shower, which made me love him that much more. I fixed myself a cup and stood there sipping it. The kitchen was empty and quiet, allowing me a chance to wake up and center myself. Considering who’d come to visit, I felt bad for not greeting them right away, but I needed some fortification before I faced the world again. It seemed like every time I thought I was getting back to normal something else came along to throw me off course.

It took a second cup of coffee, a banana, and a bowl of cereal before I felt strong enough to head toward the living room. Lucas met me in the foyer. 

He studied my face. “You look better.”

“I feel better, too. Where’s Micah and Bartol?” Neither of the nephilim had been in the house when I woke up

“At the nerou compound. We thought it would be good for Bartol to get out for a while and Micah needed to do a security check anyway. They should be back later.” The gold in his eyes deepened and he cupped my cheek. “You have visitors, but if you’re not up for it, I can send them away.”

“I’ll be fine.” I gave him a pleading expression. “If we could just pretend my little incident didn’t happen, it would help.”

Sympathy reflected in his eyes, and he lowered his hand. “I understand. We will not speak of it again—unless you wish.”

“Thanks.” I released a pent-up breath. As much as I appreciated his concern, I didn’t want to dwell on my nightmares any more than Lucas did when he had a bad dream.

“I’ll join you shortly.” He squeezed my hand and walked away.

I entered the living room, and two women flew at me—Aniya and Lisette. They were my best friends since high school back in California, though I rarely saw them much these days. Each of them gave me a bone-crushing hug. It was all I could do to maintain my composure. They reminded me of a time when my life was normal and the supernatural a distant thing I hardly ever worried about. 

 Then Aniya had decided to come to Alaska three years ago and got kidnapped. I came here, intending to save her from a witch-vamp hybrid and her gang, but things didn’t go as planned. She was fatally shot by a police officer who’d been compelled to do it. As she lay bleeding to death, I’d begged Nik to turn her into a vampire. It was that or let her die. She’d been through a lot since then, but when I’d left for Purgatory she’d seemed to be doing better. 

The reason for that sat on a couch nearby—Cage. He was a sixty-year-old vampire who appeared about forty. He had that older surfer guy look with short, blond hair and semi-tanned skin. It took a few decades for vampires to turn pale unless they were that way already. 

 Cage had worked with Aniya earlier this year at a make-shift clinic where they tended patients who’d been affected by an outbreak of the black plague spreading amongst supernaturals. Vampires weren’t affected, so they’d made the best nurses. In the midst of that, romance had bloomed between my friend and Cage. I’d witnessed the beginnings of it, but I’d missed being around for when it fully developed. Now, she appeared happier than I’d ever seen her.

“When did you fly up here?” I asked Lisette. She was a pixie. I’d known that about her since we first met due to my abilities, but I’d hidden my knowledge until after Aniya got turned into a vampire. It had been safer for no one to know about my sensor background. She hadn’t been very happy when she discovered I’d kept that from her, but with time we worked past it.

Lisette smiled. “Late last night. I would have come by sooner, but Lucas asked us to wait a little longer.”

I grabbed a strand of her shoulder-length hair. “Blond? Isn’t that a bit too normal for you?”

“I ran out of colors and decided to go natural.” She shrugged. 

In all the time I’d known her, she’d always had it dyed some sort of bright shade. The short, energetic woman had a passion for life and loved to display it outwardly in her hair and her clothes. Today she wore leather pants, a skimpy pink sequin top, and an open jacket. The heels on her shoes had to be at least six inches. There were very few times I’d seen Lisette in anything that she couldn’t wear to a nightclub.

“It looks good,” I said, letting go of her hair.

“So how are you?” Her brow furrowed. “I’ve heard horrible things about Purgatory. Do they really do things like flay the flesh off of you?”

Lisette always lacked the ability to use tact. Coming from her, it didn’t bother me at all. “Only on Fridays. The rest of the week they stuck with the tried and true method of drawing and quartering.”

Aniya’s mouth dropped open. “You’re joking.”

She was always the most serious one among us. Her parents were originally from India and raised her to be studious and hard working. Aniya’s coming to Alaska was the first time she’d done anything remotely rebellious—despite mine and Lisette’s influence. Becoming a vampire hadn’t changed her personality. If anything, she was more withdrawn and quiet now than before.

“Don’t worry. It was bad, but it wasn’t that horrible.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “I’ll be okay.”

Aniya swallowed. “Was it as bad as when Variola held you in her basement and had you tortured?”

“Sweetheart,” Cage said, putting an arm around her. “Maybe it’s not a good idea to dredge up those old memories.”

That period had been bad for Aniya as well because she felt responsible for what happened to me. After being captured by Variola’s people while trying to rescue her, I’d been chained up and beaten within an inch of my life. It was difficult to be certain how many of my bones were broken in the process, but to say the pain had been unbearable would have been an understatement. I didn’t have immortality to help me at that time. The only reason I’d survived was because they fed me vampire blood—after letting me suffer through the pain for a while first. I hadn’t had Lucas on my side then, and I’d been all alone with no hope of rescue. 

“To be honest, I think the Variola experience was worse than Purgatory,” I replied truthfully. 

What I didn’t add was that being captured by my father the following year and held by him and his minions for several days actually made the number one slot for worst experience. He’d brutalized me physically and psychologically. Betrayal by family—even members you’d never met before—was the worst kind of torture. It might take some time to get over my stay in Purgatory, but I’d built up a rather strong defense mechanism against that sort of suffering. It also helped that I’d acquired a mass of friends and loved ones over the last few years who would always be there for me.

“I don’t know how you handle so much, Mel.” Aniya sighed.

Lisette grabbed both our hands, a mischievous sparkle in her eyes. “I recommend ice cream. We used to get through all kinds of tough spots that way.”

“Says the woman who had the most relationship problems.” I grinned at her. “It’s a miracle we didn’t become the size of Goodyear Blimps from all the men who pissed you off.”

Lucas cleared his throat, guiding a reluctant Patrick into the living room. The male sensor had an expression of dread on his face that told me he’d rather be anywhere else. 

“I apologize for interrupting,” Lucas said, giving me a rueful look. “But it appears there are more attacks on supernaturals planned in the near future. Patrick has uncovered information you’ll all want to hear.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Melena

 

Aniya, Lisette, and I exchanged worried glances. As much as I wanted to visit with my friends for a while, impending attacks had to take precedence. 

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Patrick shifted on his feet. “I’ve been following their online message boards—the open ones, anyway. They don’t discuss specifics there, but there was a call to arms raised a couple of days ago. I suspect assaults on the supernatural population are about to get a lot worse.”

“How is it you know about these boards?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him. It still annoyed me that no one had bothered to inform me about this until tonight.

He cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable with being the center of attention in a room full of supernaturals. “The message board was originally set up so sensors could keep in touch with each other. It also served as a way to warn our kind of any dangerous places to avoid. In the last month or so, it’s evolved into something different.”

I’d never heard of such a website, but before coming to Alaska I’d only known one other sensor—Wanda. Considering she’d planned to sell me to the highest supernatural bidder as soon as I finished high school, she wouldn’t have told me about it. I took a few steps closer to him. “Who is the leader?”

“His name is Grant Douglas. A couple of years ago, he broke away from a group ran by his father. I have no idea why, but all those guys disappeared a few months back. Grant has since formed his own cult to take their place. There aren’t many sensors willing to follow him, but after the peace spell started coming down, he recruited a lot of humans. He’s teaching them how to find and kill supernaturals.”

My body turned cold. Lucas lifted a brow, the question obvious in his eyes. The only man Grant could be was my brother, especially since he shared the same last name as my father.

“Dammit.” I spun around, searching for something to hit. Lucas and Micah had repaired the living room since the attack and replaced the furniture. No way did I want to mess up all their hard work. Unable to find a target, I returned my attention to Lucas. “It has to be him.”

He dipped his chin. “That is what I believe as well.”

“I feel like I’m missing something here,” Patrick said, confusion in his voice.

I paced the room, no longer caring what Emily’s father heard or discovered. “Grant has to be my brother. The one we couldn’t find and capture.”

Patrick’s eyes rounded. “You guys took down that group? They were huge, and I heard they had a lot of heavy firepower.”

“We had the Department of Homeland Security helping. Jerome and his people fought, but it wasn’t too hard to capture them,” I said, stopping to look at him. “Tell me you’ve never had any participation with those people and don’t dare try to lie.” 

Whether he lived or not depended on his next words and he knew it. Patrick met my gaze. “Never. Other than commenting a few times on the message boards—before all the trouble began—I’ve avoided them. I only knew about Grant because I went to college with him.”

“That was also where he met Emily’s mother,” Lucas added.

“Did they try to recruit you?” I asked.

“Yes.” He nodded. “But I refused. That’s when I stopped interacting with anyone on the forum.”

Everything he said so far this evening had been the truth. A part of me wished he’d lied so I had an excuse to get rid of him. He couldn’t have shown up at a worse time. We were all on edge, and Emily was vulnerable to a long-lost father coming into the picture. 

“You’re only watching the forum now? Not talking to the members?”

“Right,” he confirmed, his expression hardening. “Even if I hadn’t found out about my daughter, I wouldn’t want any part of them.”

I could sense his resolve and the truth he spoke. Whether I liked it or not, I couldn’t find anything bad about him other than his not entering Emily’s life sooner.

Speaking of which, she entered the room and grabbed her father’s hand. “Mel, I’ve asked him all kinds of stuff, too. I really think he’s here just for me.”

She gave me a pleading expression, silently begging me to stop questioning Patrick’s motives and accept him. I supposed there was a certain point where I had to give the man the benefit of the doubt. He’d cooperated with us so far.

“Alright, we’ll trust him for now.” I pointed a finger at Patrick. “But you will show me these forums. I need to know everything about this cult.” 

“Whatever you need,” Patrick said, glancing down at his daughter. Emily gave him a bright smile. One thing was for certain, she was the one motivating him to work with us.

Lisette spoke up, “I want to see the website, too. People need to be warned about this.”

She had a large family back in California to worry about. Pixies tended to have many children, and they formed a sort of clan that lived within a set territory. If a sensor located Lisette’s relatives in the Monterey area and they had humans to fight with them, they could wipe out hundreds of pixies in a short amount of time.

“Absolutely,” I agreed.

Her expression turned apologetic. “I might have to leave soon, too. If this is as bad as it sounds, I’ll need to get back to my family.”

“If you require assistance with travel arrangements, let me know,” Lucas offered. “I can have my plane ready to depart with two hours notice.”

“Thanks. I’ll probably take you up on that,” Lisette said, casting him a grateful look. Lucas didn’t do that for just anyone, but he knew she was important to me. 

Emily and I jerked our heads toward the front window where we sensed werewolves coming down the road. A few moments later, Patrick tensed. It took a little longer for him to catch on since male sensors only had a quarter-mile range compared to a female’s half-mile. Derrick and Nadine, his second-in-command, were headed our way. They’d also brought a teenage werewolf, Gabby, with them. 

“Did you know they were coming?” I asked Emily. It was her friend showing up with the alpha, after all.

“No,” she said, sounding rather annoyed about it.

Lucas and the others stared at me, confused. 

“Derrick and Nadine are almost here,” I explained.

“And Gabby.” Emily’s eyes flashed. “I told her I didn’t want to talk to her anymore.”

My jaw dropped. They’d been good friends for years now. “What? When did this happen?”

“Ask Lucas,” she said, stomping toward the front door. “He’s the one who made her spy on me. Like I wouldn’t figure it out.”

I rounded on my mate. “Why would you do that?”

“It had seemed like a good idea at the time.” He didn’t appear the least apologetic. 

“Oh, for God’s sake.” I shot him an annoyed look before following Emily to the door. Couldn’t I leave these people alone for five minutes without everything falling apart?

Derrick was just pulling his truck up to the house when we came outside. Kerbasi was already out there checking on the new arrivals, but as soon as he saw the vehicle, he muttered something about mangy dogs and headed back to his shack. 

Lucas, Patrick, and the others followed me down the steps. It wasn’t like the alpha to show up this late without calling first and definitely not with a teenager in tow on a school night. As we approached them, their strong emotions hit my senses like a blast wave with a mixture of anger, frustration, and despair. 

“What happened?” I asked Derrick, hurrying toward him.

“Another attack.” He put an arm around Gabby. “They hit her house.”

I shifted my attention to the stricken girl. “Where’s your father?”

Her lips trembled. “He’s…d-d-dead.”

“Oh my God, Gabby, I’m so sorry.” Emily pulled her friend from Derrick and wrapped her arms around her.

The alpha gestured for us to follow him away from the teenagers. Nadine stayed by his side, strutting with self-importance. She was taller than me by several inches, and she had tight compact muscles. Since I’d last seen her, she’d cut her blond hair so that it spiked up now. I didn’t like her all that much—she was the one who’d convinced Derrick to oust Nik from power—but now wasn’t the time to bring up old grudges. We walked far enough across the yard that the girls couldn’t easily overhear us.

“A group of humans attacked Gabby’s home in Fairbanks a little over an hour ago,” Derrick said in a low tone. “They had rifles and shotguns. There wasn’t enough time for her and her father to escape. He sacrificed himself to give his daughter time to get away.” 

“You got there fast,” I said, glancing back at the girls who were still hugging and crying together. We lived almost forty-five minutes east of Fairbanks. Derrick must have driven straight to my house after picking up the teenager.

“We were out patrolling the city when she called from a gas station. It didn’t take long to reach her, but she insisted on coming here rather than my place. Her mother is flying in from Seattle in the morning to get her,” he explained, voice gruff with emotion. An alpha was supposed to protect his pack. As the master of a city, he had to look after all supernaturals. It was only natural he’d feel frustration and remorse that one of his werewolves was killed and another traumatized. In his mind, he’d failed to do his duty.

I gave him a sympathetic look. “The job isn’t as easy as you thought it would be, is it?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I’m beginnin’ to see why Nikolas had so many problems maintaining the peace. I thought he was just bein’ incompetent.”

I refrained from pointing out that no leader was perfect, but Nik had done his best.

“We won’t let it happen again,” Nadine said, squeezing his shoulder.

I scowled at her. “Don’t lie to him. It’s only going to make him feel that much worse when it does happen again.”

“You don’t know that.” Her eyes flashed at me.

“Enough,” Lucas said, his voice cutting through us. “This problem is not restricted to our area—it is occurring all over. With the angels’ peace spell dissolved, humans and supernaturals are attacking each other. No one person can handle the responsibility of resolving the situation.” He gave Derrick and I pointed looks.

“Hey, I usually get other people to help me,” I defended.

A black SUV suddenly came racing up the drive. Everyone turned to me.

“I can’t sense whoever it is so they have to be human,” I answered the unspoken question. I sure wished I knew why my home seemed to be a hub of activity this late at night, but this person would be in for a rude awakening if they planned to cause trouble.

Kerbasi appeared in the front yard again, ready to do battle. Lucas flashed over to the girls, prepared to defend them if necessary. The rest of us formed a line, waiting to see if the vehicle made it past our protection ward. That would tell us a lot about their true intentions.

A moment later the SUV got close enough for me to see the government plates. I let out a groan. “Relax. It’s just an agent from the Department of Homeland Security. Nothing to worry about.” 

“That man is annoying,” Nadine said, sneering. “I’m always having to send him away from our gate.” 

With Derrick’s house being the seat of power for supernaturals, I wasn’t surprised O’Connell had tried visiting. Too bad I’d missed the confrontations between the agent and Nadine. There was something perversely amusing about watching two people you didn’t like that much facing off against each other.

Lisette put her hands on her hips. “What is he doing here?”

I’d forgotten she hadn’t been around since DHS started their supernatural branch. “I’m supposed to be working for him. It’s a long story.”

“But you just got back,” Aniya said, getting angry in my defense. She lived at Derrick’s headquarters and had heard all about my working with the agency. “He can’t expect you to return to work right away.”

“O’Connell is rather dedicated and expects everyone else to be the same way,” I explained. Not that it excused his abominable behavior.

The agent parked his SUV next to Derrick’s truck and strode toward us. His black hair was slicked back and he wore a navy suit. Even this late at night, he would insist on a professional appearance.

Kerbasi stopped him before he made it ten feet from his vehicle. “What is your purpose here?”

“None of your business.” O’Connell glared at the guardian. I was impressed that I didn’t sense a hint of fear coming from the agent, but he probably knew I wouldn’t let Kerbasi hurt him.

“Your presence is undesirable. If you do not leave the premises, I will consider that permission to do whatever I wish to you. Currently, I’m considering removing that dreadfully pointy nose from your face.”

O’Connell balled his fists. “I’ve come to speak to Melena.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

The agent’s face twisted in annoyance. “I don’t need a…”

As amusing as this was to watch, I couldn’t let it continue. “Let him through, Kerbasi.”

“Very well, but I will be keeping my eye on him.” The guardian flashed away, reappearing on the roof.

The DHS agent twisted around, cursing loudly. He knew Kerbasi could flash away or make himself invisible. Not knowing which undoubtedly bothered him. He gave up trying to locate the guardian and headed toward me. “Melena. We need to talk.”

I crossed my arms. “Okay, go ahead.”

“Privately.”

“Let’s get the girls in the house,” Lisette said, grabbing Aniya. 

They headed toward the teenagers. Once they’d reached them, Lucas flashed over to stand next to me. Derrick and Nadine stayed put. I enjoyed having so many people around to make O’Connell uncomfortable.

“Looks private enough to me,” I answered.

He worked his jaw. “You need to come back to work. Violent outbreaks are occurring on an almost daily basis now between humans and supernaturals. Tonight has been worse than usual.” O’Connell glanced at Derrick, who grunted his agreement. “I can’t handle it all without your help, and I’ve waited long enough.”

“It hasn’t been easy for me lately, either. I assure you,” I replied, annoyed that he’d show up this late expecting me to hop to attention for him. Already, my body was wearing down and I’d only been awake a few hours.

O’Connell studied me closely. “From what I heard, you were supposed to be in bad shape, but you seem fine to me.”

“She is only beginning to regain her strength,” Lucas said, glaring down at the agent.

I appreciated his support, but we both knew I couldn’t sit around much longer. He’d made that point earlier by bringing up the cult group, and the attack on Gabby’s house added to the dilemma. No matter how much I wanted to rest and recuperate, I didn’t have the luxury anymore.

“Give me two days and I’ll be at the office.” I needed that much time to pull myself together and get all the details from Patrick about my brother’s new group.

“I better see you then,” O’Connell warned. “You agreed to work with us, and I’m holding you to that promise.”

Lucas stiffened next to me, and Derrick growled. The man was an idiot to push them. 

“I’ll be there, but you might want to get out of here or else I can’t guarantee your safety.”

O’Connell backed away a couple of steps, finally noticing the danger. He gave me a curt nod. “Good night.”

No one relaxed until his SUV disappeared down the road. Kerbasi flashed next to us, clucking his tongue. “The things I would do to that man if I was allowed.”

“Like what?” Nadine cocked her head. She didn’t know better than to encourage him.

Kerbasi tapped his chin. “Well, first I’d strap him down to a surgical table…”

“Let’s go check on the girls,” I said to Lucas.

“Excellent idea.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

Lucas

 

Lucas guided his SUV through the series of protection spells outside the nerou compound. Emily was right when she pointed out they were rather irritating—though necessary. He much preferred flashing inside when he did not have sensors with him. 

They’d come straight to the facility after dropping Lisette off at the airport. The pixie had not wanted to leave yet, but with her kind they defended themselves best when they worked together. Lisette was also one of her clan’s most skilled fighters. She couldn’t afford to stay away long under the circumstances. Lucas was secretly relieved she’d left since she would have created one more distraction for Melena. He was tired of sharing his mate with so many others.

“How long did it take to get the protection spells up?” Melena asked as they passed through the compound gate. 

Patrick sat in the backseat, rubbing his forehead in agitation. Lucas could only conclude the magic spells and large presence of supernaturals in the area overwhelmed his senses. It had taken Melena a while to build up a tolerance when she’d first arrived in Fairbanks. 

Sable perched on the backseat next to Patrick with her paws on the door, staring outside. She had been staying close to home since Melena returned, but the shape-shifter had become restless over the last couple of days and began chewing holes in their expensive shoes. They’d decided to bring her along with them to the compound to let her burn off some of her energy. Lucas didn’t allow her to come often because she proved more than a little distracting to the nerou.

He parked his SUV next to the training field. “It took approximately one week to construct this place—if you include the time Remiel needed to reinforce the magic.”

“Wow, that was fast.” Melena was quiet for a moment. “So, uh, speaking of archangels. If the council does decide to hear my petition, how will they transport me up to the courthouse?”

Lucas tensed at the reminder. Though he didn’t appreciate his old friend being trapped on a distant planet, he also didn’t like the idea of Yerik returning to help Melena save Ariel. Short of chaining and confining his mate, there was no easy way to stop her from going. He would have to hope the council refused her request. 

“There is a portal to Heaven from Purgatory. He may have to take us through that way since he cannot flash you up there.” Lucas had every intention of going with her, whether she liked it or not. 

“I swore I’d never go back there again,” Melena said, sighing. Then she jerked her head around. “Wait…we? How will you be able to go with that ankle bracelet on?”

“I am certain Remiel will be willing to remove it temporarily.” He’d already considered that, along with the arguments he’d make to the council. This was one battle where he and his mate would be at odds.

Melena stared hard at him. “I’m not going to argue about this now—we’ve had more than enough come between us already—but don’t think for a minute I’m going to let you mess up my plans.”

He schooled his expression so that no emotion showed. “We will wait to discuss it, if and when there is a reason to do so.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.” She jerked the passenger side door open. 

Everyone else got out of the vehicle as well, with Sable dashing off to explore. She’d spend the first hour or so sniffing around before she interacted with anyone. It was a routine she’d established during the handful of times she’d visited before.

Lucas gestured at Patrick to give him a moment. After the man moved a short distance away, he pulled Melena around to face him. “Do not be angry. There is little I would not do to protect you.”

“I know,” she said, averting her gaze. “But this is important to me.”

His grip on her tightened. “And so is your life.”

She lifted her head, meeting his eyes. “Would it be different if you could go with me to rescue Ariel?”

Lucas thought about it for a moment. He realized his biggest sticking point was that if Melena went to Hell with Yerik, they would have no one to back them up. “Yes.”

“I figured as much.” She shifted, inadvertently brushing against his cock. Melena froze, but then she looked up at him with mischief in her eyes. “Someone’s missed me.”

“More than you can imagine,” he said, his voice hoarse. The mood between them had just turned in a rather different direction.

In that moment, all Lucas wanted to do was shove her against the SUV and have his way with her right there in broad daylight. Something told him she would likely let him. How many times had he dreamed of that very thing while she was away? She must have sensed his internal battle because she gave him a sultry look. Her hand crept toward his crotch and fire raced across his skin. The woman was going to be the death of him.

“Don’t.” He stopped her not a moment too soon. “Though I want you more than life itself, we will wait until you’ve fully regained your strength.”

She gave him an amused look. “I’m fine, Lucas.”

“I am your mate. Do you think I cannot sense the lingering weakness inside you? Even now you are barely holding yourself together. Never mind the nightmares you continue to suffer each night and the tears you shed in my arms afterward. It was against my better judgment that I brought you here today.” He drew a shuddering breath, steeling his resolve. “Until I am certain you are sound in body and mind, I will not take advantage of you.”

She shook her head. “Sometimes I don’t know whether I should love you more for wanting to protect me or if I should hit you for being too cautious.” 

Lucas lifted her chin and kissed her lips softly. It was the most he could give her for now. She did not understand how precious she had become to him and that he would make any sacrifice necessary to ensure her well-being. That included abstinence, though it might kill him before it was over.

“Soon,” he reassured her. “But not yet.”

“How soon?”

He reluctantly pulled away, unable to remain inches from her tempting form. “I will let you know.”

Melena blew out a breath. After an intense moment passed, she turned her attention to their surroundings. “This place is a lot bigger than I expected. I’m not even going to ask how you got it built in a week.”

“It was an interesting process,” he said, going along with her change of topic. 

About a dozen nerou exited the dormitory, heading for the exercise field. Lucas called out to Patrick, who stood about twenty feet away. “Go stretch with them. I’ll be there in a moment.”

He walked up, rubbing his head. “I’m not certain I’m up for this.”

“Is that what you will tell Emily’s attackers? Do you believe they’ll stop and go away simply because you do not wish to fight?” Lucas asked, lifting his brows.

“Well, no, but…” Patrick began.

Lucas put a hand up. “Melena has fought many battles while her senses were overwhelmed. She has never hesitated nor asked for quarter.”

“She’s immortal. It’s not the same thing,” Patrick argued.

Melena cursed and grabbed his shirt, jerking him close. “I’ve fought against witches, vampires, werewolves, and even demons. Before that, I was a soldier fighting in the Middle East. All of these things occurred before I gained my immortality. If you start using excuses now, you’ll never stop. Suck it up and get over it.”

Patrick stuttered. “You…you must be insane.”

“Only on my good days,” she replied, letting him go.

He smoothed his t-shirt. “I’ll give it my best try.”

“Good. Now get over there!” Lucas ordered.

Patrick hesitated for only a moment before jogging toward the nerou. Lucas could only hope he didn’t waste their time. By the expression on Melena’s face, she thought the same thing.

“How well is training going?” she asked. Lucas was relieved to see she was letting their earlier discussion go. He did not enjoy being at odds with her.

“There is a great deal we must cover,” he said, motioning for her to join him on the exercise field. “In the beginning, they needed to learn basic skills such as how to operate appliances, run a shower, and cook. It was a month before I could begin their physical training. Now I give them classes twice a week. They also exercise in the gym daily.”

Melena looked at him in confusion. “Do they need to build up their strength?”

He understood why she asked, considering how little she knew about the nerou. “The problem is that they spent their entire lives in Purgatory where the gravity is stronger. We have them exercising to help them improve their coordination. If you’ve ever wondered why Kerbasi was so clumsy when he first arrived here, that is the reason. Also, their endurance is poor. Working in the mines confined them to a small space. The first time I took them on a three-mile run, most of them struggled to keep up with a moderate pace.”

“Huh. I hadn’t considered that.” She watched the students stretch for a few minutes. “Now I feel bad for making some of them patrol with me as soon as they arrived on Earth.”

When supernaturals first came out, humans had rioted even worse than they were now. Melena had selected a few nerou to assist her in curbing the violence. She provided them with a few instructions on how to hold a gun and use handcuffs, then took them on patrols around Fairbanks. They’d performed well enough, but he suspected it was because she had a knack for working with people. The archangels put a stop to the outings soon after that and now the nerou were being given more time to prepare themselves.

“I should begin my class,” Lucas said, wishing he didn’t have to end their conversation. They’d had very little time alone since she returned. He might insist on delaying their physical relationship for the moment, but he still wanted her companionship. 

“Okay, I’ll be right here watching.” She lifted up on her toes and gave him a kiss.

Lucas let it linger for a moment before he forced himself to walk away. He sought out Tormod and paired him with Patrick. The sensor probably noticed his training partner was a quarter demon—unlike the other nerou—but he was the youngest and weakest student. At only fifty years old, Tormod hadn’t built up nearly as much strength yet. 

“Take it easy on him,” Lucas whispered to the nerou. “He is mortal and weak, but this is your chance to show me I can rely on you.”

Tormod furrowed his brows. “Who is he?”

“Emily’s father.”

Surprise widened his eyes. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good.”

Lucas pulled Ivan from the group next to use for his demonstrations. When he’d last been imprisoned in Purgatory, he’d worked with the five-hundred-year-old nerou for a while. Ivan was far more advanced in his skills than the others and knew all the basic moves.

“I’m going to show you what to do if someone grabs you from behind by the throat,” he announced. The students settled on the ground to watch. They enjoyed these sessions almost as much as he liked giving them.

Without needing prompting, Ivan got behind Lucas and wrapped his arm around his neck. Lucas reached over his shoulder and grabbed a fistful of Ivan’s shirt, then bent forward and tossed the nerou over his back. The student landed with a thud on the ground. After he recovered, Lucas switched places, and they repeated the move. This time, Ivan sent him sailing onto the ground.

Lucas stood and brushed the grass from his pants. “Now try the same move with each other.” 

The nerou faced their partners and began practicing. Their first attempts were less than ideal with the students falling in all manner of ways. Lucas moved around them, correcting their positions as needed. He glanced over at Melena and caught her watching him. There was a contemplative expression on her face. He wished he could get inside her head and find out what she was thinking. The damn woman could be as enigmatic as the eldest of immortals.

Their gazes locked, but before he could discern her emotions, Sable came to sit next to her. Melena broke her gaze to lean down and scratch the cat’s ears. The animal had changed from a lynx into a tiger at some point while it was wandering around. Sable knew she could shape-shift inside the compound without getting in trouble. She just couldn’t be a large cat around humans. Even if they explained she was well-trained by the fae, it wouldn’t make them feel much better.

Micah’s daughter, Olivia, caught sight of Sable. She got up from where she’d just been tossed to the ground and headed for the cat. It had been over a month since she’d last seen the shape-shifter. Olivia ran her fingers through the tiger’s fur and crooned to her. Before long, other students stopped their training to visit Sable. The cat ate up the attention and swished her tail happily.

Lucas groaned. He should have known this would happen. The nerou had limited exposure to animals since arriving, and most of that came from the wildlife living near the compound. Sable was the only domestic breed they’d seen up close—if one didn’t count Derrick turning into a wolf.

“She’s so cute!” a female nerou said.

“Can she fetch?” another one asked. “We watched a movie once where a dog retrieved balls that a human threw for it.” 

“Um, well, I know Sable can.” Melena shrugged. “I’m allergic to other cats, so I can’t speak for them.”

That was part of the reason Lucas had acquired Sable for Melena. Normal cats, even after the sensor became immortal, caused a severe allergic reaction that could incapacitate her. Before she’d become immortal, Melena had needed a pet to watch over her home and protect her. Sable had cost him more than he’d ever admit, but she did her job well. Even werewolves preferred to steer clear of the animal. The shape-shifter could always size up to a larger breed of cat if needed and use all the additional strength that came with being fae-enhanced.

Sable broke away from the nerou and let out a low growl, baring her teeth. Lucas followed the cat’s line of sight to the newest nephilim trainers at the facility. Sabelle and Udo stood about ten feet away, glaring disapprovingly at Melena. The way his mate stared back revealed she didn’t like them any better. She hadn’t mentioned anything about there being a problem with the other nephilim in Purgatory, but Lucas hadn’t asked, either. He should have considered it. Most of them wouldn’t have approved of her being there.

“Do you have a problem?” Melena asked.

“You and your cat need to leave right now,” Sabelle said, taking a few steps closer. Lucas had to wonder if the woman didn’t notice him standing nearby or if she didn’t care.

Melena cocked her head, no sign of fear on her face. “Who put you in charge?”

“The archangels assigned me to work here, but you are not welcome.”

Lucas was strongly tempted to teach Sabelle a lesson, but he needed to give his mate a chance to work this out on her own. It was the only way she’d gain respect among his kind. The only problem being he didn’t like the timing. Melena had regained some of her strength, but she was still too thin and weak for his comfort. If the confrontation escalated, he’d end the problem in one swift move. While Sabelle and Udo were more powerful than Melena, they were half as strong as Lucas.

“She has more of a right to be here than you do,” Tormod said, his eyes glowing violet as he stepped forward.

“I agree.” Olivia stuck her chin out. “Melena is the one who risked everything to free us. You can’t make her leave.”

Lucas couldn’t help appreciating the way the nerou closed ranks around his mate. Even after being gone for months, they still remembered her and respected her. Their show of loyalty wasn’t necessary, but it would ensure the newest instructors knew where their students stood.

“Thanks, everyone.” Melena gazed around at the nerou. “But trust me when I say I can handle this.”

Lucas had a feeling things were about to get interesting. His mate had a gleam in her eyes that told him she had a plan. He would have to trust in that, considering she was one-tenth the strength of her opponents. Still, he preferred to improve her odds if he was going to allow this foolish game to continue.

“Give Sabelle and Melena space,” he ordered. 

The nerou’s steps were reluctant, but they obeyed him. Olivia took hold of Sable and pulled her away as well. Udo remained standing in the same position. Lucas gestured at him to back away. The nephilim shook his head and continued to glare at Melena. Udo wasn’t one to speak often, but if he preferred action that was fine. Lucas flashed over to the nephilim and grabbed him by the neck, dragging him away like a misbehaving school child. Udo struggled against him, but he couldn’t break free.

Lucas tossed the nephilim to the ground in front of the nerou, giving him a disgusted look. “Lesson one—do not ever challenge me again.” He turned toward Kerbasi, who’d just arrived on the field. “Watch him.”

“Must I keep him in one piece?” the guardian asked, cocking his head at Udo. 

“Yes, but if he so much as lifts a finger without my permission, you may do whatever you wish to him.” Lucas didn’t relish the idea of allowing Kerbasi to harm any nephilim, but he knew it would be a strong enough deterrent that Udo would stay down until told otherwise.

He returned his attention to Melena and Sabelle, who now faced off against each other. His mate stood in the ready position with her feet spread apart and her fists up. She hadn’t expected to fight today and had left her long auburn hair hanging loose. Lucas swore that if Sabelle—who appeared ready to charge—harmed one strand of Melena’s hair, he’d impale the female nephilim and leave her baking in the sun. It was all he could do to stand by and wait for an excuse. The last thing Lucas needed was one more incident to slow his mate’s healing process.

Eli appeared at his side. “You’re going to allow this?”

“Is the psychologist in you balking at the idea?” Lucas asked, not taking his eyes off his mate.

The nephilim was silent a moment. “I suppose this has been coming for a long time, but I’d hoped they’d move past their differences without resorting to violence.”

The women circled each other, and everyone held their collective breaths.

“I assume that means Melena had some trouble with the others while in Purgatory?” Lucas asked, wishing he could have been there to shield her from that. She’d done more than enough to prove herself by now.

“They verbally harassed her, but we were chained so they could do little else,” Eli replied.

Sabelle flashed forward and struck a punishing blow in Melena’s stomach. His mate fell to her knees, clutching her abdomen with one arm. Rage infused him, and he stalked forward, ready to put a stop to the fight.

Melena shot him a dark look. “Don’t. Remember New Orleans.”

Though it killed him, he backed away. This was hardly the same situation at all, but Lucas understood what she meant. He needed to be patient and give her a chance.

“Come on, you weak bitch,” Sabelle taunted. “Fight me.”

Melena lifted her head. “Try it again.”

The female nephilim swung her fist. His mate rolled to the side, avoiding the blow while simultaneously grabbing Sabelle’s ankle. Melena jerked her opponent’s leg out from under her and sent her flat onto the ground. Then she scrambled on top of Sabelle, holding a pistol in her right hand. It was then Lucas remembered Melena had strapped a Sig Sauer to her ankle before they left home earlier. She’d let herself get hit as an excuse to crouch low and grab it from under her pant leg.

Melena shoved the barrel into Sabelle’s gaping mouth and pulled the trigger twice. Blood and tissue splattered everywhere. She’d damaged her opponent’s head to the point the female nephilim was no longer recognizable. 

Gasps rose up from the nerou, most of them having never seen a gun in action—outside of a movie, anyhow. Melena stood, holding the weapon down at her side. At this range, he could detect the pain and weakness afflicting her through their mating bond, but outwardly she hid it well. 

All anyone could see of her was a female warrior who stood proud after vanquishing her foe. Under any other circumstances, Lucas might have been tempted to take her to the ground and have his way with her right then. The picture she presented was almost undoing his resolve, but internally she was barely holding herself together.

Melena let her gaze run across the assembled crowd, head held high. “This was your next lesson for the day—you do not need to be stronger than your opponent to defeat them.”

“Is she dead?” someone asked.

“No,” Melena answered, looking down at Sabelle. “She’ll recover by the end of the day and be as good as new.”

“Is it cheating to use such a weapon?” This came from Tormod.

She lifted her brows. “Is it cheating to attack someone a tenth as powerful as you?”

“She has a point,” Olivia said, nodding.

Patrick spoke up, “Why didn’t you just shoot her in the first place?”

“For two reasons.” Melena lifted a finger. “For one, if she knew I had a gun her first priority would have been to take it from me. Since she’s stronger and faster, it’s likely she would have gotten it. I had to keep the weapon hidden until I had her at a disadvantage.”

“Makes sense,” someone said. Lucas enjoyed watching the way the nerou listened to her. Melena was easier to relate to than him, and she could explain strategy in a way he never could because he usually came from a position of greater strength.

“The second reason is that nephilim can take a lot of damage. If I’d shot multiple rounds at Sabelle from a distance, she might have been able to keep coming at me. I needed to fire point blank into her head to be sure she stayed down. I’ve learned these lessons the hard way, but I hope today’s example will allow you to get it right the first time.”

“Do you always use guns against supernaturals?” Patrick asked. Lucas was pleased to see the male sensor gaining enthusiasm to learn. Melena had just proven her earlier point that he couldn’t allow strength differences to deter him.

“Every case is different. Nephilim can’t be killed—at least not by any of us. The best thing you can do is disable them as fast as possible. For other races, you have more options and a sword might be the better weapon.”

Olivia’s expression was filled with awe. “Can you teach us?”

“Can I see the gun?” Tormod asked.

Melena shook her head. “I’m glad you could learn something from this demonstration, but I didn’t plan it. Lucas, Kerbasi, and the others are your instructors. They are every bit as qualified, if not more so than me to teach you.”

Several of the nerou groaned in disappointment.

“We will see about her coming back again,” Lucas said, stepping out in front of them. “Melena would be the best to teach you about firearms. For now, Kerbasi will meet you in the lecture hall for your next class.”

As the nerou left the field, Lucas joined his mate. She was looking down at Sabelle with a frustrated expression. “No matter how hard I try not to react to her, it never works.”

“She’ll learn to accept you with time,” he said, rubbing her shoulder. “How are you?”

Melena lifted her shirt, revealing a fist-sized bruise on her belly. “Sabelle hits like a sledgehammer, but I’ll heal.”

“We should get you cleaned up.”

She wrinkled her nose. “That bad, huh?”

“I love my woman covered in her enemy’s blood, but I fear Patrick may become ill if he must ride home with you still looking like that.”

The sensor in question ducked his head. “It is rather gross.”

“Give me your arm,” she said to Lucas. He was surprised she asked for his assistance, but he recognized the pain must have been excruciating for her to do so. He was tempted to punish Sabelle for this later after she woke. If not for the fact it would undermine Melena’s performance, he would certainly do it.

“What about me?” Udo called out.

Lucas turned to glare at the nephilim, who still lay on the ground. “Stay there. You may get up when Sabelle does.”

Melena clutched at her stomach with her free hand, holding back a laugh. “He’s going to hate you for that.”

“Good.” Lucas did not care what the fool thought of him.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-one

 

Melena

 

Patrick and I crossed the street, heading toward the downtown building where the Department of Homeland Security maintained their Fairbanks office. I was surprised to see a line of people waiting to get inside, considering it was half past nine in the morning. Several of them gave us disgruntled looks as we bypassed them to enter the lobby. The DHS office was at the end of a long corridor. As we continued past the line, my sensitive hearing couldn’t help picking up various conversations.

“The damn government better do something about this,” one man said angrily.

 “I want to know where the werewolves are. I bet they’re hot,” a young woman remarked to her friend.

“How can they expect us to live near vampires?” an older lady asked.

More people were afraid than not, and paranoia thickened the air. I strode down the corridor with an authoritative stride and my chin up. Patrick walked next to me, mimicking me reasonably well. Agent O’Connell had called to warn us about the crowds before we left that morning. Though I still hadn’t expected it to be quite this bad, I’d made the decision that we would wear suits and present ourselves as professionals. The last thing we needed was to draw any suspicion. People needed to believe we were human and there to help them.

The mixture of anxiety and anger coming from the line was enough to give me a migraine. The angel’s peace spell had worn off not long before I returned to Alaska. It must have been nice while it lasted, though I hadn’t been around to enjoy it. The humans lining up outside the DHS office were there to lodge their complaints about the supernatural community, whether their grievances were real or imagined. 

“I’m almost positive a vamp has been sneaking into my house and sucking my blood during the night,” a young guy said. He stood toward the front of the line by the agency door.

I couldn’t help responding. “Have you invited any vampires into your home?”

“Um.” He frowned. “Not that I know about.”

“Some of the legends about them are true. They can’t get in if you don’t invite them.” It wasn’t that I planned to give away a bunch of vampire secrets, but if telling people a thing or two would help them sleep at night, then it couldn’t hurt. 

A middle-aged woman narrowed her eyes at me. “How do you know?”

I schooled my features into a blank expression. “It’s my job to know, ma’am.”

Before she or anyone else could ask more questions, Patrick and I entered the DHS office, passing through a protection ward I hadn’t expected. They’d gotten more serious in my absence. A blond secretary stood behind her desk, giving instructions to a human on how to fill out a form. Lines of exhaustion reflected on her features. O’Connell said this had been going on all week, but now I understood why he was so desperate to get more help.

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a badge the agency had issued me before I’d gone to Purgatory. I flashed it at the secretary. “I’m Melena Sanders, and this is Patrick Jones. We’re here to see O’Connell.”

“We’ve been expecting you,” she said in a clipped voice, then pointed down the hallway. “You can go on back.”

I glanced at the people waiting in the corridor and returned my attention to her. “Are you just having them fill out forms? Nothing else?”

“Yes. We’ll go through their statements later and call in those who appear to have a valid complaint. The police got tired of handling it and started sending people to us this week. They’ve been coming in non-stop ever since.” She sighed. The secretary struck me as the type of woman who usually had things under complete control. This had to be driving her crazy.

“Patrick,” I said, turning to him. “I’m going to need to talk to O’Connell alone for a few minutes. Why don’t you help this woman out by getting a stack of forms and handing them out to the people in line?”

The secretary’s stern face brightened. “That is an excellent idea. I’ve got some spare pens we can give to those who need them as well.”

“But, I thought…” Patrick began.

“Take these and start handing them down the line,” the woman said, shoving forms and a box of pens at him.

I patted him on the arm. “You’ll do fine. If anyone asks any questions, just tell them you’re not at liberty to say. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Before he could argue, I took off. The secretary seemed like the type who could keep him busy until I returned and it would do him some good to help out. I found O’Connell at his desk, looking over a stack of the complaint forms. It was almost a foot high. I prayed I didn’t get drafted into helping him with those, especially since we had more pressing concerns.

The agent held up a sheet of paper, annoyance on his face. “This idiot is claiming his neighbor’s dog is a werewolf.”

“You never know. Being someone’s pet is a great way to get free food,” I said, taking a seat in the chair across from him.

His lips thinned. “Werewolves can’t turn during the day.”

“True.” I straightened my jacket, remembering why I rarely wore a suit. “So what have you learned about that cult group?”

O’Connell tossed the werewolf complaint form into a pile he’d started on the floor. I had a pretty good guess which ones those denoted. A much smaller stack sat on the corner of his desk for the ones he likely planned to investigate further.

“The main office has been looking into it. The leader, Grant, has not been easy to track and changes his appearance frequently. They have pinpointed a man we believe to be his second-in-command. He moves around a lot recruiting for the group, but we’re working on finding out his next stop.”

I perked up. “I want in on the arrest.”

“Actually...” He rubbed at his temples. “The agency has become so overwhelmed lately they may let us spearhead it, depending on the circumstances. I’ll have to let you know.”

I refrained from rubbing my hands in glee. Nothing would make me feel better than nabbing one of the bad guys. If I was ever going to get out of the emotional slump I’d been in since Purgatory, I needed to do something productive.

“Give me a name and address and I’ll be there.” 

He nodded. “As I said, we’re not certain where he’s going next, but as soon as we know, I’ll get you on a plane. In the meantime, there’s plenty to do around here.”

I inwardly cringed, visions of complaint forms dancing around in my head. “Have you learned anything else about the group?”

“We’re certain they’re active in at least a dozen cities.” He pulled a file from his desk drawer and handed it to me. “Some of the low-level members haven’t been difficult to find, but it’s the leaders we want more.”

“Agreed.” I scanned the file. It mostly contained information on various websites they’d linked to the group, vague correspondence, and a list of user names. Other than it being clear the cult planned something big, there wasn’t much to go on. 

“Didn’t you say you’d be bringing another sensor with you?” O’Connell asked.

“Oh, yeah.” I handed the file back to him. “Patrick is outside helping your secretary. She looked a little overwhelmed, and I wanted to see what you had first before bringing him in.”

O’Connell’s brows drew together. “I know he has provided us with a lot of valuable intel so far, but do you trust him?”

“I’ve questioned him thoroughly, and he seems genuine. We’ll just have to be careful until he proves himself.” It was the only thing I could be sure about at the moment. Patrick could turn out to be a great resource if he was trustworthy.

The agent sat back in his chair. “Alright. Send him in and I’ll talk to him. He might have some insights into this group we haven’t considered, but I will require him to submit to a full background check.” 

“Please do.” 

It couldn’t hurt for the agency to dig a little deeper into Patrick, and while I didn’t care for O’Connell’s cocky attitude, he was good at his job and would see things from a different angle than me. More than once when we’d interrogated detainees in the Middle East, we’d found working together was more effective than apart. 

“Good.” He frowned at the mess on his desk. “I’ll try to find the forms for him to fill out.”

“Be back in a minute.” I headed off to grab Patrick. 

I found him standing with the secretary at her desk, listening to an irate man give a speech about one of his neighbors. In this case, he thought the elderly lady across the street must be a witch.

The man gestured wildly with his hands. “She’s always on her front porch sweeping with one of those old-style wooden brooms and givin’ me the evil eye. I moved to my house six months ago, and I’ve had a bad cough that she must have…”

“There are no witches in Fairbanks,” I said, interrupting him.

He glared at me. “How would you know?”

“Supernatural politics,” I answered ambiguously. “In general, they aren’t welcome here. If your neighbor is a witch, it’s not the magical kind.”

“But…”

I gave him a stern look and repeated my new catchphrase. “Trust me, it’s my job to know these things.”

“I’ve got your complaint form, and we will review it thoroughly,” the secretary said, giving him a civil smile. “You may go now.”

He stomped away, muttering under his breath.

“If only I could get rid of them all that easily.” The blond woman sighed and eyed me with newfound respect. She hadn’t waved the next person inside, so the people lined up in the corridor probably hadn’t heard her, though at this point, she might not have cared.

“I have to steal Patrick away now, but he’ll be back soon.” I pulled the sensor into the hall. “How do you feel about background checks?” I asked.

He knitted his brows. “Huh?”

I paused a few feet from O’Connell’s office. “Well, if you really want to be proactive against Grant’s group and protect innocent people, this is the place to do it. There’s a chance they’ll hire you as a consultant, but you’ve got to agree to background checks first.”

“You mean I could work officially, and they might even pay me?” he asked.

“If you’re useful.”

A mixture of expressions crossed his face. “I, uh, never dreamed I’d be able to do something like this.”

“So you’re not against working for the government?” I was trying to assess his true feelings on the matter. 

He’d seemed semi-interested when I’d spoken to him about coming here last night, but after returning from the nerou compound, we’d both been tired. He’d trained harder than I expected and managed to take Tormod down a few times—though he’d also been thrown to the ground many times himself.

“Not at all,” he said, a hint of excitement in his voice. “I’ve been laying low for so long and living off the land that the idea of holding a regular job sounds perfect. Especially since I can use my abilities for good and be able to do more for my daughter.”

It was then that something clicked for me. Part of his reluctance in staying here might have had to do with his financial situation. Lucas couldn’t find any work history on Patrick beyond college, which meant whatever resources he’d used to survive couldn’t have been unlimited. I should have thought about that before.

“Alright. I’ll introduce you to O’Connell then.”

He nodded, and we went into the office.

“Have a seat, Patrick,” the agent said, gesturing at a chair. “I’ve got some questions for you and I expect honest answers.” 

I left them to go grab coffee. It was going to take a lot of caffeine to get through today.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-two

 

Melena

 

We pulled up to the house after a full day at the DHS office. Following a long talk with Patrick that went surprisingly well, O’Connell ran a couple of the quicker background checks on Emily’s father. His police record came back clear, no red flags came up on the agency database, and he had a clean credit report. The more in-depth investigation on him would take a while.

For now, we’d hired Patrick as a temporary consultant. He wouldn’t get to see any confidential reports, but he could act as an advisor and assist in low-level office matters such as handling the complaint forms. I was almost certain that was the main reason O’Connell took him on as quickly as he did.

Leaving Patrick to grab the dinner we’d picked up on the way home, I headed inside and found Lucas sitting in the den watching the news. They were showing a report about two witch sisters in Salt Lake City who’d been shot to death in their beds. The attackers had executed their plan so quickly that the victims never even woke up. Considering witches put protection spells on their homes, a sensor had to be involved, but as of yet no one had been apprehended for the murders. I’d already heard about it at the office and didn’t want to listen to it anymore. Cases like that one were starting to crop up with increasing frequency every day. I picked up the remote and changed the channel to something with boring commercials.

“The fools can’t leave well enough alone,” Lucas said, annoyed.

We might not agree on much, but we did on this. “I’m going to find Grant and put a stop to him and his cult.”

“Of that, I have no doubt, sensor.” He spoke with complete confidence in me. There was something particularly satisfying about having his support in this, though I wished it could always be that way.

“Where is everyone else?” I asked, moving closer to him. 

Lucas pulled me into his lap and brushed his lips against mine. A shiver ran through my body as his heat enveloped me. Though I was tired from my first full day at work, I decided tonight would be the night we finally got more intimate. He’d kept his distance so far, insisting I had to get stronger and healthier first, but I’d waited long enough. Lucas would just have to stop treating me like a china doll who might break at the slightest touch. 

It was a small miracle he’d let me fight Sabelle, though I’d made a point of ending it fast so that he wouldn’t interfere. Even then, he’d made me take it easy the rest of the evening due to the damage she’d caused me internally—which had healed during the night. I had to keep putting myself in his shoes and remember that my age and strength must seem weak in comparison to his. After Lucas’ horrible stays in Purgatory, which were far worse than mine, he probably couldn’t imagine how I might recover anytime in the near future. 

“Cori picked Emily up after her classes,” he said, his voice coming out husky. He must have been feeling the effects of our nearness, too. “When she arrived at the school, she mentioned something about taking Emily shopping for girl items that I chose not to question. Micah and Kerbasi should have finished their shift at the training facility early in the afternoon, but they haven’t come home yet.”

Cori hadn’t said anything to me about taking Emily, but she’d probably figured telling Lucas was enough. What held Micah and Kerbasi up, I couldn’t imagine. It was almost six in the evening now, and they usually came home in time for dinner. 

“Has Bartol left his cave today?” I couldn’t sense any emotions coming from the nephilim at the moment, but I didn’t know if that meant he slept or just sat there meditating like he did a lot.

Lucas glanced at the closed office door across the room. “He came out once this morning to eat breakfast and take a brief walk outside. I have not seen him since.”

It drove me nuts to leave Bartol alone, but we had to at least give him some time to adjust before trying to break that shield he’d put around himself. A part of me was still amazed Bartol had performed the summoning spell with Remiel, though he’d hardly talked to us since then.

I nodded at Patrick, who entered the room. “We picked up pizza.” 

“Got it right here.” The sensor set four boxes down on the coffee table, filling the den with their rich aroma. 

The door to the office cracked open a moment later, and Bartol cautiously poked his head out. Food was one of the few things I’d found that could draw him away from seclusion, which was partly why we’d decided to eat in the den. Patrick had been the one to suggest the plan—to my surprise. You knew it had to be bad when even he offered suggestions for how to help a nephilim with major PTSD.

“Don’t worry, it’s safe. We’re the only ones here,” I said, giving Bartol an encouraging smile. 

It didn’t take a genius to figure out he was trying to determine if Kerbasi was home. Everyone in the house made an effort to keep them separated and so far we’d been successful. I could only hope we managed to keep it up until Bartol was ready to move into his own place. 

We might have come to terms with the guardian and his ugly past, but we also didn’t have permanent scars on our faces to remind us of the things he’d done. For his part, Kerbasi didn’t resist when we made him stay away. He seemed to understand our reasoning and chose not to argue about it. Of course, I had threatened to shoot him if he didn’t comply, but that didn’t always work.

Bartol took one last nervous glance around the room, then headed for the table and lifted the lid on the top pizza box. He studied the food, nostrils flaring as he worked to identify the numerous ingredients. This was the first time since returning from Purgatory that we’d had pizza. I didn’t know if Bartol had eaten it before or not. I’d ordered several different kinds, heavy on the meat, plus an extra for Emily with cheese only. He took a piece and bit into it. About twenty seconds later, it was gone and he grabbed another one.

I looked at Patrick. “Can you grab some napkins, utensils, and paper plates since you’re up?”

“Sure.” He headed for the kitchen.

Lucas took hold of a lock of my hair and played with it. “How was your first day back at the office?”

“Not horrible.” I shrugged and told him about the line of people filing complaints on alleged supernaturals. “Patrick helped a lot, which O’Connell appreciated.”

Lucas snorted. “I’m certain he did. Has the agent discovered anything useful about the cult?”

“Not much, other than they might have a lead on Grant’s second-in-command.” I heaved a sigh. “The head agency isn’t providing many details on that yet, but they’re supposed to let us know when they find something more concrete.”

Lucas worked his jaw. “If I was not confined to this state, I’d conduct the search myself.”

I laced my fingers with his. “If they take too long, we might have to do something ourselves. I can’t stand sitting around watching people get killed while they twiddle their thumbs gathering intelligence at a snail’s pace.”

“That is the drawback to large government agencies with too many rules to follow. They cannot always act swiftly.” His expression turned grim.

“To be fair, Grant isn’t making it easy to find him or those close to him,” I said. It took us a long time to track down my father’s group because sensors were quite good at covering their tracks. My so-called brother would no doubt excel at being elusive, too.

“Here you go,” Patrick said, returning with the plates and utensils.

I moved over to my own couch cushion and grabbed a couple of pizza slices. It didn’t bother me to hold them in my hand the way Bartol had done, but Lucas had a strange quirk about eating. He didn’t like to touch his food with his fingers. After spending too much time in Purgatory, I could only guess it had something to do with the barbaric conditions there. He hated to mimic anything from his time in that place. 

Now, I had a better understanding of his reasoning, but it still amused me to watch him cut his pizza into bite size pieces and use a fork to pick them up. The man insisted on complete control, which left me wondering how he managed to put up with someone like me.

We were just finishing our meal when a bright flash of light appeared next to the couch. After I blinked my eyes a few times, I found Remiel standing there. The archangel still appeared as haggard in the face as when I’d summoned him the other day, but he’d put on a fresh robe. This one didn’t have any wrinkles or stains at the edges. I couldn’t decide if it was a good or bad sign that he’d attempted to clean himself up.

“Oh, look. Remiel showed up without needing a smoke signal,” I said, wiping my hands with a napkin.

Patrick gasped, eyes widening in wonder. Archangels were even more difficult to behold if you saw them indoors. Bartol tossed a few pizza slices onto a plate and hurried to his office hideout, shutting the door with a soft click. I didn’t sense fear emanating from him, more like nervousness. He’d done his part in my grand plan and wanted nothing to do with the rest. I couldn’t blame him for that, especially now that he knew the full extent of where things might lead.

Remiel frowned at the office door, then turned his attention to me. “The council has agreed to meet with you on one condition.”

Cue the doomsday music. “What do they want?”

“They cannot continue to ignore that you and Lucas are cohabitating outside the bonds of marriage. If you wish for them to see you, then you must agree to an official ceremony while you are there.”

Lucas’ fork clattered to the table. “Excuse me?”

“But we’ve bonded,” I argued. “That’s always been good enough for you all before.” 

This was absolutely the last thing I’d expected from the council. What did they care if we fornicated to our hearts’ content without sanctifying it in some official ceremony? Now they worried about our souls? At this point, I half-wondered if we’d be welcome anywhere after we died. Maybe we’d have to start our own netherworld.

Remiel honed his gaze on Lucas. “Do not pretend you have not considered it already.”

I jerked my gaze to my mate. “What is he talking about?”

“Melena has barely returned from Purgatory. It is too soon to ask her to make this kind of decision,” he said to the archangel, avoiding my gaze.

He was right about that, but I was still stuck on the idea he’d considered marriage while I was away. I’d been perfectly happy with the bond we shared and hadn’t planned on asking him for more. Despite our love for each other, it felt like a massive step to take right now. 

“If she wishes to meet with the council, she must agree to the ceremony. We will not conduct it until after hearing Melena’s appeal, though,” Remiel said, as if that somehow made it seem less scary.

“Why after?” I asked.

He folded his hands in front of him. “There is some concern that seeing you two marry might sway their decision one way or another.”

“You mean the archangels might get sentimental?” I was trying very hard to imagine that and failing miserably.

Patrick let out a low whistle. “A marriage in Heaven. Now that would be interesting. Do you two ever do anything like normal people?”

I pointed at the half-eaten food on the coffee table. “We eat pizza.”

“What is your decision, Melena?” Remiel asked impatiently.

“You’re serious? I can’t have my petition heard without agreeing to get married?” Even though I knew he spoke the truth, that didn’t make it any easier to believe.

The archangel dipped his chin. “I am.”

“If you are not comfortable with this,” Lucas said, cupping my cheek and gazing deeply into my eyes. “Do not agree to it. While you were away, I did consider the prospect of marriage, but only because I thought the human ceremony might mean something to you once you were ready.”

I searched his face, blown away that he’d actually considered something so human as a marriage ceremony for my benefit. We’d never even talked about it. “I don’t need anything more to prove our relationship to the world, but if it doesn’t bother you to do it…”

“Melena, do not sacrifice yourself over this,” he warned. 

The doorbell rang. I’d invited Lorna over in case Remiel showed up this evening. She wanted to make her own arguments to the archangel council, considering it was her mate we were trying to save. It felt wrong to leave her out of the petition. If I didn’t agree to get married, though, she’d lose her chance. Regardless of my misgivings on the matter, discovering Lucas was amenable to the ceremony made the decision a lot easier.

“I’m not sacrificing myself. If they want us to get married up in Heaven, then at least no one will be able to top that.” I smiled and turned to the archangel. “Can we bring cameras?”

“No.”

“You insist on a ceremony, but refuse to let us record any evidence of it?” Good grief the archangels hadn’t thought this one through very well.

“We will file official records at the Fairbanks courthouse. It will be legal in the eyes of the humans, if that is what you’re concerned about,” he replied.

“Lucas and I will need a few copies.” It was almost worth getting married to see how the archangels drafted the marriage license and who signed it.

“You will get them.”

“Great, then let’s do this. Let me go get Lorna since she’s going, too.” I started to rise from my seat, but Lucas grabbed my arm.

“Are you certain about this?” He was genuinely worried that I would only marry him to get my petition heard by the council.

I met his gaze and let him see the truth. “Yes, I’m sure. I really want this and not just because of the appeal, but also because I love you. If they doubt the seriousness of our relationship, we’ll just have to prove it to them.”

“Very well.” He dipped his chin. “Then I will support you in this.”

“Thank you.” I smiled.

Remiel held out a piece of fancy parchment. “This is the location of the portal where I will meet you. I thought it best if you drove there.”

“Good idea.” I took it from him and studied his tidy handwriting. His penmanship could have passed for a human’s. I’d expected him to write in Old English lettering or something.

“What about me?” Patrick asked.

The archangel put a hand on his shoulder. “You have no part in this. Be glad of it.”

 

***

 

We walked toward the portal destination, which had relocated itself to about a mile from Ski Land off of Steese Highway. Lucas had pulled his SUV onto one of the narrow dirt roads, parking as close as possible, so we didn’t have to travel for long on foot. It only took a few minutes before Remiel and two lesser angels—one male and one female—came into sight. All three of them stood waiting for us in their white robes. Their faces were expressionless, making me wonder if they ever chatted or laughed when no one was around to catch them. 

 As soon as Remiel saw us, he reached out a hand and sent tendrils of magic to open the portal. I gulped, watching it flare to life. It had been less than a week since I’d left Purgatory, and the thought of traveling through there again filled me with dread. I had to remind myself I was doing this for a good cause and couldn’t back out because of a little discomfort. Okay, a lot of discomfort. If I could figure out a way to erase the place from my memory, I would do it.

Then a worse problem occurred to me. “How will Lorna survive? She’s not immortal.”

“You need not worry,” Remiel replied, reaching down to free Lucas of his ankle bracelet. I’d nearly forgotten about that little issue. “We will only be in Purgatory for a few minutes. The blood you provided her will allow her to survive the atmosphere for a short period with minimal effects.”

Lorna’s brows drew together. “What sort of effects?”

“I expect you’ll feel some disorientation, dizziness, and possibly acquire a mild sunburn. We will be unable to heal you due to your nature, but your enhanced immune system should allow you to recover swiftly.” Remiel sounded confident enough that we could only hope he was right. I doubted they performed this kind of operation very often. Everyone except sensors could just be flashed directly to Heaven, so they were going through a lot of extra trouble for us.

“For my Yerik, I will do it,” Lorna said, straightening her shoulders. 

I still couldn’t get over how my blood had changed her from an aging woman in her seventies to one who appeared no older than fifty. Her shoulder-length brown hair was shiny with just a hint of gray, and the closest thing she had to wrinkles were the creases at the corners of her eyes. Though her body seemed firmer and healthier than before, she was still rather diminutive in size and several inches shorter than my 5’6” height. As I recalled, Yerik dwarfed her when they stood next to each other. I had to hope this trip through Purgatory didn’t do any lasting harm.

“I assumed you’d be willing,” Remiel replied to Lorna, then gestured at the portal.

Lucas and I exchanged looks of commiseration. Neither of us wanted to go willingly into Purgatory again, and now we each had bad memories to make us hesitate. He reached out and squeezed my hand. Somehow, the connection fueled us both and gave us strength.

He let go and entered first with the male angel following behind him. Taking a deep breath, I stepped through next. Lorna needed to go last so that she’d be exposed to the harsh environment for the shortest time possible. Sort of like ripping off a band-aid, we needed to make this happen quickly.

The same sensation of interstellar travel bombarded me as I passed through the portal. This time, I couldn’t enjoy it as much, considering my destination. It popped me out the other side, and I landed in the warm ocean water. My shoes and slacks were immediately soaked. One day, I would find out which jackass put the portal in such a ridiculous location.

Lucas reached out and helped guide me up to the beach. A couple of guards stood a few hundred meters away, their postures less than welcoming. It occurred to me that this time I had an archangel with me and he would take me up to Heaven. Something about that helped alleviate my anxiety. I smiled and waved at the guards, who responded by widening their stances and gripping the swords at their sides. It was good to know they remained as friendly as ever.

As soon as Lorna came through the portal, the female angel who’d come with us took hold of her and lifted off in flight. I braced myself as Remiel wrapped his arms around me and beat his wings, taking us skyward. Lucas and the male angel weren’t far behind. We flew upward until the island below shrunk into the size of a quarter surrounded by a vast ocean. I was glad I used to jump out of planes or the high altitude would have probably scared me to death. 

The angel holding a limp Lorna opened the portal in the sky. I couldn’t help thinking there would be no way—if I ever had such an inclination—to break into Heaven. They’d chosen this entry location well.

We flew into the opening and zoomed through another tunnel, except this one was filled with light so glaring that it had me clenching my eyes shut. It only lasted a few seconds before we reached the other side. Remiel set me down, and I cautiously lifted my lids. 

Holy crap, we were standing on an endless landscape of clouds. I took a few steps and felt the ground squish underneath my shoes—and not because they’d gotten soaked. A sense of peace bombarded my senses, unlike anything I’d ever felt before. It relieved my tension and gave me hope that everything would work out. It wasn’t magic. More like something built into the very structure of the place, which made it difficult to think clearly. 

Lucas moved to stand next to me. “Annoying, isn’t it?”

“Are you kidding? It feels amazing,” I said, spinning around with my arms held out wide. I felt like a kid again, full of wonder and happiness. Even the sky above us was a perfect shade of blue that made me want to burst into song and dance.

That’s rather unlike me, I thought. I wasn’t the musical type.

“It must be my parentage that allows me to block the sensations.” He stared down at me, his gaze somewhat amused. “I should let you revel in that, but I believe in fair play. You must push the peaceful feelings aside if you are to make your arguments to the council. It will not be as bad inside the courthouse, but it would be best to clear your head now.”

Oh, right. I’d forgotten all about my purpose for coming to this place. I wasn’t here to get high off of some kind of heavenly mojo, no matter how good it felt. I gritted my teeth and made myself think about Yerik and Ariel, their faces appearing in my mind. It helped that the air here had a surprisingly high oxygen content so I could breathe deeply and regain my proper focus. After a few moments, I’d formed a shield against the peaceful waves flowing around me.

I glanced over to my left and found the female angel kneeling over Lorna, who lay on a puffy bit of cloud. The older sensor’s skin was bright red, and she gasped for air. From portal to portal, the trip had taken about five or six minutes. I’d been so distracted by the new sensations around me I’d forgotten all about Lorna. Guilt rushed through me, and I hurried over.

“How is she?” I asked, kneeling next to her.

“She will need a few minutes, but I believe she will recover with no lasting effects,” the angel answered.

“Maybe it will help if I give her another dose of my blood,” I said, hating to see Lorna suffer. Her eyes were closed and she clutched at her chest as if it pained her.

Remiel hovered over us. “Such an act would be a desecration to this holy place.”

“We are not actually in Heaven here.” Lucas glared at the archangel. “We are outside the gates. Is it truly necessary to let her suffer?”

“Nevertheless, we are close enough that I cannot allow it. She will recover soon enough, as you can see.” Remiel gestured toward Lorna.

I returned my gaze to her and discovered she did seem to be breathing easier. Even her sunburn was beginning to fade. I could only guess that she’d needed to get enough oxygen in her first before her enhanced immune system could kick into gear. With every breath, her body relaxed, and after a few more moments she opened her eyes.

“My, this was not how I expected my first experience in Heaven to go, but the part about being surrounded by angels is about right,” she said, her voice weak but clear.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

She braced her hands next to her and sat up slowly. “Better than before. Is it me or is it rather peaceful here?”

“Do not allow it to cloud your judgment,” Lucas warned.

The female angel took Lorna’s hand, kindness in her eyes. “I am sorry for any discomfort our travels may have caused you.”

“I knew what I risked, and you did all you could for me. Do not apologize.” She squeezed the angel’s hand.

“You’re a better person than me,” I said, taking Lorna from the other side so we could help her stand. “Do you think you can walk yet?”

She leaned against me. “I need a moment. This place is a lot to take in at once.”

“Why is there such a rich amount of oxygen here?” I asked Remiel. That was bugging me since usually only angels and human souls would reside here, neither of which needed it.

He gave me an amused look. “It helps to promote purity and peace among our kind. We may not need it, but it does give us strength of spirit.”

“And yet you don’t bother with it in Purgatory—because that makes so much sense. No wonder the guardians are always in such a foul mood.” I wagged my finger at him.

His expression turned stoic. “There is a reason for everything, even if you do not understand it. The guardians have a different mission from the one we have here.”

“I almost want to feel sorry for them—almost.”

Lorna cleared her throat. “I’m ready.”

We stood by and watched as she took her first steps with the angel’s help. She was slow but surefooted. We followed behind her across the cloudy plain until a large building appeared up ahead. It was pearly white with tall columns surrounding it similar to ancient Roman architecture. 

The courthouse Lucas rarely spoke about had a sense of importance as one might expect. It wasn’t very large, but butterflies fluttered in my stomach as we got closer. What had I gotten myself into this time? Could I really convince the archangel council to do as I asked, and was it worth it to drag Lorna into this?


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-three

 

Melena

 

Remiel took the lead up a short set of stairs. Once we stepped inside, my eyes rounded. The place was disproportionately larger than what I’d seen from the outside. Despite my abilities, I couldn’t make any sense of how that worked. 

We passed through a wide corridor running the length of the building, through a set of open double doors, and into a cavernous room. The walls and floors were carved from Carrara marble, and the ceiling must have been three stories high. The place lacked any hint of color—only white and a faint blue-gray mix. Whatever peace I felt before fled in the face of such intimidating brightness. It was almost as if the room was designed to make insignificant people like me feel small.

Remiel pointed to a stone bench at the center of the room. It was the only place to sit, except for a wide marble table twenty feet across from it where several archangels waited. They didn’t move or show any signs of emotion on their faces. Two of them were men and one a woman. Now that I’d gotten here, I wasn’t certain whether all the pleading in the world would win them over. They sure didn’t look all that sympathetic, and my senses didn’t detect any feelings coming from them. I was tempted to tap my head like a microphone to see if my abilities still worked.

Lucas, Lorna, and I took a seat on the bench with me in the middle. I’d expected it to be cold, but the marble was surprisingly warm. Lorna and I cast nervous glances at each other. The archangels might not have had any emotions coming from them, but ours came through just fine. Except Lucas, who sat stiff as a board and stared dead ahead. 

“I shall introduce the other members of the council who will be hearing your petition today.” Remiel gestured at the three archangels, starting with the one on the far left. “The first is Zadkiel. The female next to him is Azrael, and the member on the right is Gabriel. Along with myself, they will be deciding whether the sentence for Yerik of Mesopotamia should be commuted.”

Each of the archangels dipped their chins in acknowledgment. As with all of their kind, they had an overwhelming presence, and a soft light glowed around them. Zadkiel had long blond hair down to his shoulders and fair skin with golden undertones. There was a hint of kindness in his eyes when our gazes met. Azrael had black hair she’d pulled back in a bun and beautiful ebony skin. She folded her hands in front of her on the table in a gesture I hoped meant she was open to my cause. Gabriel sat completely stoic. He had medium-length brown hair and golden-tan skin. His gaze stared straight ahead with no indication of what he thought of our presence. Maybe I should have brought some cookies to help perk them up.

I leaned toward Lucas and whispered, “Why did they say Yerik of Mesopotamia? Don’t they usually give you old folks a town for your designation?”

He frowned at me. “Old folks?”

“You know what I mean.” Yerik had been born about five thousand years ago, which counted as really old to me.

Lucas let out a sigh. “Neither of Yerik’s parents were human. Even he is uncertain of his true place of birth, but the man and woman who raised him were farmers in what was once known as Mesopotamia. It was decided long ago that he would use a general location for his place of origin.”

I tried to imagine Yerik growing up. His adopted parents must have had an exciting time raising a half-demon, half-angel child on a farm. One had to wonder if his magical talents developed at an early age or if they’d been suppressed the way Lucas’ and Micah’s had until they got older.

“Have you met them before?” I nodded toward the archangel council.

“All except Gabriel.” Lucas stiffened. “From what I understand, he usually doesn’t bother with dealings of this nature. I am rather surprised he is here today.”

The archangel in question turned his head and lifted a brow. “For you, Lucas of Pistiros, I would not have come. It is your mate and the reputation she has developed among our brethren that brings me.”

If he’d come out of the woodwork for my petition, that had to be a good sign. I bumped Lucas in the arm. “You’re so gonna lose this battle.”

“We shall see, sensor.”

It might have been my imagination, but I could have sworn Azrael’s lips twitched. That gave me hope. Maybe I just needed to be myself and pull at their emotions to get them to listen to my arguments. I’d had worse plans.

“I assume each of you wish to speak today?” Remiel asked.

“Yes,” Lucas and I both said at the same time.

Lorna cleared her throat. “I do as well, though I’d prefer to go last.”

She was doing better, but she probably wanted a little more time to collect herself. Since I was the one who’d pushed for the petition in the first place, it was up to me to begin. Not to mention Lucas wasn’t exactly jumping up to speak. He probably wanted to hear my arguments first and then use them against me. Damn the man.

“I’ll go first,” I said.

Remiel dipped his chin in acknowledgment. “Very well.”

I waited until he’d taken his seat at the table before getting up and moving toward the council. It was more than a little nerve-wracking, having four archangels staring at me. The closer I walked toward them, the more their ethereal presences bombarded my senses. I pushed through the pressure in my head and gathered my thoughts. If I was going to make this happen, I needed to give the best speech of my life. Too bad my oratory skills didn’t match my ability to shoot bad guys. 

I stopped five feet from the table and lifted my chin. “I’m not going to pretend Yerik of Mesopotamia is going to win best man of the year anytime soon. He can be rather eccentric and domineering, which is no surprise given his heritage, but the one thing I can say about him is that everything he does is with his whole heart. The way he loves this woman,” I paused and gestured at Lorna, “and his willingness to stay by her side no matter what is a prime example.”

When I’d met Lorna, she’d been an elderly lady in her seventies who expected to die soon. Neither her aging appearance nor the fact she wasn’t long for this world, had made Yerik leave. I’d sensed his total love and devotion toward her. If nothing else, that earned my respect.

“There is also the matter of his son—known as Tormod—who Yerik rescued because of his dying mate’s wish. I cannot begin to imagine why the nerou were taken from their families.” I took a deep breath and reminded myself not to antagonize the people I needed to win over. “But I think the noblest act any supernatural has made in modern history is to do whatever it took to free those innocent children.”

Gabriel leaned forward in his seat. “This includes breaking the mandate that supernaturals must not reveal themselves to the mortal world?”

“Yes,” I said, voice resolute. “With all of your resources, I am sure you know humans were catching on anyway and that the ruse could not continue. The modern world has few places to hide with cameras and satellites watching everything now.” From what I understood, the angels had been working overtime to cover up various incidents worldwide. There was a certain point where it wasn’t worth the trouble anymore.

Gabriel’s eyes hardened. “Be that as it may, it was not their decision to make.”

“No offense, but time probably doesn’t pass the same way for you. My entire life is a mere blink in your long existence.” Even my senses couldn’t determine the age of an archangel—only that it was too long to calculate. “Those of us born into this era have a better understanding of how it works and how modern people think.”

“That is rather presumptuous of you. We have watched humanity evolve from the beginning,” Gabriel replied sternly.

I stiffened. To hell with not antagonizing the council, the only way to make them see was to make my point abundantly clear. I grabbed my cell phone out of my pocket and turned it on. There was no signal, of course, but it would still serve its purpose. I walked toward the council table and set it in front of Gabriel.

“If you know the modern world so well, find a song on my phone and play it.”

Gabriel picked it up, angling it to the left and right. My senses detected confusion and curiosity coming from him. “There are many devices on Earth,” he said, setting it back down. “Even I cannot know how they all work.”

I took the cell phone back. “Nice try, but if you’ve truly been watching the world, you know almost every human on the planet uses a cell phone. Narrow it down to any particular teenager and you’re more than likely going to find them using one at this moment. How is it you can judge what humans are ready for or not if you don’t even understand the basic technology they use on a daily basis? Even the oldest nephilim and vampires have cell phones now, which tells me they’re more in touch with what is happening on Earth than you are.”

“Give the device to me,” Remiel said, holding out his hand.

I set it in his palm. He tapped at the screen with his index finger and appeared to be scrolling through a list. A moment later the song “Angel” performed by Sarah McLachlan filled the vast room, echoing off the marble walls. Behind me, Lucas grunted, and Lorna muttered something about of course that would be the song an archangel would choose to play. Remiel let it continue for a few moments before shutting my phone off and handing it back to me. I swallowed and tried not to let my disappointment show. He’d beaten me at my game—this time.

He lifted a brow. “It is not so difficult.”

“Can you work a computer, too?” I asked, hoping to nail him on something.

His lips thinned. “I am certain I could figure it out.”

“But that’s the point. Humans are using technology every day as part of their lives. They have access to more information than ever and it has changed how the world works. Yerik understood this. He chose to bring supernaturals out at a time when they could no longer hide, even if you all refused to acknowledge the problem. Were you not working non-stop before trying to keep humans in the dark?”

Remiel’s jaw hardened. “My job has not become easier in the aftermath of their public reveal, I assure you.”

“It will, though, with time.” I stuffed my phone back in my pocket. “Humans will eventually get over it, and the world will be no more violent than before. We just have to get through the transition period.”

“There is also the matter of the daimoun killing one of our brethren,” Azrael said, her voice the epitome of feminine strength. “This is not something we can overlook, even if we disregard Yerik of Mesopotamia’s other offenses.”

I knew this would be the biggest sticking point, and I’d prepared myself for it. “As I understand it, there have been only three daimouns in the history of the world. Tell me, how many of them are left?”

Her expression shuttered. “He is the only one remaining.”

“What happened to the other two?”

She hesitated. “They were executed.”

“So let’s think about this for a minute.” I tapped my chin. “You’re Yerik, and you’re the last of a rare breed who has been hunted to near extinction. The only crime you’ve committed is that you chose your parents badly. But wait—we don’t choose our parents or our race before we’re born, do we? Not even archangels were asked before their creation if that’s what they wanted to be.”

“She has a point.” This came from Zadkiel.

I smiled at him. “Thank you.”

“Execution orders are not given out lightly,” Azrael said, annoyance now coloring her tone. “He was seen as too dangerous to live.”

I clasped my hands together. “And what, pray tell, did Yerik ever do that was such a threat aside from defending himself against an archangel? Was he worse than Hitler or any of the other countless human dictators and barbarians that have run amok across Earth?”

All four members of the council exchanged looks, but only Zadkiel answered. “No. While his behavior has never been…normal, he did not show the signs of derangement the other two of his kind exhibited.”

I was beginning to like this guy. Finally, an archangel with common sense.

“In other words, marking him for execution was a preemptive strike,” I said, shaking my head. “That hardly seems fair.”

“He proved he was too dangerous by killing one of our own,” Gabriel argued.

I met the archangel’s gaze. “And if one of you came at me with the intent to end my existence, I would fight to the bitter end as well, using every resource at my disposal. Human or immortal, we all have a burning desire to live. Defending oneself is not a crime. At least Ariel had the decency to see that and the heart to forgive him for it.”

Remiel stood. “We will take all you’ve said into consideration. You may take your seat.”

Damn him. He knew very well I had a point and wanted to stop me before I made my case even stronger. I gave him an annoyed look, but I didn’t argue. They got the gist of it and saying anything more probably wouldn’t make that much of a difference. I’d have to hope despite being a bit antagonistic that I’d gotten the job done.

“Thank you.” I gave the other archangels a respectful nod and returned to the bench. Lucas had a glint in his eyes when I met his gaze. Unable to help myself, I leaned down and kissed him on the lips. “Best of luck, honey.”

“If only you meant that,” he said, taking my place on the floor.

Knowing we might be coming to the courthouse today, he’d dressed well for the occasion. He’d donned dark slacks, a blue button-up shirt, and shiny black loafers. I envied him the fact he’d thought ahead and put a spell on his clothes to prevent our trek through the ocean from damaging them. I’d worn a blouse and slacks, but they hadn’t held up as well during our trip through Purgatory.

Lucas stood in approximately the same place I had while addressing the council. “I will attempt to keep this brief. Everything my mate has said is true, and I would not choose to refute her. In my early years, Yerik acted as a mentor and did his best to guide my brother and me. Having said that, I would ask that you wait to free him for at least another year.”

“Why?” Gabriel cocked his head.

“Melena has a burning desire to free Ariel. As we understand it, the only way this can be accomplished is with Yerik’s assistance. Should you free him, she will use him to gain access to Hell and quite possibly get herself killed while there. As much as I believe Yerik should be with his family, I cannot risk my mate dying no matter how just the cause.”

Azrael narrowed her eyes. “Are you saying you could not stop her?”

“I could,” Lucas conceded. “But not without resorting to methods that would likely make her hate me for years to come. If you know anything about Melena, then you know she does not take being controlled lightly. It is one of the reasons I love and respect her as much as I do, but it also means she is not easy to protect.”

Lucas might be trying to thwart me by speaking against my petition to the council, but he did it with the best of intentions. I’d spent months in Purgatory thinking about our relationship and where we’d often gone wrong. Intentions counted for a lot. We’d spent far too much time fighting each other in the past because we refused to see the other’s side of things. Perhaps he’d used the time apart to think as well. 

Rather than resorting to force or coercion that would ultimately push me away, he chose a more palatable route where the issue would be left up to the archangels to decide—not us. It didn’t mean I was happy about his lack of support or intention to subvert my plans, but I couldn’t really be angry with him. He was only trying to protect me. If he were planning to invade Hell and leave me behind, I’d probably be doing the same thing as him. Of course, it could all be a moot point if the archangels decided not to free Yerik. We had no way of knowing the outcome. All we could do was give our sides of the argument and hope for the best.

“The decision to punish Ariel was not undertaken lightly,” Zadkiel said, a hint of sorrow in his voice. “There are those among us who would have preferred an alternative, but with archangels our options are limited. Consigning her to Hell was the only method we had to remove her from her position.”

“She could not be demoted?” Lucas asked in confusion.

“No.” Remiel’s shoulders slumped, and a wave of grief poured out of him. “There is no way to strip that level of power without also sending her to Hell. It is a complicated process.”

About a thousand questions ran through my mind in that moment. I started to stand up, but Gabriel shot me a stern look and gestured for me to sit back down. Gritting my teeth, I settled on the bench. I’d have to wait and see where this conversation was going.

Lucas shot me a warning glance, and then returned his attention to the council. “If by some miracle Melena manages to free Ariel soon, would she regain her full powers?” 

“Not exactly.” Remiel’s jaw ticked. “The amount of time she’s spent there now is enough that she could never resume any type of role as an angel, but it is not so long that her soul has been corrupted yet. If she were to be saved soon, she could go on to live a life similar to that of a nephilim.”

 “Which is the real reason you took Melena and Yerik off-world where they could not interfere,” Lucas said, his golden eyes glowing with anger. “They are the only two individuals who could pull off a rescue, and you sent them away, regardless of the families they left behind.”

“We did what we believed was necessary,” Gabriel said, rising from his seat. “It is not for you to question.”

“And if you choose to free Yerik now, there is no doubt in my mind that you’re feeling guilty about your decision and using my mate and my good friend as a way to rectify the situation,” Lucas spoke angrily, his voice thundering across the room. “You know very well Melena will literally walk through Hell for those she cares about.”

Lorna squeezed my arm and whispered. “Is this true?”

“I hadn’t actually decided for sure yet.” Until Yerik was freed and I could talk to him, it seemed a little early to make such a big decision. I just knew I wanted the option.

“He’d go along with it, you know.” Her lips trembled. “Ariel visited us many times over the years, and I saw her kindness. I wouldn’t have the heart to stop him or you from saving her. She doesn’t deserve that sort of fate.”

Hearing Lorna speak on the matter only made my decision that much harder. Now I was damned whether I saved the former archangel or not, assuming I got the opportunity. Leaving Ariel there to suffer would tear me up, but I’d also feel guilty if I risked Yerik’s life by using him. Who knew what would happen to someone like him if our invasion into Hell didn’t go as planned? I wasn’t only risking myself. The decision would affect all of our loved ones.

“We’ve heard enough, Lucas of Pistiros. You may take your seat,” Remiel commanded.

Lucas stood there for a moment, staring the council down. Finally, he turned on his heels and came back to sit beside me. Under his breath he muttered, “The fools are going to let you risk your life, wait and see.”

It surprised me that he seemed that confident in the outcome of this petition. “You don’t think I can pull it off if I do choose to go.”

“Not precisely.” He looked at me with apprehension in his eyes. “I do not know, but I have little desire to find out.”

“Lorna, it is your turn to speak,” Remiel said, beckoning her forward.

She walked with grace and pride toward the council, stopping a few feet from their table and holding her hands in front of her. “I admit I’m rather shocked over what I’ve heard today. Until a few months ago, Ariel was the only archangel I’d met. She was always good and kind to me. I never imagined the lot of you could be any other way.”

Lorna raised her voice, her subtle Scottish accent coming through. “Perhaps Ariel did break a few rules and go behind your backs, but she did not act alone—as you very well know. Hundreds of us, including nephilim, vampires, werewolves, witches, and other races participated in bringing supernaturals out because we believed in the cause. Melena made an excellent point that you’re out of touch with the world. More than any of you, Ariel understood humans and supernaturals well enough that she believed we could not continue living the same way anymore. The world needed the truth, and the nerou deserved to be free. Neither she—nor my Yerik—should have been punished so severely for doing the right thing.”

I wanted to add that Ariel wasn’t the only angel who’d supported us, but to mention that would risk implicating them if they hadn’t been caught. The one thing I did know was Remiel hadn’t referred to any other angels in the conspiracy, making me think they might still be safe. 

As for the rest of the races, I could only be thankful the angels left them alone for the most part. They’d only sought punishment for me, Ariel, Yerik, and the nephilim involved—basically, anyone with angel blood in them. It may have helped that when supernaturals did come out, they were under strict orders not to hurt humans. The few idiots who failed to listen were executed by the archangels, ridding us of the bad ones we didn’t care about anyway.

Lorna continued. “I can’t say for certain what my mate may do if he is released. Perhaps he’ll assist Melena in rescuing Ariel, perhaps not. That’s their decision to make. All I ask is that you reconsider his punishment and let him live in peace with his family. My son and I need him home where he belongs.”

“Thank you.” Remiel dipped his head. “You may take a seat.”

She walked back to the bench with watery eyes and a defeated expression on her face. After she sat back down, I pulled her into a hug and whispered in her ear, “We did the best we could. No matter what they decide, at least we know we tried.”

“I know,” she sniffled.

Just a couple of years ago I’d been in a similar situation to Lorna. The archangels sentenced Lucas to sixty years in Purgatory, and I’d had no hope of freeing him. It had been Ariel who assisted me in finding a way to get him out and helped me to keep him from being sent back. If nothing else, I owed her for that.

Lorna and I winced as a slight buzzing hit our senses. The archangels were speaking to each other telepathically so that we couldn’t overhear them. It went on for several minutes with one or another of them occasionally frowning or nodding. When the buzzing died down, and they turned toward us, I stiffened. What had they decided?

Remiel stood. “We have reached a decision, but in light of the wedding nuptials to begin shortly, we believe it is best to wait before giving you our decision. You can expect to hear from me exactly three days from now with the final verdict.”

Another three days? They sure were fond of that number lately. Lucas and I exchanged confused glances, neither of us certain what the delay meant. The only thing I could guess was they didn’t want us at odds with each other before we married. Too bad it would leave us in suspense for the time being.

“Fine.” I got off the bench. “Let’s get this over with so we can get out of here.”

Remiel smiled. “Not quite yet, Melena Sanders. The guests have not arrived.”

“Guests?” I asked, confused. I’d thought it would be a quick and simple ceremony.

“Of course.” 

A moment later, an angel appeared in the room, gripping Cori by the arm. My friend held a large garment bag to her chest. Her mouth dropped, and she spun around, gaping at the place. “Wow, this is…even whiter than I expected.”

I took a few steps toward her. “What are you doing here?”

Cori gave me an amused look. “Are you kidding? There was no way I was missing the only chance I’d ever get to see Heaven.”

Remiel went into a suspicious fit of coughing.

“Okay.” I took in her appearance and the violet sheath dress she wore. “So they invited you?”

“Well, yeah. They told Emily and me about the wedding earlier today. We had to scramble to get you a decent gown in time, which I hope fits okay. I tried it on since we’re about the same size.” Cori held up the large bag. “Emily will be here soon too, but it was important I bring this to you right away.”

“If you follow me, I can show you where you may change,” Azrael said, gesturing toward the front corridor.

I took one last glance at Lucas, who appeared about as befuddled as me. Neither of us had expected the archangels to make this anything elaborate or to allow friends to attend. Somehow, that made it a lot easier to go through with it. I gave him a reassuring smile. Little did he know his own guests had just arrived nearby.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-four

 

Lucas

 

Lucas made his way to an antechamber at the far end of the front corridor—opposite the direction Melena went. Remiel had instructed him to prepare for the wedding there. What he was supposed to do while in an empty room he did not know, but the archangel had insisted. Lucas did not like being manipulated. Why couldn’t Remiel explain things in a clear and concise manner without cloaking his true intentions?

He ground his teeth as he neared the end of the corridor and found a heavy wooden door. What was going to be behind it? He seriously doubted the archangels had acquired a proper suit for him to wear or anything else useful. More likely, they’d wanted him out of the way for some other purpose. He would not put anything past them.

As much as the prospect of marrying Melena pleased Lucas, he did not care for the way the angels moved them around like pieces on a chessboard. This was the reason he avoided dealing with them as much as possible. First, they failed to share their verdict on Melena’s petition, and now they orchestrated a mysterious wedding for them, going so far as to bring Cori and Emily here as guests. He couldn’t begin to imagine what possessed them to carry out such a far-fetched plan.

Lucas pulled open the door, noting it moved on silent hinges. His first glimpse of the room revealed a white marble floor and walls bathed in golden light. There were high windows on this side of the building, giving the chamber a warmer feel than the inner courtroom. Other than a few benches, though, he saw no furniture.

He stepped inside and found Micah and Kerbasi waiting for him. They’d been just beyond his purview before, but now he couldn’t miss them. Both men wore black suits and ridiculous grins on their faces. 

“What are you two doing here?” Lucas frowned at them. Not that he was upset to have his brother at his wedding, but he hadn’t expected it. For that matter, there were a lot of details about this day he had not foreseen where others apparently had.

“You can’t get married without a best man, right?” Micah asked, coming forward to embrace him. Even after seeing Cori’s arrival, Lucas hadn’t expected anyone to come for him as well.

“And you?” he asked, pulling away from his brother to address Kerbasi.

The guardian held up a garment bag. “I brought your suit, which I assisted Micah in selecting—he has dreadful taste by the way—so you may thank me later. Also, I wouldn’t dare miss a wedding hosted by the archangels.”

“This is why you two left the training facility early? You knew about this before I did?” He was still trying to wrap his head around this latest turn of events. A man his age could only take so many surprises at once and Melena usually managed to fill his quota without any outside assistance.

“Yes, they swore us to secrecy, but they thought it important that we obtain the basic items you would need for the ceremony,” Kerbasi replied. He seemed very proud of the fact he’d been included. 

Lucas shook his head. “How could they have been certain Melena would agree?”

“You’re joking, right?” Micah lifted a brow. “Of course she’d say yes. Oh, and I brought the rings you purchased a couple of months ago.” He held up two small, black boxes.

“Good. Hold onto them for now.” He was relieved his brother had thought of it. Lucas and Melena had been in such a hurry they’d hardly had time to change clothes, much less consider what they might need to bring with them for the wedding ceremony. 

Kerbasi unzipped the garment bag. “You should get dressed. Archangels can be rather impatient, and they will not want to be kept waiting.”

Lucas stood there, unmoving. He could have sworn his heart pounded hard enough that it would leap from his chest at any moment. This was not exactly how he’d planned to marry Melena. He’d wanted to give her plenty of time to consider his proposal and plan the way she wanted her wedding.

“I know this feels rushed,” Micah said, giving him a sympathetic look. “But you can’t ask for a better place to do the ceremony, and at least it’s free. Look at all the money you’ll be saving and you don’t have to worry about guest lists.”

“True enough, brother.” Lucas pushed past his uncertainty. If Melena did not want this, she never would have agreed to it. Micah also had a point—at least the ceremony would be memorable.

Lucas stripped off his clothes and donned the black tuxedo with satin lining Kerbasi handed him. He’d never admit it aloud, but the guardian did have better taste than Micah, and he had chosen the correct size. Of course, it was possible he’d used magic to alter the clothing. Lucas might not be particularly keen on having Kerbasi at his wedding, but at least the guardian was being useful.

After he finished dressing, Micah handed him a small mirror and comb. Lucas had groomed himself before leaving the house, but he found a few stray hairs that had fallen out of place. He made a mental note to get a trim as soon as he had some free time. His hair had grown far too long for his liking. It was Micah’s job to look like the ruffian between the two of them.

Remiel entered the room. “Are you ready?”

“Is Melena?” Lucas asked. He would have guessed the women needed more time to prepare.

“They are almost finished. That human, Cori, is surprisingly efficient,” the archangel said, sounding impressed. 

Lucas took a deep breath and let it out. “Then let’s go.”

They headed toward the courtroom where they found the rest of the archangels waiting. In the short time since he’d left, they’d completely decorated the place. There were three-foot tall white pedestals creating a path toward the opposite end of the room. The bench where they’d sat earlier was gone, and in its place stood an arch, adorned with daisies and violets. Remiel moved to stand under the arch where Lucas assumed he would preside over the wedding. The other archangels took their positions off to the right side of the room. Lorna stood with them, appearing more than a little nervous.

“I’ll wait here for Melena,” Kerbasi said, stopping at the entryway.

Lucas scowled at him. “What for?”

“Someone must walk her down the aisle. Would you prefer one of the archangels did it?” the guardian asked.

Micah grunted. “Let him do it. I’m certain it will inspire Melena to walk that much faster to reach you.”

His brother had an uncanny way of seeing the bright side of things sometimes. “Very well.”

They took their positions next to the flowery archway. Remiel looked at Lucas, a hint of amusement in his gaze. “Are you ready?”

“I still cannot believe you orchestrated this,” he replied. Nothing about this situation seemed real. 

Had it truly been a little over two years ago he’d been in this very same room, chained, and sentenced to six decades in Purgatory? Everything about his life had appeared hopeless back then. The best he could do was gain the archangel’s favor so that he could protect Melena. A lot had happened since then, and yet this came as the biggest surprise of all. He was marrying the woman he’d once sworn to feel nothing toward except hatred.

“If it is any consolation,” Remiel said in a confiding tone, “I’d long since lost hope you’d settle down until you made the plea for Melena. She has been a good influence on you.”

Lucas grunted. “Says the man who took her away from me for three months.”

“I took no pleasure in that. Though she may have had good intentions, she cannot think to get away with breaking our laws without consequences. I’d hoped her time in Purgatory would dissuade her from making more foolish decisions.”

“You still have much to learn about my mate then, archangel,” Lucas replied and turned his attention to the entryway across the room. The light clicking of women’s high heels alerted him to Melena’s impending arrival.

Cori entered first. She took one look at Kerbasi and scowled. “Seriously? You never cease to amaze me.”

Lucas couldn’t help a slight grin from forming as Cori approached. It still surprised him they’d allowed a human to attend the ceremony, though he supposed they’d preferred her over a vampire or a pixie. Emily came through next, wearing a similar violet dress to that of Cori. She’d pulled up her hair into a chignon and enhanced her pale complexion with makeup—something she rarely used. Both women came to stand on the opposite side of the arch, leaving room for Melena.

Canon in D Major by Johann Pachelbel began playing through invisible speakers throughout the room. Lucas had not expected any music, but the satisfied smile on Cori’s face told him she’d had a hand in that. 

She winked at him. “I could hardly let my friends get married without a traditional wedding song played. Would you believe Remiel recognized it?”

Lucas was beginning to think there was more to the archangel than he’d once thought. Not that they’d ever become allies, but Remiel did seem to be a greater mastermind than he’d imagined. “I’m certain Melena appreciates your efforts.”

Gasps went up through the room, including from the archangels. Lucas turned his attention to the entryway and felt his heart skip a beat. His mate stepped into view, wearing a stunning ivory wedding dress. It billowed around her, making it appear as if she floated rather than walked. 

The strapless ball gown formed a heart shape on her chest and had floral lace all along the front and skirt. The train extended several feet behind her. In all his life, he’d never seen a more beautiful woman, and Lucas could hardly believe she belonged to him. They’d pulled the top half of her hair away from her face and attached a veil at the back. He was pleased to see they’d left the bottom half down to curl over her bare shoulders. If ever he’d imagined what a true angel might look like, it would have been her.

Melena’s face practically glowed, and there was a twinkle of happiness in her eyes that had not been there since her return from Purgatory. He’d worried she would hate being forced into such a rushed wedding, but she didn’t seem to mind now. Even Kerbasi offering her his arm didn’t take the gleaming smile from Melena’s face. She accepted the guardian graciously, and they walked slowly down the aisle together as the music continued to play. Lucas was rather certain he’d never seen greater pride on the guardian’s face. 

Kerbasi let go of her with some reluctance once they reached the end of their procession and moved off to the side. Melena took her place across from Lucas and met his gaze. In her deep blue eyes, he saw love, reassurance, and warmth. At that moment, he knew this had been the right decision. Nothing in this world would please him more than marrying her.

At Remiel’s command, the music stopped, and everyone turned to face him. The archangel did not hold a Bible or any other book. He stood tall and proud in a freshly pressed white robe with sleeves that nearly covered his hands. Lucas found kind-heartedness in his eyes. Once again, he could not believe such an event was really taking place or that they had such a prestigious audience.

“I want to express my gratitude to everyone who has gathered here today. Many of you have traveled a long distance and went out of your way to ensure Lucas of Pistiros and Melena Sanders would have everything they needed to make this a happy occasion.”

He paused and gazed around at everyone. “While we’ve done our best to incorporate human traditions into the proceedings, this is first and foremost a ceremony to bind officially the bride and groom together in holy matrimony as is right and proper.”

“Amen to that,” Kerbasi muttered.

Remiel cleared his throat. “If the bride and groom could face each other.”

Lucas pivoted toward Melena. Unable to help himself, he reached out and ran a finger along her jaw, confirming she was as real as she seemed. He doubted even a dream could have been this vivid and astonishing. A humorous smile stretched across her face, as if she read his mind.

“If you would take her hands, Lucas,” Remiel said, waiting until he’d done so. “Now repeat after me—I, state your name, take thee, state your bride’s name, to be my wedded wife.”

He took a deep breath and looked into her gleaming eyes. “I, Lucas of Pistiros, take thee, Melena Sanders, to be my wedded wife.”

“To have and to hold from this day forward, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part,” Remiel continued.

“Lord knows they’ve already been tested there,” Cori said under her breath.

The corners of Melena’s eyes crinkled as Lucas repeated the archangel.

“According to God’s holy ordinance, thereto I plight thee my troth.”

Lucas glared at Remiel. There was one part in there he did not wish to repeat, not after all that had happened to nephilim over the millennia. “Must I say the ‘G’ word?”

“Yes.” The archangel narrowed his eyes.

“Say it quickly and it won’t hurt as much,” Melena said, amused.

He released a breath and spoke the first line fast before finishing the rest. “—I plight thee my troth.”

“Good job. I knew you could do it.” Micah patted him on the back. There seemed to be a lot more commentary at this wedding than others he’d attended.

“Now, Melena,” Remiel said, looking at her. “Repeat after me.” 

She nodded and he gave her the lines with a slight variance to the ones he provided Lucas. After he finished, she took a deep breath. “I, Melena Sanders, take thee, Lucas of Pistiros, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health.”

The archangel spoke the final lines. “To love, cherish, and obey till death do us part.”

“I’m not promising to obey,” Melena said, putting her hands on her hips.

Kerbasi spoke up. “On this, I must agree with her. If she obeys everything Lucas says, the world will surely come to an end.”

“Couldn’t you have used the modern version?” Cori asked.

Emily pursed her lips. “You can’t really think she’ll obey him all the time.”

Lucas wasn’t offended by their responses, though he would have loved for Melena to speak that part of the vows. He’d remind her of it for centuries to come, even if he never really expected her to be obedient. 

“Say the words quickly and they won’t hurt as much,” he said, amused.

“That’s not funny.” Sparks practically shot from Melena’s eyes. He always thought her adorable when she was angry, but even more so while wearing that dress. It made him want to skip the rest of the ceremony and find someplace remote to take her.

“Very well.” Remiel sighed. “Skip the obey part. As others have pointed out, we know she’d never keep that promise anyway.”

“Fine.” Melena gathered herself and looked up at Lucas. “To love and to cherish, till death do us part.”

Remiel gave her the final lines.

She smiled. “According to God’s holy ordinance, and thereto I give thee my troth.”

“Very good. Now for the rings?” the archangel addressed Micah.

The nephilim handed them over. 

Melena gasped as Lucas slid the ring onto her finger. He’d thought long and hard before having it designed and made for her. The white gold band had a four-carat cushion alexandrite gem—her birthstone—set in the middle, and one-carat diamonds on either side.

“This is beautiful,” she breathed, angling it several different ways, so the largest gem changed from green to reddish purple. “I can’t believe you had this made for me already.”

Lucas was relieved that she liked it.

“For that kind of ring, I’d almost marry him,” Kerbasi said, sliding closer to take a look.

Remiel silenced everyone and had Lucas repeat another set of vows. Then Melena placed the ring on his finger slowly while repeating her vows.

“If there is anything else you two wish to say to each other…” The archangel glanced between Lucas and Melena. “I have been informed I should provide you the opportunity.”

Emily gave Remiel an accusing look. “If you’d given them more warning, they could have customized all the vows.”

“It is fine,” Lucas said, consoling the teenager. “I do not mind a little tradition, but I do have something to say to my bride.”

He turned toward Melena and squeezed her hands. On the darkest nights, while she was away, he had thought of many things he wanted to say to her. This was his chance to do it where it would count the most. 

Lucas took a deep breath. “From the moment I first met you, I knew you were different from any other woman I’d ever encountered. You challenged me and never backed down no matter how I threatened you. I’ve never seen anyone with as much heart, courage, and determination. It is my honor to be your mate and your husband for however many years we may have together. Thank you for not giving up on me and for making me a better man.”

Melena blinked, growing misty-eyed. “The first time I saw you I didn’t exactly get the best impression. You were slaying my foster-mother in half with a sword, and I thought I was as good as dead, too.”

“Now that is the Lucas we all know and adore,” Kerbasi interrupted.

Emily snickered.

Melena rolled her eyes, then returned her attention to Lucas. “I didn’t know then that you were really saving me. I tried stabbing you with a knife even though I doubted I’d make it. Then you wrapped your arms around me, and for a brief moment, I felt the power of the bond we shared, though it wasn’t until many years later that I recognized it.”

“We’ve had our struggles and our ups and downs…” she continued and squeezed his hands. “But there is nothing in this world that could make me stop loving you. As cliché as it might sound, you’re my knight in shining armor. The man who even when he disagrees with me still stands by my side. I know I can count on you, and that you can count on me. Nothing on any plane of existence could ever tear us apart for long. I love you.”

“And I love you as well.” Lucas felt his throat swell. He could not recall feeling emotions more powerful than he did at that moment. “If God has ever given me anything good it would be you. Somehow, over the last few years, you’ve become the center of my universe and the reason I draw each breath. Until the end of time, we will belong to each other.”

“That was very well said.” Remiel wiped away some suspicious moisture from his eyes. “It is my honor to announce that by the Power vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

Lucas did not need further encouragement. He pulled Melena into his arms and melded their lips together, marking her as his wife. Their tongues clashed in a passionate kiss that caused a stir in their audience. Melena ran her hands up to his shoulders and pressed him closer. He’d held back since her return from Purgatory, but all he could think about as they embraced was consummating their union. The others could leave if they didn’t like it. Minutes passed as they forgot the world around them and knew nothing except each other. He lifted her up, feeling as if they couldn’t get close enough. Lucas wished her skirts weren’t in the way.

“Uh, brother.” Micah tapped him on the shoulder. “As heartwarming as this is, you should probably wait until we get home. The archangels’ faces are turning red.”

Melena pulled away first, embarrassment reflecting on her features. “Soon,” she whispered into his ear. “I’m going to rip that suit off of you, but not now.”

“Don’t expect that dress to remain in one piece, either,” he warned, setting her down.

Remiel smoothed his robe, unable to meet their gazes. “As a wedding present and goodwill gesture, we will leave the ankle cuff off of Lucas for the next week. Should the couple wish to…” he paused to clear his throat, “take a honeymoon out of state.”

Lucas nodded at the archangel. “Thank you.”

Melena reached out and hugged Remiel, startling him. “You’re growing on me, old man.”

“Me, too,” Emily said, wrapping her arms around the archangel next. He appeared at a loss for words as he awkwardly patted the teenager’s back.

“Well, I’m not hugging him,” Kerbasi huffed, then ran his gaze around the room. “Where’s the wedding feast?”

Cori shook her head. “We didn’t have time to set that up, but we’ll put something together soon. Don’t worry.”

The other archangels moved toward them. Lucas braced himself as Gabriel reached out and clasped his arm. “That was a moving ceremony. When Remiel told me of the deep love and affection you have for Melena Sanders, I had a difficult time believing him, but I have been proven wrong. Take care of that wife of yours. As long as you stand together and trust your hearts, there is much good you can accomplish.”

Lucas was speechless. Before he could formulate a response, Gabriel addressed Melena. “Godspeed to you, young sensor. I’ll look forward to observing your future adventures.”

“Does that mean…” Melena paused, furrowing her brows, “that you’re my guardian angel now?”

Gabriel gave her an amused look. “As much as one can be when dealing with you.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-five

 

Melena

 

An odd sort of contentment filled me as I watched Lucas guide his SUV onto the drive leading to our home. The sun had dipped low in the sky, blocked by the towering trees surrounding our property. A myriad of shadows crossed his features, darkening them, but I could sense his satisfaction. He was as happy about getting married as me. 

Though we’d only been gone a little over four hours, it seemed like days. Our whole lives had changed in that short period. We’d actually gotten married, and no matter how much I tried to let that sink into my mind, it still didn’t seem real. Lucas wasn’t just my mate anymore, but also my husband. The human side of me derived profound pleasure in knowing we were now tied to each other in every possible way. Not only that, but he’d proclaimed his love for me in front of a bunch of archangels. A group he was least likely to show any hint of weakness.

“Do you think Lorna is going to be okay?” Emily asked, breaking into my thoughts.

When we’d dropped the sensor off at her house, she’d still been a bit red in the face, but she insisted she’d be fine. “Yeah, it’s just taking her longer to recover than you.”

“It’s weird,” she said, confusion in her voice. “Shouldn’t going through Purgatory affect me as much as her?”

Lucas parked the SUV next to Micah’s car, his brother having arrived ahead of us. “Not necessarily. When Melena gave you her blood, we knew it might change you in ways it would not a full-grown adult—which is why she’d been warned against it,” he said, censure in his voice. He hadn’t approved of me healing Emily from the plague with that particular cure. “It appears your immune system is stronger than Lorna’s.”

It hadn’t occurred to me until we were leaving the courthouse how Emily must have reached Heaven. She’d appeared fine when she’d arrived. I wasn’t very happy with the idea of her catching so much as a glimpse of Purgatory. But as it turned out, she’d handled the trip far better than expected. 

She’d gotten a light sunburn, and her breathing was a little ragged by the time we reached Alaska, but she didn’t fall to the ground the way Lorna had, and she recovered within a couple of minutes. She’d declared that the trip was exciting and asked if we could go again sometime. Lucas and I had shaken our heads, and he’d muttered something about the insanity rampant in teenagers. The angels escorting us had frowned and disappeared.

I reached for the passenger side door handle, but Lucas flashed next to me and opened it from the outside. We’d been in such a hurry to get home that neither of us had time to change. He picked me up from the seat and cradled me and my huge dress in his arms. I rested my head on his shoulder. Our mate bond was crying out for us to consummate our union.

“You’re going to walk me over the threshold aren’t you?” I asked, looking up at him.

The warmth of his gaze sent tingles along my skin. “There was a time when tradition did not matter to me, but since I met you, I have begun to rethink my feelings on the matter—particularly any tradition that requires you to let me hold you.”

“Hey, I’m not complaining.” I wrapped my arms around his neck.

“They look so cute together, don’t they?” Emily asked Cori, who’d come out of the house to greet us. Cori had ridden with Micah in his car since she didn’t have a vehicle near the portal. An angel had transported her directly up to Heaven from her house since she wasn’t a sensor and not immune to magic.

Kerbasi had chosen to go to the nerou compound when we returned to Alaska. After discovering Lucas and I planned to stay home tonight and wait until tomorrow to begin our honeymoon, he’d mentioned something about not wanting newlywed antics to disturb his sleep.

“It’s almost disgusting,” Cori said, wrinkling her nose. “Aren’t immortals supposed to be more dark and brooding?”

“Not on our wedding day,” Lucas replied, carrying me toward the house as they followed behind. “I’m certain I’ll return to normal in a few days once my wife has found a new and inventive way to sour my mood.”

“Hey.” I slapped him on the chest.

Micah held the front door open for us when we reached the top steps. He bowed and stepped out of the way. “Welcome home.”

I grinned at him.

“Congratulations,” Patrick said from where he stood in the foyer.

Lucas carried me across the threshold and set me down. “Anything eventful happen while we were gone?”

Patrick shrugged. “Bartol came out briefly to finish the rest of the pizza.”

“Oh, my God, I’m so hungry,” Emily said, gripping her stomach. I’d forgotten she’d missed dinner with everything that had happened.

“How about I take Emily and Patrick to my house for the evening so you two can have some privacy?” Cori offered.

Emily bounced on her feet. “That’s a great idea.”

“Uh, okay.” Patrick didn’t appear nearly as excited.

“Go pack your bags,” I said, giving them a shooing gesture. I was all about clearing the house of as many people as possible for the night. Plus, it was Friday, so at least Emily didn’t have school tomorrow.

Just as they started to head for the stairs, Sable—currently in her black and orange lynx form—came bounding into the house, her fur standing on end. She let out a distressed yowl and circled us.

A sick feeling came over me. “Something is wrong.”

“I should have known something would interrupt us,” Lucas said, stepping to the side when the cat tried pawing at his leg. 

“What is it, Sable?” I asked, kneeling down in front of her.

She meowed again and shot out the door. We all exchanged concerned looks. There was nothing to do except follow her and find out what she wanted to show us. It had to be serious for her to behave this way. 

“Stay here,” I ordered Emily.

“I’ll make her something to eat,” Patrick said, pulling his daughter toward the kitchen.

The rest of us headed outside, following the cat. I cursed my dress as I made my way through the yard and had to use Lucas’ arm to keep my balance in the high heels I wore. Sable led us toward the woods behind the house and stopped in front of the tree line. It had become so dark in there that I could hardly see anything, but I caught a faint whiff of smoke.

“There’s a fire.” I ground my teeth, annoyed. “Not again.”

“It is coming from the north,” Lucas said, not appearing any happier than me about it. We’d both hoped for a romantic evening together—without any interruptions. 

“The wind is going to blow it straight in our direction,” Cori added ominously.

Micah looked at his brother. “This is too much of a coincidence. As soon as most of us are gone from the house, a fire breaks out. Someone planned this.”

If the group had a human watching our home from somewhere nearby, they would have seen most of us leave. Their odds of successfully burning our house went up with only Bartol and Patrick here. Plus, Sable had been locked inside until Micah returned. She couldn’t have caught them before it was too late. I didn’t know why they wanted to destroy our home so badly. Maybe they thought they could drive us out or at least kill one or two of us. Did they not realize we wouldn’t go down that easily?

“I will find out how close it is.” Lucas flashed away. He was gone less than a minute before returning. “It is about half a mile away and has spread across more than an acre. They must have set it there thinking it would grow too large to extinguish quickly before it reached the house.”

I rubbed my chin. “That or they tried to set it near our home and hit the wards. This was possibly their plan B. I don’t sense anyone, so if they’re still around, they’re human.”

“Didn’t you mention Bartol can put out flames?” Cori asked. 

“Yeah, if we can talk him into it.”

Micah eyed Sable. “Would you mind if I take her? She might be able to help me track the human who did this. I wouldn’t be surprised if he is waiting nearby to see if his fire gets the job done.”

“Yeah, sure.” I’d been keeping her inside for her own protection, but as long as Micah stayed with her, I figured she’d be safe enough. It was about time we caught one of the guys doing this. Maybe he could lead us to the rest.

“If I do not find him within an hour, I will return.” Micah picked up Sable and flashed away.

“Let’s go talk to Bartol,” I said, taking the arm Lucas held out.

He gave me an amused look. “You must wear a dress more often. It’s much easier to protect you this way.”

“Very funny. I’m changing the first chance I get.” I liked looking pretty as much as the next girl, but I couldn’t handle the long skirts anymore. Not to mention, wearing yards of silk and lace while a forest fire burned nearby didn’t seem all that prudent.

We made it into the house. Lucas picked me up and carried me toward the den so I wouldn’t knock anything over. I grumbled, but I didn’t argue. He set me down in front of the locked door to his office. The emotions I sensed coming from inside were dark. Bartol had sunken into one of his depressed moods that could last for hours. If I’d thought a trip to Heaven would have done him any good, I would have insisted he go with us. More likely, though, it would have made matters worse.

“Bartol.” I knocked on the door.

No reply. Lucas produced a key from his pocket, but I shook my head. We weren’t quite that desperate yet. If we could get the nephilim to come out on his own, it would be better.

“I hate to bother you, but we need your help. Please let us in,” I said, speaking in my sweetest voice.

“Oh, for crying out loud.” Cori stepped up and banged on the door. “Can you get over yourself for two seconds and get out here? You can go back to feeling sorry for yourself later.”

“Don’t hold back or anything,” I muttered.

The door cracked open, and Bartol glared at Cori. He was only wearing a white undershirt and a pair of black boxer shorts. “Go away.”

“The forest is burning nearby. If you don’t put it out, this room won’t be a safe place to hide much longer. Then what will you do?” Cori asked, putting her hands on her hips.

It wasn’t the way I’d preferred to handle it, but at least she got Bartol to acknowledge us. 

“There is something called water. Use it.” He tried to shut the door, but she stuck her foot in the opening before he could. 

“The flames have spread too far, and the shaman won’t be able to do anything in time,” Cori said. I’d been keeping her updated on the latest events. “You’re all we’ve got.”

I gave the nephilim an imploring look. “Please, Bartol.”

He narrowed his gaze on me, taking in my appearance. “That is a…nice dress.”

At least my wedding finery distracted him from his bad mood.

“Thanks. I picked it out.” Cori slapped her hand on the door. “Now will you please help us or are you going to let Melena’s wedding night be ruined?”

Bartol worked his jaw. “Very well, give me a few minutes to get dressed.” He glanced at Lucas. “I’ll need you to come with me and lend me some of your power. I’m not quite at full strength.”

I didn’t know precisely how it worked, but supernaturals had the ability to share their magic if they wanted. The only time I’d seen it done before was to strengthen wards.

“Anything you need, friend,” Lucas replied, then he turned to me. “I will go change. Stay in the house and wait for Micah to return.”

I grabbed him and gave him a kiss. “Hurry back.”

“I will.” He gave me a heated look and flashed away.

“If only I could do that,” I said, shaking my head.

Cori took my arm. “You aren’t the only one who wants that ability.”

We headed back toward the front of the house and took the stairs. By the time we reached my bedroom, Lucas had changed and flashed away with Bartol. I made a mental note never to wear a large gown again. How women ever wore them all day long, I’d never know.

“Turn around,” Cori ordered. I did as requested and she began working the buttons loose at my back. She’d gotten the dress on me in about five minutes, but it took a little longer to remove. I was relieved when we finally got the weight of the gown off of me.

“Thanks for everything,” I said, pulling on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. “You really went out of your way, considering the short notice.”

“Hey, as I told you before, that’s probably the closest I’ll ever get to Heaven, so it was actually you doing me a favor.” She shrugged.

“Don’t sell yourself short.” I pulled on a pair of boots. “You’re a better person than you think.”

She averted her gaze. “You don’t know that.”

“One day you’re going to trust me enough to tell me what happened to you,” I said, hating to see the forlorn expression on her face. She usually hid the pain of her past better than this.

She ducked into my closet to hang my dress. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

“But…” Micah flashed into the house, and I sensed a terror-stricken person with him. They had to be human since their strong emotions were the only thing I detected. “Alright. We’ll discuss this some other time. For now, we’ve got to get downstairs.”

We hurried to the living room and found Micah hovering over an unfamiliar man on the couch. The nephilim raised his voice, “You will tell me right now who sent you and why you keep attacking my home.”

“Do you recognize him?” I asked.

“Yes.” Micah didn’t take his eyes off his captive. “He was with the group who came here last time trying to burn the house down.”

I took a few steps closer and saw a young guy in his early twenties sitting there. His eyes were wide with fear as he looked up at Micah. “I don’t…know anything.”

Micah growled. “He’s taken the anti-compulsion elixir. So far all I’ve gotten is that his name is Ralph.”

“Can you break through it?” I asked.

“Yes, but it’s requiring me to expend more energy than I’d prefer to use. Give me a moment.” He stared down at Ralph, and I could feel the pressure he put on the human’s mind. “Tell me who sent you.”

“H-h-his name is Harvey,” the young man stuttered.

“What’s his full name?” Micah yelled.

“I don’t know, I swear! He usually gives us our orders through a message board, but he came into town last night to give them in person this time.”

Could Harvey be Grant’s second-in-command? If so, this could be the break we needed.

Micah grabbed Ralph’s shirt collar and jerked him up. “Is it your group starting all the fires?”

“Most of them—but we only target supernaturals.” The human’s eyes dipped down. He was starting to shake from his overwhelming fear, but I didn’t feel the least bit sorry for him.

I stepped into Ralph’s line of sight, barely able to hold my rage in check. “Do you think it makes it okay if you only target supernaturals? There are innocent kids getting hurt in your attacks. What have any of us ever done to you?”

“N-n-nothing to me, but we know how powerful you are.” Ralph lifted his head, finding a brief moment of courage. “We have to s-s-stop you before you try taking over the world.”

“Oh, good lord. Because if they wanted to do that they couldn’t have done it already?” I threw my hands up. What was with everyone assuming the worst about others without any solid proof? It was like they were hard-wired to be suspicious of anyone different from them.

“How many more people have you been working with in Fairbanks?” Micah asked.

Ralph hesitated. “Eight. Other than me, there are eight main guys—not counting a few wives and friends who help us sometimes.”

Cori grabbed a notepad and pen from a side table and brought it to Micah. “You might want to make him write down the names.”

“I’m going to call O’Connell. He’ll be able to get information on them faster than we can,” I said, hurrying out of the living room. I’d left my phone in Lucas’ SUV, along with the clothes I’d worn before the wedding ceremony.

Heading outside, I was relieved to find the vehicle unlocked. I grabbed my phone from my jean’s pocket and dialed O’Connell’s cell phone number. 

He answered on the second ring, sounding grumpy. “What’s going on?”

“Other than me just getting married?” I gave him a moment to stutter over that before dropping the next bomb. “Someone set a forest fire near my house, and we caught the guy who did it. Apparently, he’s working with a group who has been setting most of the fires around Fairbanks. We think they’re tied to Grant’s cult. I don’t suppose you’d be up for arresting the rest of them?”

“Do you have names?” he asked.

“We’re getting them now,” I said, going back into the house. 

Ralph was leaning over the coffee table writing them down while Micah glared at him. Patrick stood there as well, questioning the guy to make certain he was telling the truth. I was glad he was helping. It was the only way to be sure the names were legit since the anti-compulsion elixir muddied things. Patrick must have joined Micah while I was outside, letting Cori take over watching Emily in the kitchen. It was amazing how good my friends were getting at handling these sorts of things in emergencies.

“Text me the names and bring the suspect to our office,” O’Connell ordered.

“We need to act on this fast before the rest of his group figures out he’s been caught.” No way did I want to miss this opportunity.

“Agreed. See you soon.” He hung up.

Lucas and Bartol appeared in the foyer a moment later, covered in ash and soot. The power levels on them both were much lower than when they’d left. 

Bartol swept past me. “It is done. I will take a shower now.”

“Thank you,” I said to his fleeing back, then turned to Lucas. “Micah caught the guy who started the fire.”

His gaze drifted past me, toward his brother and our captive. “Good.”

“We’ve got the names of everyone in the local group. O’Connell wants me to bring this guy in and help arrest the others.” I gave him an apologetic look. This wasn’t even close to the wedding night we’d expected. “I need to leave in a few minutes.”

Lucas closed his eyes. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he was counting to ten. Nothing could make me feel worse than having to tell him I couldn’t stay.

“I will come with you,” he said, looking at me again. 

O’Connell could suck on it if he didn’t like my husband coming. “Absolutely.”

“I’m going, too,” Patrick joined in, peering at the list of names on the coffee table. “If this guy—Harvey—is who I think he is, you’ll need my help to confirm it.”

“Do you know him?” I asked.

“I was ahead of Grant by a few years in college. We didn’t have much reason to interact other than being from the same race, but just before I graduated, he became best friends with a transfer student named Harvey—another sensor. That may have been a long time ago, but he could be the same person.”

 “Alright, you can go, too.” I turned to Lucas. “You might want to clean up before we leave.”

He glanced at his shirt, grimaced, and flashed up to the bedroom.

Micah gestured to our captive. “If you’re taking him, it might be best if I relocate Emily to a safer place. I’ve got rounds to do tonight.”

I understood what he was avoiding saying in front of Ralph. Micah had to check in at the nerou compound, and that would likely be a safer place to keep Emily for the moment anyway.

“I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the house,” Cori said. “Bartol probably wouldn’t notice an attack on the place until he had a couple of bullets in his chest.”

Sadly, she had a point. “I’ll get you a gun and some ammo, but try calling us first before you get into a shootout.”

Cori gave me an affirmative nod. “You bet.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-six

 

Melena

 

We strode down the corridor toward the DHS office. Lucas held our captive by the arm, who was a little worse for wear after the trip. Ralph may have acquired a sprained wrist and busted lip along the way. Despite using compulsion on him, he’d tried to escape twice when we’d stopped at traffic lights in town. Luckily, I was driving so Lucas could take care of him. Ralph had settled for the moment, but we didn’t want to take any chances. There was no telling how long the latest commands Lucas gave him would last.

We stopped in front of the protection ward. The witch who’d placed the spell packed some serious power. I waved my hand through the field of energy, allowing it to send sharp tingles through my skin. When I’d been here earlier, I’d hardly acknowledged it, but it hadn’t mattered as much when it was only Patrick and me.

“You might not want to cross this,” I said to Lucas.

“I discovered as much when I visited O’Connell a few weeks ago.” He scowled. “Do you know who created it?” 

I averted my gaze, knowing it must have caused him a lot of pain. It could have killed him if he’d been a fraction weaker. “I might.”

“Who?”

“Don’t make me answer that, Lucas,” I said, giving him a pleading look. He had a right to be annoyed, but I didn’t want to give away the witch’s name. “She didn’t mean any harm by it.” 

I was a little surprised my friend, Kristen from Juneau, had come all the way up here for the job, but the last I’d heard she’d been struggling to find decent work. The weak economy and the dissolution of her coven had made things particularly difficult. Witches tended to do better with the support of their kind. How O’Connell had managed to track her down, I didn’t know.

“It was Kristen, wasn’t it?” He narrowed his eyes. “I should have known. She is the only witch with an open invitation to Fairbanks.”

I’d pushed for that a long time ago, though she rarely used the invite.

“The DHS office needs a ward and you know it,” I said, defending the one and only friend I had who knew me back when my adoptive parents were still alive. We’d come into our abilities around the same time at fourteen years old. She’d loved that she could practice her spells around me without having to worry about me getting hurt. Then I’d had to move away after my adoptive parents died, and I didn’t see Kristen again until a couple of years ago.

“Take him.” Lucas thrust our captive toward me. “I’ll wait out here.”

I grabbed Ralph’s arm. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

Lucas ran his gaze up and down my body. “Yes, you will.”

I gulped. There wasn’t much I could say in front of an audience, so I opened the office door and hauled Ralph through it. Patrick followed and took our captive’s other arm. O’Connell stood in the hallway, speaking with a middle-aged man who had short brown hair and wore a gray suit. As soon as they saw us, they stopped talking and met us in the reception area. It was almost midnight, so I wasn’t surprised the secretary wasn’t here. 

“Is this the firebug?” the DHS agent asked, gesturing at the man we held.

“Yeah, this is Ralph. You might want to put some handcuffs on him. We had a hard time keeping him from running,” I said, grateful Ralph held still for the moment.

“This is Detective Burks,” O’Connell introduced the man in the suit. “He is acting as the liaison between our office and the Fairbanks Police Department.”

“I’m Melena Sanders. Nice to meet you.” I shook hands with the detective, feeling a slight zing in my palm when we touched. Patrick greeted him as well, then darted a furtive glance at me.

He’d caught the same thing I did about Burks. The detective had a hint of elf in him—about an eighth. When a person only had a little fae in them, our senses wouldn’t register it until we came into close proximity of him or her. Burks probably didn’t have magical abilities, and he didn’t show any outward physical signs such as pointed ears, but I was willing to bet he couldn’t be compelled easily. He was also easy on the eyes, not that Lucas had to worry about any competition. I was happily married now.

The detective pulled out a set of handcuffs and put them on our culprit. “My superiors want me to question him first before we take any action.”

That didn’t surprise me. They were hardly going to conduct a big operation on my word alone. “Be my guest, but don’t take too long. If Ralph’s buddies figure out he’s been compromised, they’ll run.”

“Not to worry.” Burks patted the guy down, checking for weapons. I was glad to see he was thorough. “They always tell me what I want to know.”

That was an interesting way of phrasing it. Maybe he did have a touch of magic in him. I dug into my handbag and took out a Ziploc bag with the cell phone, keys, and other small items we’d found on Ralph before coming here. “Here’s everything he had on him.”

“Thanks.” O’Connell took the bag, then addressed Burks. “Use the interrogation room in the back that I showed you.” He pointed down the hallway. That was a new addition he’d set up while I was away in Purgatory.

“Thank you.” The detective guided Ralph away.

I waited until he’d shut the interrogation room door before speaking again. “So what do you think of Burks?”

“I’ve met with him a few times since he became liaison and found him to be competent and open-minded. He’s got a good head on his shoulders,” O’Connell replied.

The agent wasn’t the type who gave praise often. That piqued my curiosity. “Really?”

“I get the feeling he’s known about supernaturals a lot longer than the rest of the world,” the agent confided, speaking in a low tone.

“It’s probably because…” Patrick began.

“Not everyone was in the dark before this year,” I interrupted, hoping the sensor would take the hint.

More than likely, Burks knew all about his ancestry. He had just enough elf in his DNA that he would notice the subtle differences between humans and supernaturals. Plus, his family would have told him something since mixed-bloods weren’t always well accepted within the fae community. He had to be on guard as a result. As long as he proved useful, I’d never tell on him.

Patrick cleared his throat. “Melena is right. There have always been some humans who figure out the truth and choose not to reveal it for obvious reasons.”

When O’Connell glanced away from us, I shot Patrick a thankful look. He dipped his chin in acknowledgment. If he kept this up, maybe I would learn to trust him.

While we waited, I stepped out of the office and updated Lucas on the situation. He didn’t like standing around, but a hug and kiss seemed to settle him for the moment. By the time I went back inside, Burks had finished his interrogation and left Ralph locked in the room. 

I caught the last rays of an enchantment he’d used. Yep, he had a natural talent for dragging the truth out of humans. It wasn’t through compulsion, but rather through magical pheromones he secreted that would loosen the tongues of anyone nearby. Our culprit wouldn’t have been able to fight it since the elixir he’d taken wasn’t designed to block that. I was going to have to get this detective’s business card for future use.

“He was more cooperative than expected and a little roughed up,” the detective said, giving me an inquisitive look. “Did you do that to him?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t, but my husband had to get physical with him when he wouldn’t stay in the vehicle. The guy took an anti-compulsion elixir, so it wasn’t easy to keep him from trying to escape.”

“Wait.” O’Connell held a hand up. “You mentioned on the phone you got married. When did that happen?”

“A few hours ago.”

The agent glared at me. “And you didn’t invite me?”

“Don’t feel bad. I didn’t get to go, either,” Patrick said, sighing.

I couldn’t resist explaining further. “The archangels made us get hitched—in a courthouse just outside Heaven. I didn’t get to choose the guests.”

“You’re joking.” 

“Nope. There’s no way I’d make that one up,” I replied, then held out my hand for O’Connell to see the ring.

His eyes rounded. “Damn. You definitely weren’t wearing that the other day or I would have noticed.”

Burks had a mystified expression on his face. “Why would the archangels make you get married?”

“That is a long story that would take too much time to explain.” Which was true enough.

“What are you?” the detective asked, cocking his head. His fae blood must have given him some sort of vibe about me. I’d been told that since becoming immortal, I didn’t feel quite human anymore the way others of my kind did—at least not up close.

“I’m a sensor and my husband is a nephilim. Patrick here is also a sensor.” There was no point in hiding it since O’Connell would tell Burks anyway.

The detective opened his mouth and then shut it. Nervousness radiated off of him. He must have realized we could detect the elf in him and worried he might be given away. I gave a subtle shake of my head, letting him know his secret was safe with me. Relief filled his eyes.

O’Connell frowned, no doubt suspicious he’d missed something. “Right, well, we need to get the task force ready to go.”

“I’ve got the list of addresses we need to visit,” Burks said, holding up a piece of paper. That was going to save us some time. “I just need to call my superiors.” 

I put a hand up. “Wait. Make sure they know Patrick and I have to take part in the raids. There’s a guy on the list who we need to find as part of a larger investigation.”

His gaze met mine. “No problem.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-seven

 

Melena

 

It was early morning and we’d just finished raiding the final cult member’s house. I watched as a female officer handcuffed the suspect. He’d tried running out the back door, but several cops posted there put a stop to that escape plan. 

Two raid teams had worked simultaneously, each taking half the addresses Detective Burks got from the guy who’d tried to burn my home down. Luckily, hitting the places in the wee hours of the morning allowed us to capture everyone on the list, and we discovered maps stashed in one of their houses marking the areas they’d targeted. We’d also found a lot of flammable materials that they’d stored. 

It was a rare piece of luck, considering the way things usually went for me. With the evidence we had, we could put away the whole group—except we hadn’t found Harvey because I wasn’t that lucky. Patrick was off with another team checking out a potential lead on him. I could only hope it panned out. 

“That makes the last person on the list,” Burks said, joining me. He looked as tired as I felt. “Not counting the guy you wanted.”

I shook my head. “These are just low level human members. The man I’m looking for, Harvey, might be second-in-command for the national cult and could provide valuable intel for us.”

“You say all the ones we caught are humans. What is Harvey?” Burks asked.

I expelled a breath, hating to admit once again that my kind were responsible for causing the problems. “He’s a sensor.”

“Like you?” He lifted a brow.

“No, not like me.” I ground my teeth, trying to keep my temper under control. My exhaustion was starting to get to me. “He’s a bad guy who targets innocent people. I want to stop men like him, regardless of their race.”

He let out a chuckle and patted my back, easing the tension. “Do not fear, Melena. Your reputation precedes you in this town so that even mixed-bloods like me know who you are. I was just caught off guard before because I wasn’t expecting to see you at the DHS office. As far as most of us knew, you disappeared a few months ago.”

It was good to know I’d been missed. “How much do you know?” 

“About as much as anyone, I suppose. You’re immortal thanks to your nephilim mate and you’ve proven time and again that you’ll protect the innocent. As you said, regardless of their race,” he paused, and I caught a hint of respect in his eyes. “To be honest, it’s an honor to work with you.”

Well, that explained why he’d been so cooperative. I’d become used to most people being against me from the start and struggling to win them over. Had I finally done enough good things that the supernatural world had begun to notice? I could only hope.

Lucas walked up carrying a Styrofoam cup of coffee. “You might want to drink this fast.”

“Why?” I asked.

“It appears Patrick may have found Harvey.”

I stiffened. “Where?”

“They’re pulling up to Bambi’s shop now.”

Oh, crap. That was the last place I’d expected him to be.

 

***

 

Police cars surrounded the shopping center where the herb shop was located. Cori had her tattoo studio there as well, but at eight in the morning she wouldn’t have come to work yet. Bambi was a troll, though, and liked to be up early. Harvey had apparently taken advantage of that and decided to target her. She’d lost her husband to the plague earlier this year and nearly died from it as well. There was no way I’d let something else bad happen to her now.

I stood next to a police car, wearing a flack vest and waiting for permission to go inside. Agent O’Connell was across the parking lot, doing some fast talking. Other than him and Burks, no one knew I was immortal and not really at risk. The police were insisting on sending in one of their own guys to talk Harvey down.

“This matter could be solved in less than a minute if you allowed me to take over,” Lucas said, putting an arm around me.

“You know why it can’t be you.”

“What if I promise not to kill him?” he whispered in my ear.

“We have to make this look as legitimate as possible. Just because sups are out of the closet doesn’t mean we can start undermining the police. The only way to gain their trust is to cooperate with them.” He knew all this, but I suspected he needed reminding. We had missed our wedding night to capture bad guys, after all, and every minute we continued to be delayed only irritated him further.

Lucas rubbed his face, showing signs of the same exhaustion I felt. I couldn’t remember seeing him sleep since I’d returned and wouldn’t have been surprised if all he’d done was take brief naps. The damn man accused me of taking on too much. For the past week, he’d been caring for me, repairing damage to the house, watching over Emily, fighting fires, and working at the nerou compound. Lucas needed a break more than I did.

He gave me a wan smile. “I’d suspected you’d test my vows soon, but not this soon.”

“Trust me, I’m about five minutes away from saying to hell with it and going home. This has taken a lot longer than I expected.” I leaned against him.

He kissed the top of my head. “You’re still not at full strength yet.”

“Close enough.” I straightened.

Lucas sighed wearily. “We will rest after this is over. Our honeymoon can begin tonight after we’ve both had time to recover.”

“Melena!” O’Connell called, jogging toward us. “You’re on.”

“About damn time.”

“Be careful,” Lucas warned. “I do not want my bride recovering from gunshot wounds when I plan to consummate our union.”

“That was a visualization I could have done without,” Patrick said, walking up. He’d gone to grab coffee and donuts, which I no longer had time to enjoy.

I ignored him and gave Lucas a kiss. “Be back soon.”

O’Connell handed me a radio and gave me some last minute instructions. I listened with half an ear. All I could think about was getting in there, saving Bambi, and going home. At this point, I didn’t even know if I cared whether our suspect survived or not.

The tension in the parking lot ratcheted up a notch as I walked toward the herb shop with my hands up. To the sensor waiting inside, I made it as clear as possible I had no weapons on me. It was more of a show for the police. Harvey knew very well that I didn’t need a gun to kill him. I was amazed he’d agreed to let me come inside, all things considered.

Taking a deep breath, I pulled open the glass door. The shop was so dark it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Shelves lined the walls on the left and right sides, full of various types of herbs that reminded me of a different time. A checkout counter sat in the back. Up until last year, I’d worked in this shop, but then Felisha—the previous owner and a good friend—was killed. It wasn’t easy to come back here again, especially under the circumstances.

The only thing that had changed was the fountain in the middle of the room had been removed. Bambi hadn’t liked it and got rid of it soon after taking over. Harvey stood in the spot where it had been now, one hand holding a pistol to the troll’s head and the other hand gripping her neck. He was at least two feet taller than her, so it had to be an awkward angle for him. I’d half expected a big tough guy, but his appearance was average. Neatly trimmed black hair, sensor-blue eyes, and a medium build. The kind of man you could walk past on the street and not look at twice.

“You can stop right there,” he said.

I’d only made it a few steps into the shop. “You know there is no way out of this.”

He pressed the pistol harder into Bambi’s temple, making her wince. “Not if you help me escape.”

“Why would I do that?” I asked, keeping my voice calm and reasonable.

“We know all about you, Melena Sanders. You’ve turned against your own kind and sided with the supernaturals. Even this troll who stinks to high heaven,” he paused to scowl down at Bambi, “is someone you would defend.”

I felt bad for her. He’d scared her so much she’d dropped the glamour that usually covered her inhuman appearance. She had an overly large forehead, pudgy nose, and orange-red hair that stuck out from her head like pieces of straw. Her lips were squeezed shut, hiding her razor-sharp teeth. 

How had he managed to catch her off guard? By far, trolls were one of the more difficult creatures to capture without getting seriously hurt. Harvey didn’t seem to have a scratch on him. Then I noticed a Taser gun attached to his belt and figured it out. Most supernaturals had a fear of lightning and some fae, including trolls, didn’t care for electricity all that much. No wonder Bambi didn’t fight him.

“I defend sensors, too. The ones who don’t go around hurting people,” I said, barely able to hide the anger simmering inside me. He would pick up traces of it, but hopefully not enough to set him off. I just needed to buy a little time and keep his attention on me.

“Like Patrick?” Harvey sneered. “I feel him out there, hiding behind all those cops.”

We’d already guessed he’d have detected Emily’s father. It didn’t matter in the scheme of things. “Why is it so important to kill all supernaturals?”

“Because they don’t belong!” he spit out.

I took a cautious step forward. “According to who?”

“Angels, humans…everybody who is not them.” His hand shook where it held the gun. 

Please, God, don’t let his trigger finger slip, I prayed. Trolls were vicious and strong, but they couldn’t survive a bullet to the head. Despite her foul smell and irritating behavior, I liked Bambi. She had a good heart beneath all the layers of dirt and grime.

“If the angels really wanted all supernaturals dead, then they’d be dead,” I pointed out, scooting my feet a few more inches forward. The closer I got to him, the better.

“No.” He shook his head. “We have to meet the angels halfway, show them we’re willing to fight.”

I caught movement in the back storage room, but didn’t take my eyes off of Harvey. “Did they tell you that?”

“They don’t have to. It’s how it worked the last time we waged war on the supernaturals,” he said, squeezing Bambi’s throat when she shifted her feet. Her face was almost scarlet red, and she wheezed from being unable to take deep breaths. This needed to end very soon.

“Did it ever occur to you that the angels only stepped in because our race was dying out? It’s not our job to eradicate all supernaturals. We only need to stop those who are truly guilty and protect the innocent—that is it.” I took another careful step, closing the gap between us to only six feet.

Harvey’s face contorted. “Don’t move. You need to get me out of here right now or I’m gonna shoot her.”

“No, you’re not,” I said, then looked past him. “Now!”

“Freeze!” Detective Burks yelled, pointing a pistol at Harvey.

The sensor turned and I dove toward him, grabbing the hand holding the pistol. I pulled it up just in time before he pulled the trigger. The shot went up into the ceiling. With my ears ringing, I twisted the weapon out of his hand and tossed it across the floor. I grabbed Bambi next and pulled her face into my chest. No way did I want any humans seeing her in her true form. As the police swarmed into the room and wrestled with Harvey, I concentrated on his hostage.

“Thank ye.” Bambi wrapped her arms around me. “I thought fer sure I was dead.”

I patted her back. “Shhh. Calm down and pull yourself together.”

“You shoulda killed ‘em,” she mumbled. Her tears were leaking onto my vest and so was her putrid scent, but the armor belonged to the Fairbanks Police Department so I didn’t care. 

I bowed my head low and whispered. “He’s going to a government facility where he’ll be locked up for a long time. Trust me—that’s worse than death.”

She peered up at me. “Is he really?”

“Only the worst accommodations for him,” I swore.

Her glamour finally returned, flickering back into place as she pulled away. “Just be sure they don’t give ‘em any sheep’s dung fer beddin’ cus that’s too good fer him.”

O’Connell and Patrick entered the shop and joined us. 

“I’ll be sure to pass that message on,” the agent said, wrinkling his nose at her.

“You!” Bambi glared at him, the fire returning to her eyes. “This be yer fault! I nearly got kilt cus you didna do yer job.”

A ruckus rose up across the room. One of the policemen screamed. “He’s got another gun!”

My gaze swung toward the back of the room where Harvey stood with one handcuff dangling off his wrist. He held up a small pistol that could have easily fit in the waistband of his pants. There was a wild look in his eyes that made my blood run cold.

“You won’t take me alive,” he said, waving the weapon around.

Half a dozen police officers had their guns trained on him, ready to fire.

“Stop this now, Harvey,” Patrick said from beside me. “It doesn’t have to be like this.”

“You’re a traitor,” Harvey spit out. His emotions were becoming too erratic for me to follow. “Always thought you were too good for us and now you’re hanging out with that nephilim-loving bitch.”

Patrick kept his voice calm. “No one needs to die today.” 

“Actually, both of you do.” Harvey swung his pistol toward us.

I stepped in front of Patrick just as multiple shots rang out. Sharp pain hit my chest and I fell back into him, knocking us both to the ground. Lucas was there in the next instant, pulling me into his arms. I struggled to draw in breath as he checked me for wounds.

“Sensor, where does it hurt?” he asked, voice taut with concern.

“I don’t…?” I gazed around at the chaos.

O’Connell stepped in front of us. “Looks like her vest took the bullets, but our suspect is dead.”

“Damn.” I groaned. “It’s so much harder to question them that way.”

Lucas took my hand and kissed it, relief in his eyes. “At least we can start our honeymoon now.”

“Without the bullet wounds,” Patrick added.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-eight

 

Lucas

 

Lucas studied his wife while she gazed out the car window, her slender hand holding a glass of red wine. Something deep and primal stirred inside of him as he watched her take a sip. She had no idea what a strong hold she had over him. He would move glaciers for her if she asked, and yet she wanted very little. 

Lucas had never seen someone who spent the bulk of their time worrying about everyone except herself. Outwardly, he complained about her sacrificial behavior, but inwardly he couldn’t help admiring her. In all his long years, he’d found most people—human and supernatural—worried more about themselves than anyone else. Sometimes he still couldn’t believe of all the men in the world, she’d fallen in love with him. If he wasn’t so pleased about it, he might have had her head checked.

Melena had chosen to wear a white sundress for the evening and left her auburn hair loose the way he liked it. She’d only put on a touch of makeup, but otherwise, her beauty was all natural. They were riding in the back of a limousine on their way to Aeson’s former estate in Juneau. Lucas had enjoyed the look of surprise on his wife’s face when their plane had landed, and she’d seen the car waiting for them. She’d had no idea he’d made the arrangements that morning.

Lucas’ fifteen-hundred-year-old vampire servant, Sayer, had been the one waiting for them when they arrived in the city. Before that, they’d spent the day resting. They’d both been exhausted after the police raids, and Melena had bruises on her chest from where Harvey’s bullets had struck her vest. There was no sign of them now. Allowing her to sleep for almost ten hours had done much to restore her.

Melena turned away from the view of Aeson’s palatial estate and looked at Lucas, amusement in her eyes. “I still can’t believe out of all the places in the world we could have gone, you chose Juneau.” 

 “We both know you will not be able to relax if we travel far from Emily,” he said, pausing to finish his wine and set the glass down. “I was proved right when you insisted on making a schedule of who would watch the girl every moment while we are gone.”

What he didn’t say was that if she got what she wanted, he would be leaving Alaska soon enough. It simply wouldn’t be to a prime beach location. Remiel might have claimed he’d left the ankle cuff off for the next week so that they could travel for their honeymoon, but Lucas didn’t buy that story. The archangel, in his subtle way, was giving him a chance to protect his new wife.

Melena sighed. “Okay, you have a point, but I’m still surprised.”

“We have the rest of our lives to travel the world,” he said reassuringly, and hoped that was true. “But I believe coming here was the best decision for now.” 

Sayer parked the limousine and got out to open the door for them. As they emerged from the vehicle, a servant who’d been waiting at the entrance rushed forward to take their luggage. They’d only brought two small suitcases since Lucas intended to keep Melena in bed for most of their stay. He’d made that abundantly clear when the sensor had packed her things. One of the reasons he’d chosen this location was that they could behave as they pleased and no one would question it. 

Aeson—the former master of Juneau—had built this place and trained the staff on supernatural etiquette. He’d been killed a couple of years ago when they fought a demon prince. Since then, one of Lucas’ vampire assistants had been running the city—under his and Micah’s guidance—until a replacement could be found. Lucas hoped he could transfer the power to someone else soon. While he enjoyed the convenience of having the house for a refuge, he did not care for the responsibilities that came with it.

“I see you got rid of those awful statues,” Melena said, staring out at the vast lawn and gardens at the front of the mansion. 

Though it would still be daylight in Fairbanks, the sun had set over an hour ago in Juneau. Well-placed spotlights lit up the grounds, providing an idealistic view of the landscape. They highlighted the night-blooming flowers that had been a staple of the place since shortly after Aeson built it. 

Lucas gave his wife an amused look. “Actually, Sayer had them removed.” 

There had once been a pair of Greek sculptures with naked men urinating into the pools below them. Aeson had been half incubus, and he’d lived part of his early life in Ancient Greece, giving him stylistic preferences that ran rather different than most.

While Sayer didn’t enjoy the job of running a city much more than Lucas, the vampire had made a few changes while he’d been here. He’d removed more than half of the decorations on the estate, and he’d set down some new rules for the supernatural population. They’d been verging on chaos after losing Aeson. It had taken some time to get them back under control.

“Those statues were abominable,” Sayer said, scowling. He composed his features before addressing Lucas. “Is there anything else you require, master?”

“The others are waiting inside?”

Sayer nodded. “Of course.”

“Then you may take your leave for the evening,” he replied formally. With Sayer and his brother Fallon, Lucas always kept his relations with them proper. They existed because he’d chosen to have them turned into vampires many centuries ago to serve him, but they were not his friends.

Sayer bowed and left them. Melena watched him go with a frown. “Are you ever going to give him and Fallon their freedom?”

“No,” he said, his tone resolute. “They swore their allegiance to me a long time ago and they accept it. That will not change.”

“But it’s wrong,” she argued.

Lucas lifted a brow. “How so? I provide for all their needs, and I protect them. Whenever I do not require their services, they are allowed to attend to their own business. In many ways, they have more freedom than you do.”

“Oh, really?” She put her hands on her hips. “Are you implying that you can actually control me?”

He smiled. The temptation to rile her up a little was too strong to resist. “You not only accepted me as your mate but also as your husband, did you not? I assume that means you want me for your master and protector.”

“I could totally shoot you right now.” Melena glared at him.

Lucas grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close, enjoying the feel of her body pressed against his. “Our relationship works two ways. I may attempt to influence control over you, but you do the same to me. Sayer and Fallon wouldn’t dream of giving me orders. You make demands of me on a regular basis and more often than not—I give you what you want.”

“Do you have a problem with that?” Her gaze turned heated.

“Absolutely not,” he said huskily. “I would not have you any other way.”

“So would you at least consider giving Fallon and Sayer their freedom?” she asked, putting her arms around his shoulders.

He pretended to think it over. “Only if you swear not to rescue Ariel.”

“You’re impossible!” She shoved away from him.

“I can see the newlyweds are off to a good start,” Nik said, coming out of the house. Josslyn walked next to him, holding his hand. Their time in Juneau had done them both a world of good. The vampires appeared considerably healthier than before and far more relaxed than Lucas had seen since before Nik’s removal from power.

Melena turned to face them. “It’s just a minor disagreement.”

“I’m certain it is.” Nik came up and shook hands with Lucas. “Congratulations on the wedding. I’m sorry we couldn’t be there, but I’m glad you came to visit. The servants have dinner ready for you inside.”

“You two are looking great,” Melena said, glancing between the vampire couple.

Nik’s expression turned to one of consternation. “I must admit we should have left that cabin a long time ago. I fear it did us more harm than good.”

“Better late than never.” Melena’s eyes were filled with compassion.

Lucas suspected Nik and Josslyn had needed the time away from civilization to work things out with each other. It was the main reason he’d waited until now to bring them to Juneau. Older immortals didn’t recover as easily from tragedy as the younger ones. At least, that was the case for those who still had any humanity left in them.

“Let’s go inside,” Josslyn said, gesturing toward the entrance.

Lucas dipped his chin. “Excellent idea.”

They followed the vampires into the mansion, entering a wide corridor with black marble floors and a grand staircase set in the middle. A sitting room was off to the right. They continued past it toward the rear of the house where the kitchens and dining area were located. 

“Most of the decorations are gone,” Melena noted as they walked.

“Sayer and I decided to remove them, along with the outside statues. Like me, he prefers to keep things simpler.” The mansion had enough architectural décor with its expensive tile, custom ceilings, and intricately carved crown molding that much of Aeson’s risqué artwork had taken away from the natural design. They’d left a few of the more tasteful pieces up to fill blank walls, but otherwise the corridor was empty of clutter.

Melena was quiet for a moment. “Do you have a home somewhere that you designed the way you like it…you know, from before you met me?”

Lucas understood what she meant. It still bothered her that she knew so little about him, especially now that they were married. He’d never been a man who explained himself to anyone, but if he wanted to put Melena at ease in their relationship, he’d have to make more of an effort. The only problem being that at his age he’d settled into his ways. Changing anything about himself was easier said than done. Every time he considered telling her about himself, he almost choked on the words. There was little about his past that cast him in a good light.

“I have a house in the countryside of France,” he said, glad that her latest question was something innocuous. “It’s been many years since I’ve visited, but Fallon keeps it maintained for me. Perhaps we’ll visit there someday after things settle down.”

She smiled. “I’d like that.”

They entered the dining room where two male servants stood waiting for them, each wearing sharp white uniforms. The table was approximately twenty feet long, but all four place settings were at one end as he’d requested. Candles were also lit in anticipation of their arrival.

There was a time when Lucas enjoyed living in luxury. During the three centuries Remiel forced him to protect a succession of sensors—as penance for killing so many of them—Lucas had always maintained a house near the one he watched. Allowing himself to live in extravagance helped get him through the job of watching over individuals he considered his enemy. The archangel had tied his life to theirs so that there was no way out of it. 

Lucas had hated that punishment almost worse than confinement in Purgatory—until they’d assigned him Melena. She’d intrigued him from the start, though he’d watched her from afar without her knowledge. The archangels had bestowed the ability so he could perform his protection duties. Then he’d learned of her foster mother’s plans to sell her to a powerful supernatural. He’d had no choice but to step in and handle the situation. After their first meeting in person, it became more difficult to stay away.

He pulled a chair out for Melena before taking his seat. Nik and Josslyn couldn’t partake of human food, but they could drink wine. The servants poured them each a glass. Lucas had flown them out to Juneau before Melena had recovered enough to give her farewells. As much as he wanted her to himself right then, he’d give her time with the vampires first. She needed the sustenance anyway, and there would be little time for visiting after dinner. He was going to lock them in their suite upstairs, and he had no plans to come out for the next two days.

“You’re looking much better since we last saw you,” Josslyn said, breaking the silence as the servants brought out dishes of food for Lucas and Melena to sample.

The sensor selected a piece of roasted chicken before answering. “Thanks, though I have to give Lucas some of the credit. He was an absolute tyrant about making me rest.”

“If only she’d listen.” He put a selection of small potatoes on his plate. “We might have been here sooner if she had not gotten herself shot shortly after the wedding.”

Nik choked on his wine. “How did that happen?”

Lucas felt the fury in Melena’s gaze. He tasted the first bite of his food, ignoring her as he chewed slowly. The flavor was quite good. The chef had rather outdone himself this time. He would have preferred to serve the meal in courses, but Lucas didn’t want the visit with the vampires to last too long. They had more important activities on their agenda.

Melena mumbled an explicative under her breath when she couldn’t gain Lucas’ attention and turned to Nik. “I was wearing a bullet-proof vest. It hardly hurt at all.”

“Are you capable of staying out of danger for a single day?” the vampire asked her, shaking his head.

She shrugged. “I had a bad guy to catch.”

Lucas set his fork and knife down and gave the vampires the full story on recent events, allowing his wife a chance to eat while he spoke. Nik was going to need to know the current situation now that he’d returned to civilization. Sayer had been handling matters in Juneau with reasonable competence, but even he couldn’t stop all the violence or control humans. They’d yet to determine if Melena’s brother had any influence in this city as well or if people were acting of their own accord. Either way, much of it could be handled at the local level.

Josslyn sighed. “We’ve heard the troubles were getting worse, but I had not realized they’d escalated this much.”

“I’m working on capturing my brother, which should at least stop the cult,” Melena said after finishing her meal. “It’s just a matter of finding him.”

“Let me know if there is anything I can do,” Nik offered.

Lucas set his napkin on the table. “Actually, there is something I’d like to speak to you about if you’d be open to listening.”

Nik’s expression became guarded. “What is it?”

“I’ve been searching for someone powerful and experienced enough to take over running Juneau and the surrounding area.” Lucas paused when Melena gasped. He had not warned her about this, preferring to make it a surprise. “Several individuals from other parts of the country have inquired about the position, but I do not feel they are best suited for the job. You have lived in Alaska for quite some time now, and you need a place for you and Josslyn to settle down. I believe this city could be it.”

A full minute of silence passed before Nik replied. “But I thought Sayer was handling things well enough.” 

The vampire might appear as shocked as Melena, but Lucas suspected he was at least considering the proposal. According to Sayer, Nik and Josslyn had settled in well enough over the last five days they’d been here. The scare with the forest fire had finally brought them out of their depression and self-imposed exile. They simply needed some motivation to move forward from this point.

“Sayer has been doing what he can to maintain the city with mine and Micah’s assistance, but none of us have any desire to run it. Juneau needs someone who wants to be here long term and having Josslyn at your side would go a long way with the supernaturals. They prefer leaders with mates.”

“Well, I…” Josslyn shot a desperate look at Nik. “I’m not certain we’re up to it yet.”

The master vampire put an arm around her shoulder. “We’ve been away a long time. Perhaps in a few months after we’ve acclimated, we’d be able to consider your offer seriously, but even then I don’t know that we’re the best candidates. Matters in Fairbanks did not end well, and I’m certain many still remember that.”

“You were railroaded, Nik,” Melena spoke up. “Maybe you made some mistakes, but I promise you Derrick is starting to see how hard your job really was there. Don’t let the past keep you from doing something good for your future.”

Lucas gave her a respectful nod. He’d hoped his wife would assist him in this discussion despite him not giving her any warning. “Melena is right. In all the time I’ve lived, I can’t recall a single city hit with as many troubles as Fairbanks in such a short period. They didn’t stop after you left. If anything, the problems have continued to escalate. I doubt anyone could hold you at fault for your leadership skills and if they do—“ He waved a hand. “Kill them.”

“Does it always have to be about violence with you?” Melena kicked his shin under the table. Lucas didn’t give her the satisfaction of flinching from the strike.

“Did you not threaten to shoot me earlier—and kick me just now? You are every bit as violent as I am, possibly more so,” he said, giving her a pointed look.

“Fine, let me rephrase that.” She folded her hands on the table. “Does it always have to be about killing with you?”

Lucas could not resist playing the game. “Only when necessary.”

“Define necessary.”

He leaned close to her. “Perhaps it is best that I show you.”

Nik let out a cough. “Maybe we should discuss this again another time.”

Lucas straightened and looked at his old friend. “Very well, but I will give you this—if you should choose to take the position, Sayer will stay here for the next few months and help you get better acquainted with the city and its inhabitants. You’ll be able to take over the role slowly and as you’re ready.”

“That would make it easier.” Nik rubbed his chin, then looked over at Josslyn.

She worried her lips. “We’ll need to talk about it—privately.”

“This house and all of Aeson’s former properties would be yours as well,” Lucas said, sweetening the offer. Nik was a long-time friend and one that he truly wished to see back on his feet. The vampire could run a city like this one with little effort compared to what he’d encountered in Fairbanks.

Josslyn’s eyes rounded. “The house as well?”

“I’d only ask that you allow me to keep my suite here for when Melena and I come to visit,” Lucas replied. He did like having an easy place to escape for short periods.

“We would still need to consider it further,” Nik replied, his tone cautious.

“We leave on Monday. You have until then to decide, otherwise,” Lucas paused for effect, “I may have to give the city over to a witch from New York, who has been pushing for it.”

Nik shuddered. He was not a great fan of witches after one temporarily stole power from him and kept him under a sleep spell for years. There were several of them still living in Juneau now, but those were no threat to him. The one from New York would be.

“I will let you know,” the vampire promised.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-nine

 

Lucas

 

Lucas shut the suite door and pressed Melena up against the wall. She arched her back, giving him a good view of her cleavage. Being near her was pushing him to the edge of sanity. It had been too many months since they’d last been together. More than anything, he wanted to bury himself inside of her right then. It was all he could do to hold himself back.

“Tell me that you’re okay,” he said, staring down at her. “That you can handle this. Because once I start, I’m not certain I can stop.”

She looked up at him through her long lashes. “I’m fine. Stronger than ever.”

Through their bond, he could sense the truth. Melena had recovered physically, and she hadn’t suffered any nightmares the last time she slept, but he still felt an obligation to ask. She was his mate, and he wouldn’t risk harming her regardless of the discomfort to himself.

“You’re certain?”

Her eyes narrowed on him. “Dammit, Lucas. I’ve never been more sure!” 

“Very well.” That was all he needed to hear. 

He rained kisses down her neck, nibbling her soft skin here and there. She let out a moan, which only encouraged him further. His fingers skimmed up her legs and lifted her skirt. How many times had he envisioned doing this since she put on that dress? The experience was even better now that it was real.

Melena pushed her hands against his chest. “Wait. I have to talk to you about something.”

He paused. “Are you not feeling well?”

“No. It’s not that.” She blew out a breath.

“Then we can talk later.” Lucas squeezed her tight ass. “You are my wife, and I want you now.”

Melena groaned, then pushed at him again. “Yes, you can wait a few more minutes. I’m mad at you for not telling me about the offer to Nik.”

Surely she was not bringing this up now? “It was a surprise.”

She scowled at him. “Lucas, you are always keeping things from me. Now that we’ve fully committed to each other, I need you to be more open and honest. Even after all this time I barely know you. I mean, for crying out loud—what wife doesn’t know her husband owns a house in France?” Her voice turned desperate. “Do you have any idea how stupid that makes me feel?”

Lucas barely registered what she said. He considered himself a reasonable man, but she’d caught him off guard. “Can’t this wait until later?”

“No, because I have your undivided attention right now—which is no easy thing to get. There is always something interrupting us.” She pulled his hands away from her.

“I agree. There is always something.” Lucas took a deep breath to calm himself. “I am trying to make love to you for the first time in many months, and you are not making it easy.”

“Then answer a few questions for me,” she pleaded, desperation in her eyes. “After that, we can do whatever you want.”

Using his body, he pressed her back against the wall. “I’ll make a compromise. For every question, you will do something for me.”

“Okay.” She swallowed.

“Take off your dress.” He took two steps away to give her space.

Melena hesitated for only a moment before reaching behind her to loosen the buttons. A few seconds later the sundress fell to the floor, leaving her in only a bra and underwear. She’d lost her shoes right after they’d entered the room and began kissing. He took in every inch of her body and barely contained the urge to touch her.

“First question,” she said, fingering the strap of her bra in a rather tempting manner. She knew how to play this game well. “Tell me something from your childhood.”

Lucas should have known she’d target the least favorite time in his life. “The home where Micah and I grew up had a dirt floor.”

“Seriously? That’s hardly worth me taking off my dress.” Melena gave him a perturbed look.

Lucas stripped off his shirt, beginning to feel too hot. Perhaps if she had to look at him without all his clothes, the game would not last as long. He wasn’t above fighting dirty when it came to Melena.

Her gaze ran over his chest, but she didn’t move a muscle. “You’re not getting out of it, Lucas. Now talk!”

He’d known his ploy wouldn’t work, but he had hoped to delay the inevitable for as long as possible. She deserved to hear the truth of his past, whether he liked it or not. He’d just have to give them to her—however painful they might be. “Very well. My mother died when I was about eight years old. She was clearing our roof of snow when she fell and broke her neck.”

“Oh, God, Lucas. I’m so sorry.” Melena took a step toward him.

He shook his head. “It happened more than two millennia ago. I can hardly recall her face anymore, only the soft sound of her voice. Now take off your bra.”

Melena composed herself and removed the article of clothing. Her bare breasts sat high, and her nipples were hard, tempting him to suckle her. It was all he could do to continue this ridiculous question and answer game.

“Next question,” she said, now fingering her lacy underwear. “When was the first time you saw me?”

She was being kind, giving him something easier to answer. “You were fourteen. Remiel assigned me to you shortly after your sensor abilities developed. I checked in on you through the mental link I was given and watched you getting a lecture from your adopted father. You’d snuck out of the house late at night to visit your witch friend, Kristen.” 

“I remember that.” She averted her gaze. “It was only a few months later that my parents died.”

He used his thumb to wipe a tear spilling down her cheek. This was a poor choice of conversation for their honeymoon, but something told him she needed to connect with him on a deeper level than what their physical bodies alone could provide. Eli had once told him that opening up was part of the healing process. At the time, Lucas had thought the psychologist just wanted to hear his deepest and darkest secrets, but it felt different with Melena. She wasn’t bringing up their pasts to find vulnerabilities. She did it so that they could face them together.

“I watched you at their funeral,” he admitted, drawing her gaze back to him. “In all the time I was forced to protect sensors, I never wanted to comfort one, but I almost revealed myself to you that day.”

Her brows drew together. “Why didn’t you?”

“Because you were young and you did not need me around to disturb your life,” he answered. It was the truth. Despite his hatred for her kind, even he could recognize her suffering and that his presence would only make it worse. Lucas knew he was a hard man. It wasn’t until the last couple of years that Melena had softened him.

“You should have revealed yourself anyway. At least it would have taken my mind off of things.” She smiled.

“Remove your underwear,” he commanded. Lucas had a long list of ways he could take her mind off of things if she let him.

She let the tiny garment slide down her legs, then kicked it away. “Next question.”

“This game is getting tiresome.”

“You’ll survive.” She gave him a patronizing look. “Now tell me about the first job you had.”

Memories of the Mediterranean Sea filtered into his mind. “I worked for a fisherman. He had me repair his nets and clean fish. Eventually, he taught me more and let me go out to sea with him.”

“A fisherman?” Her lips twitched. “I would have guessed you’d have been a soldier.”

Lucas shook his head. “That came later. In the beginning, I needed to stay close to home and war rarely affords that opportunity.”

“Why did you need to stay close to home?” she asked, confused.

“You will have to offer me far more to get an answer to that question,” he said, letting his gaze rove over her naked body.

She licked her lips. “What do you want?”

“Lie flat on the mattress.” He gestured toward a four poster bed that waited for them at the center of the room. 

It was a spacious suite with several windows covered by thick red curtains. At the far end, there was a sitting area with a cozy couch and television. The suite also had a sizeable bathroom with a whirlpool tub and large, open shower. All the bedroom furniture was made of mahogany, and several Persian rugs covered a white tile floor. It wasn’t exactly suited to his taste, but it was close enough.

Melena moved toward the bed and lay upon it, leaving her legs dangling off the side. Lucas was pleased. He could work with that and hopefully take her mind off of any more questions. He grabbed each of her ankles and spread her feet far apart. She blushed as he stared down at her. He slowly took in every inch of her smooth, pale skin and the wet folds between her thighs. Lucas found it amusing that she could still feel any embarrassment after all the things they’d done together. He was quite certain he knew her body better than she did.

Propping her legs on his shoulders, he leaned closer. She shivered as his hot breath blew across her skin. Lucas continued his downward approach, nibbling his way along her thighs. Melena clutched at his hair. He slid his tongue out and caressed her warm center. She jerked underneath him.

“Lucas,” she breathed.

He suckled and licked as she squirmed underneath him, unable to stay still. Through their mate bond, he could feel her passion rising. He enjoyed making Melena feel this way. She was completely helpless and vulnerable to him at that moment. It occurred to him that this was what love was about—giving of oneself completely despite the seeming danger.

Lucas inserted two fingers between her soaking wet folds and sucked on her harder. She writhed side to side, begging for release. He quickened his pace. An advantage of their mating bond was that he could feel when she was at the edge of release. There was no point in dragging this first one out—they’d waited more than long enough already. Lucas kept his pace steady until her body froze and she screamed out her climax. Waves of her passion poured toward him, nearly bringing him to his knees. He continued to work her until her last twinges faded away.

Melena pulled her legs away from him and rose up. Before Lucas could determine what she was doing, she had his belt undone. He started to help her with his pants, but she shoved his hands away and gave him a determined look.

“Oh, no. It’s my turn to take over.”

His dick grew stiffer than before at her words. He preferred to be in charge, and she usually didn’t argue, but once in a while she insisted on reversing their roles. Lucas could hardly stop her, considering she always made it worth his while.

Melena shoved his naked body onto the bed. Like some manner of cavewoman, she crawled over him. Her wild hair billowed around her and weaved its way down past her breasts. She took his hands and raised them above his head, holding them there. They both knew he could easily break free, but he enjoyed the thought of being at her mercy. She’d become primitive and carnal. Lucas liked seeing this new side of Melena and wanted to find out where it might lead.

She took hold of his cock and stroked it once, then held it still. He ground his teeth, wanting more. After watching her find release moments ago, he was near the edge. The sly grin that spread across her face told him she knew what she’d done—the wicked woman.

Melena leaned down and ran her tongue over the head of his dick. Two little swirls and then she stopped. He was going to die from this sort of torture, and he had no idea why he allowed it to continue. No, that was not quite right—he knew the reason. The beautiful woman holding him captive had some kind of mystical control over him that he couldn’t fight. At least, not now. He was too curious to find out what she’d do next.

Melena leaned down toward him once more. This time, she took his whole cock into her mouth, inch by inch. Then she pulled back to his very tip before sinking down again. Three times she did this. Lucas was embarrassed to realize he was shaking by the time she stopped. Melena had wound his body so tightly, he hardly had control over himself anymore.

She rose over him, straddling his hips on either side. Her fingers curled around his manhood and guided him toward her entrance. Lucas waited with bated breath to feel her wet core surround him.

Melena paused. “You will be answering more questions after this, correct?”

Her voice was husky, but there was a thread of steel lying underneath. If Lucas didn’t agree, she’d make him pay the price. The damn woman was torturing him for information, and the worst part was that he enjoyed every minute of it.

“Yes,” he growled out.

She gave him a pleased smile. “Good.”

Melena sank down on top of him, taking him into her body. Lucas let out a groan. Finally, she gave him exactly what he needed. Melena started slow, but her speed increased with every rise and fall of her body. He brought his hands up to grip her hips. She didn’t stop him from guiding her to his relief. She pressed her hands flat on his chest and met his gaze. He saw determination, love, acceptance, and an untamed spirit in her eyes. This was the woman he’d fallen in love with, and he wouldn’t have her any other way.

Melena’s warm depths squeezed him hard as she pulled up. Then she relaxed and sank back down. Over and over the rhythm continued until he could hold back no more. Lucas let out a shout as he released inside her, jerking hard. She moaned as well. They clutched at each other as they climaxed, experiencing a high he doubted they’d ever forget.

When it was over, she collapsed against his chest. Lucas wrapped his arms around her. His mind turned foggy as contentment overtook him. He had Melena in his arms—healthy and whole—and for once there was nothing interrupting them. If only it could be like that all the time. He reveled in the silence and the feel of his wife’s soft breaths grazing over his chest.

To her credit, she let it continue for ten minutes before lifting her head and meeting his gaze. “Next question.”

“Have mercy, sensor. Could we not wait a little longer?” In fact, a few centuries more would have been a preferable timeframe.

Melena shook her head, amused. “We both know this little hiatus isn’t going to last long.”

Unfortunately, she had a point. Lucas had every intention of making up for lost time, and he could already feel his body stirring again. It didn’t help that his wife was draped over him. It would require little effort for him to sink inside her once more.

Melena must have come to the same conclusion because she rolled off to the side and leaned up on her elbow. “You were going to tell me about why you took your first job so close to home.”

Lucas sighed. This was absolutely the last thing he wished to discuss. It had been painful enough when Eli forced him to talk about that period of his life when he was last confined in Purgatory.

“Can you not ask a different question?” He knew the answer, but he had to try stalling anyway.

Melena stared at him intently. “Don’t block me out, Lucas. If you ever want to ask me personal questions, I will answer them—even if they are difficult. I can’t help it if you’ve been around for most of my life and I don’t have as many secrets.”

He turned his head and looked up at the ceiling. Whether he liked it or not, he’d have to at least give her some of the story. “Before I answer that, you should first know my father was a cruel man. Gadreel beat Micah and me regularly, though I did my best to take the brunt of it.”

Melena rested her head on his shoulder, giving him her silent support.

“Sometimes days went by where he withheld food, which caused me to heal even slower from the numerous injuries he’d inflicted. I was young and not as resilient back then.” He shuddered. Memories of his youth were mostly vague, but several regarding his father stood the test of time.

“Why did he beat you?” Melena asked, her voice coming out as a whisper.

“The human boys of the village knew about Micah and myself, what we were, and taunted us for it. They believed us to be unnatural and evil. This was before the archangels chose to conceal supernaturals from the world. My father had mine and Micah’s powers bound so that we could not use them, leaving us weaker and more vulnerable. Almost every day I had violent encounters with the village boys. My father punished me for it, regardless that I only defended myself. He claimed humans were the chosen people of God and that we should not harm them for any reason.”

Melena jerked her head up. “But that’s ridiculous. He couldn’t expect you to just let other kids hurt you!”

“That’s exactly what he expected.” Lucas pressed her head back to his chest, preferring to feel her close. He was doing his best to tell the story without allowing his emotions to overwhelm him. “Micah, being the better son, rarely fought back. I eventually took over running all the errands my father required of us so that my brother would not get hurt. It wasn’t that Micah couldn’t fight, but that he preferred to avoid conflict more than me. He claimed our family was torn apart enough without him adding to the problems.”

“So you’d get beat up by the kids, and then again by your father,” Melena said angrily. “Micah just watched that happen?”

Lucas traced his fingers down her arm, wishing to calm her. “It is not as simple as that. If Micah had been harmed as well, he would not have been able to tend my injuries. Every time our father left the house, my brother would sneak bits of food to me, patch my wounds, and set any broken bones. I suspect that is why he eventually developed his healing talent.”

“Whereas you became the stronger fighter,” Melena surmised.

“Though not strong enough.” It was only now that Lucas thought he might be able to battle his father and win, given the opportunity. “We tried to escape Gadreel several times once we neared adulthood, but he found us every time and dragged us back.”

Melena pressed a kiss to his chest. “That must have been frustrating.”

“Yes,” he said, expelling a breath. “One would think I’d have given up, but quitting wasn’t in me. With every year that passed, I grew to hate my father more and more, as well as his favored humans, but I also became stronger. Eventually, the boys left me alone so that I only had my father to contend with.”

“I’d always wondered why you hated humans so much. It would have helped if you’d explained this a long time ago,” Melena said. She wasn’t angry, but he caught a hint of frustration in her voice.

Lucas twined a lock of her hair around his fingers. “Perhaps, but we both know how you would have responded.”

“And how is that?” she asked.

“You would have told me I cannot blame an entire race of people for the actions of my father and some village boys.” He waited until she looked up at him. “But what you must remember is that the entire sum of my experience with humans until I reached well into my adulthood was based on that village. Not only that, but do you think even one villager—to include the adults—ever put a stop to the beatings?”

Her brows drew together. “None of them?”

“None.” He worked his jaw. His most painful memory was of being dragged, bloody and beaten, by his father through the village as the humans stood by—not one showing a sign of pity. “They all watched and sometimes even encouraged the boys. By the time I left home for good, I had it settled in my mind that humans were the truly evil ones.” 

Lucas could see the mixture of emotions crossing Melena’s face. “They’re not, though. It was a different time, and I wouldn’t be surprised if Gadreel encouraged their behavior.”

“Perhaps,” Lucas conceded, “but I did not have you around to council me then.”

Melena smiled. “Imagine how much different you would have turned out.”

He pulled her tighter against his side. “But I have still not answered your question.”

“I think this is the first time you’ve ever taken so long to get to the point,” she teased. He knew she only did it to lighten the heavy mood.

“My father did not lose his angelic abilities right away when he was consigned to Earth, but they did fade with every passing year, and he lost his immortality. It was intended that he only live long enough to raise my brother and me before he went on to his true punishment—Hell. By the time I was nearing my mid-twenties, he was nearing death. I wanted to leave him to die alone, but Micah insisted on staying.”

“Which was why you chose a job not far from home,” Melena concluded.

He kissed her forehead. “Yes. I wanted my father to suffer a painful and lonely death, but I did not wish to abandon my brother. Finding work in another village near the sea was my compromise.”

“How did he die?” Melena asked.

This was the part Lucas could smile about. “Gadreel eventually became bed-ridden and impossible for even Micah to please. My brother had enough and began working with me several days a week. Then we received word our father had developed a severe fever. By the time we returned home, he was gone. My father died alone just as I’d hoped.”

“No one in the village came to see him?”

“A neighbor checked on him once a day, but that was it. They did not care for him as much as he did them.” Lucas always found that part ironic. The villagers knew Gadreel was fallen and would eventually be consigned to Hell. They’d only put up with him because he was too strong to resist in those early years. “We found his stiff body lying in his bed. Micah told me Gadreel wished to be buried and a prayer spoken over him.”

Melena gave him a quizzical look. “Did you do it?”

“Absolutely not,” he said, surprised she even had to ask. “I built a large bonfire and tossed his body into it.” Lucas had thought it a rather fitting end.

Melena swallowed. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

He knew she wasn’t serious. Lucas rolled on top of her and settled between her legs. “Please me well enough and you’ll never have to worry.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

Melena

 

Lucas and I entered the sitting room and found Nik, Josslyn, and Sayer waiting for us. The male vampire had a knowing look in his dark eyes that made me blush. I avoided his gaze and sat with Lucas on a high-backed settee. If anyone noticed how carefully I took my seat, they didn’t say anything. I’d still been in bed with my husband a mere thirty minutes ago.

We’d spent almost forty-eight hours cloistered in our suite. I hadn’t worn a stitch of clothing during that time, but it had totally been worth it. We’d pretty much ignored the world around us, except to take our meals from the servants who delivered them to our door. It was now Monday, and Lucas had reluctantly decided we should leave soon. My mind and body felt better than ever—aside from some slight soreness—and our bond was stronger than before, too.

Part of me wasn’t ready to leave. It had been great to push away all my worries for a couple of days, but I needed to check on Emily. Though Micah, Patrick, Kerbasi, and Cori had promised to look after her, I still worried. This wasn’t the best time to be leaving her. I could only be grateful Lucas had the foresight to have us stay close to home for our little honeymoon. Otherwise, I might not have been able to relax at all.

“Have you made your decision?” Lucas asked Nik.

“We have considered it,” Nik replied, glancing over at Josslyn, who gave him an encouraging nod. “We would like to take you up on your offer, assuming Sayer will remain here for the time being.”

The vampire in question looked to his master.

“He will stay for as long as you need him,” Lucas said, setting his wine glass down. “But I would suggest you meet with the supernatural leaders as soon as possible and alert them to the impending changes.”

“One of them is on her way here now,” Sayer replied.

It was then that my senses detected the arrival of a witch. I shot a surprised look at the vampire. “You contacted Kristen?”

Sayer kept his face blank. “The master suggested it.”

I turned to Lucas. To say I was suspicious of his motives didn’t cut it. “Why?”

“I thought you might want the opportunity to speak with her before we go. She was most excited to hear the news of our wedding, though a little disappointed that she did not get an invitation.” He had an innocent look on his face, but he didn’t fool me.

I pointed a finger at him. “If you so much as look at her the wrong way…”

“Why would I do that, sensor?” he asked, tone falsely curious.

It was going to be bad if I strangled him this soon in our marriage. “You know why.”

He gave me a chilling smile. “I suggest you tell her she is no longer welcome to offer her services in Fairbanks. Otherwise, we will have problems.”

“You didn’t tell her yourself?”

“No.” He took my hand and kissed it, but there was a lethal look in his eyes. “In deference to you, I shall allow you that honor.”

I decided to test the water. “What if I need her to do a spell in Fairbanks?”

“You will speak to me about it first. We are being more open and honest now, are we not?” Lucas must have planned this days ago, because I’d been with him every moment since we arrived. Not once had he talked to Sayer after that first night.

I lifted his hand and kissed it in the same manner he’d done mine. “As long as you’re available to ask.”

Nik made a tsking sound. “You two are scary to watch. Do you know that?”

“We would hate to disappoint,” Lucas said, keeping his intense gaze on me.

I stood. “I’ll go out and meet Kristen. You all can stay here and finish your discussion.”

“Make certain you give her my message, sensor,” Lucas warned as I walked away.

I paused in the doorway. “Absolutely.”

“Do you think she’ll really obey him?” I heard Josslyn whisper to Nik.

I continued walking, but kept my ears open for his response.

The vampire chuckled. “Yes, but in her own way.”

Kristen was just pulling her car up to the entrance when I came out of the mansion. She quickly parked the vehicle and scrambled out to give me a hug. “It’s so good to see you, Mel.”

“You, too.” I hugged her back.

“Lucas told me about the wedding. I bet it was amazing,” she said, pulling away.

I grinned. “That’s one way of putting it, but I wish you could have been there.”

“Me, too.” She ducked her head. “I wanted to bring a gift, but I didn’t have the slightest clue what to get you. I figured I’d just offer my services in case you ever need them.”

I took her arm and guided her away from the mansion. “Speaking of that. I guess you’ve broadened your customer base recently.”

“Oh, uh.” Her expression turned guarded. “You mean the job in Fairbanks. I let master Derrick know I was there, and he was fine with it.”

I stopped us in the middle of the manicured lawn—as far from anyone as I could get on the estate. “Lucas ran into that ward. He wasn’t very happy about it.”

“What was he doing at the DHS office?” she asked in confusion.

“I work there.”

Kristen blanched. “I’m so sorry. If I’d known, I would have made an exception for him.”

“He’ll get over it,” I said reassuringly. “But you might want to go back and update it so Lucas can get through—and probably Derrick as well.” Better to be safe than sorry on that one. I’d have to let Lucas know she’d be returning to fix it, but I doubted he’d mind her doing that much since it benefited him.

“Of course.” She nodded. “And I’ll still owe you one as well.”

“With the way my life goes, I’m sure I’ll need it at some point,” I said, then jumped when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I dug it out of my jeans and checked the screen. The number wasn’t one I recognized, but it was from Fairbanks.

As soon as I answered, Emily interrupted, “Hey, Mel. You need to get here right away.”

I froze. “Why? What’s going on?”

“Remiel just showed up at the nerou compound with Yerik and Zoe!” she screeched.

“How are you calling from there?”

I overheard the squeaking of a chair in the background. “Micah got a landline and internet hooked up in their office. He said something about getting tired of the lack of communications around here, and that the archangels would just have to get over the fact the compound wouldn’t be off the grid anymore.”

Okay, that made sense, though not the previous thing she’d mentioned. “Why is Zoe there?”

“I didn’t stick around long to listen, but Remiel said something about it wasn’t fair to free Yerik and not Zoe. So he brought them both.” Emily didn’t sound any happier about it than me. She knew very well the female nephilim was dangerous.

“Stay in the office,” I said, hoping the teenager would listen. “We’ll be there soon.”

“Love you, Mel,” Emily said, her voice now calmer.

“Love you, too.” I hung up. 

“What’s going on?” Kristen asked, concerned.

“Long story.” I stuffed my phone in my pocket and grimaced apologetically. “But it looks like I gotta go. I’ll catch up with you soon.” I took off running across the lawn, heading for Lucas.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-one

 

Melena

 

As we waited for the nerou compound gate to open, Lucas drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. He’d flashed to the facility right after I gave him the news, but it was too late. Remiel had left. Yerik and Zoe were already visiting with their nerou children, and Emily had several protectors surrounding her. Unable to confront the archangel, Lucas had returned, and we flew back together to Fairbanks.

In all my wildest imaginings, I had not anticipated the council letting them both go. Remiel had warned me I’d regret my decision, but I’d thought he was referring to my potentially going to Hell—not this. How could they have released Zoe after all she’d done? That woman was like a cat who managed to land on her feet every time.

“Where are they?” Lucas asked as he parked his SUV.

“In the dining facility,” I answered, having deduced that as soon as we got close.

We walked at a brisk pace toward the small building between the two dormitories. My senses told me everyone in the compound had congregated there. It was after nine in the evening and a little late for dinner, but maybe Yerik and Zoe had been hungry after their return.

Lucas opened the door, and we stepped inside. Everyone was seated at the tables, listening to Yerik, who stood in the center talking and gesturing wildly. Just as I remembered him, he wore a Scottish kilt and nothing else. By the looks of it, he hadn’t had a chance to bathe in a very long time. He was covered in dirt with bits of blood caking his arms and furry chest. His brown hair had grown down past his shoulders and hung in loose tangles.

“So there we were, minding our own business, sitting in front of a fire we built and preparing a strange bird I’d caught for dinner when this massive creature came out of nowhere,” he said dramatically. “It looked just like a Tyrannosaurus rex. When it roared and lowered its giant jaws toward us, Zoe nearly pissed herself.”

The female nephilim in question, who didn’t appear to be in any better shape than Yerik, shot him a nasty look. “I did not…urinate on myself, you heathen.”

Yerik snorted. “Ah, but I suspect it was a close thing.”

Zoe’s daughter, Rebecca, raised her hand. “What is a Tyrannosaurus rex?”

Emily, who sat between Micah and Patrick, had her iPad in hand. She pulled up a picture of the creature and showed it to everyone. “They can be forty feet long and fifteen to twenty feet tall.”

“There are animals like that here?” Tormod asked, excitement lighting his eyes.

“No.” Micah shook his head. “Those are what we call dinosaurs, and they died off on this planet a long time ago.”

Tormod’s face fell. “Oh.”

“Anyway,” Yerik continued. “We’d only been on the planet two days and hadn’t seen them before. I didn’t even have a sword to fight the damn thing with, so we flashed away.”

Kerbasi’s brows drew together. “What happened to the bird you were preparing?”

“Oh, I threw that at the dinosaur to keep him busy,” Yerik said.

“That poor bird.” The guardian sighed. Kerbasi might have a love for food, but he also loved birds. He wouldn’t eat them and made a big deal of it whenever we did.

“What did you do next?” Tormod asked, staring at his father in awe.

“Well, it appeared the farther inland we went, the more kinds of dinosaurs we found. The nasty buggers were everywhere. We found a cave and hid there until I could fashion some weapons to fight them.”

Zoe huffed. “I helped with that.”

“Aye, you did,” he acknowledged. “I found that net you made particularly useful. It trapped that Triceratops for about three seconds. I barely got one of my spears in it before it broke loose.”

Zoe flipped her strawberry blond hair over her shoulder, which could have used a good scrubbing. “That was just my first attempt. It’s not like you did much better with your weak little spears.”

“It wasn’t easy to cut and carve wood without proper tools,” Yerik confided to the nerou. “I hadn’t had to resort to such measures in many centuries. Be glad you came to Earth in this day and age.”

Lucas spoke up, “Perhaps we should save the rest of these stories for another time. I’m certain our guests would like to get cleaned up after their difficult…journey.”

“Excellent idea.” Zoe stood up and gave him an approving look. “It is good to see you again, Lucas.”

I considered gouging her eyes out. If only they wouldn’t grow back so quickly.

“Just one more story and we’ll finish for the night,” Yerik said, drawing everyone’s attention back to him.

“Brother, if I could speak to you for a moment,” Micah said, coming toward us.

I gestured at Emily and Patrick to follow, and we headed outside. No one spoke until we were out of earshot from the dining facility. Micah stopped us around the corner next to one of the dorms. He glanced at me with concern in his eyes before address everyone.

“Remiel gave us explicit instructions before he left,” Micah said in a grave tone. “The first is that Zoe and Yerik will stay here for the next week so that they might spend time with their offspring. After that, each of them will be assigned to other nerou compounds where they’ll stay until the program is finished.”

“Which ones?” Lucas asked.

“Zoe will go to the European facility in Ireland and Yerik is going to Russia.”

I frowned. “What about their kids?”

Micah ran a hand through his hair. “Tormod and Rebecca will stay here. Their parents will be allowed to come back once a month to visit.”

“Will there be other restrictions?” Lucas asked, crossing his arms. I’d wondered the same thing.

“Yes,” Micah replied with a sigh. “Though they won’t have ankle cuffs restricting their movements until they leave here, they are under a much more stringent probation period than us. If they harm any humans or sensors for the next ten years, they’ll immediately be sent back to the planet they just left. Under no circumstances are they allowed to cause trouble on Earth—Remiel was very specific about that.”

On Earth? I glanced at Lucas. “You know what that means.”

“I do.” His expression hardened. “The archangel has more or less given us permission to rescue Ariel, and removed any obstacles that may have prevented us from doing so.”

Micah glanced down at his feet. “I’m not certain if it was done on purpose, but Remiel has not put the ankle cuff back on me yet, either.”

“But you weren’t thinking of going too, were you?” I asked, surprised.

Micah gave me a sardonic look. “If you go, my brother will follow. Do you really think I’m going to let you two invade Hell without me?”

I shifted on my feet. “Well, I hadn’t decided whether or not to go yet, and we still need Yerik to agree.”

“Melena, you can vacillate all you want, but no one doubts what your ultimate decision will be, and I’m certain Yerik will not need much convincing.” Micah glanced at his brother, who gave him a nod. “We’re family. We aren’t going to let you go without us.

“I would go too if I could,” Patrick said, his offer genuine.

I stared at him in stunned amazement. “Why?”

“The other day…” He swallowed. “You didn’t hesitate to take those bullets for me. I don’t know if you realized it at the time, but I’d be dead if you hadn’t. Harvey was aiming for me. I’m only alive because of you.”

Emily took his hand. “I’m glad she saved you, Dad.”

He smiled at his daughter before returning his gaze to me. “I’ve been talking to people while you were gone. It’s obvious that this facility wouldn’t exist if not for you. Maybe the angels haven’t said it out loud, but even they’ve proven they have faith in you. I know my opinion might not count for much. Most of you still don’t trust me, but if ever there was someone worth supporting—it’s you.”

My chest tightened. It was strange how the words of a man I hardly knew could have such an impact. Since my last speech to Patrick, he’d made a real effort to prove himself. Sure, I hadn’t lost all my skepticism, but I felt fairly confident he could become a useful ally and good father to Emily.

“Thank you,” I said, dipping my chin. As Patrick and I looked at each other, a sort of understanding came between us. We weren’t quite on opposing sides anymore.

“Derrick’s coming,” Emily said, her gaze jerking toward the entrance of the compound. I sensed it, too—the alpha had just entered the edge of our radar. 

“Did someone call him?” I asked, glancing at everyone.

“No.” Micah’s lips thinned. “I thought it best to put off the news until tomorrow.”

We relocated to the parking lot to await Derrick’s arrival. At this time of the evening, there was no reason for him to come out here, which didn’t bode well. His truck came zooming in at a speed that said he was in a hurry. If he didn’t know about Zoe, this couldn’t be good.

He drove straight for us, slamming on the brakes at the last moment. I could sense a rising feeling of doom welling up inside of me. As he got out of the truck and strutted toward us, the turbulent emotions coming from him thickened. There was too much pain and sorrow mixed with his anger for this to have anything to do with Zoe.

Derrick met my gaze. “Aniya’s been kidnapped.”

“What? How?” As far as I knew, she usually stayed at the alpha’s house where no one could have reached her.

“She was over at Cage’s place for the day. Sometime in the early afternoon while they were restin’, several men broke into the house. They shot them up good, threw Aniya in a body bag, and took her away. Cage was injured badly enough he didn’t have the strength to call me until two hours ago.”

My knees grew weak, and I grabbed Lucas’ arm. “What would they want with her?”

If it was possible, the alpha’s expression turned darker. He dug into his jean’s pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. “They left a note.”

Lucas took it before I could. Micah and I sidled closer to him, so we could read it at the same time. It didn’t say much, but the message was clear:

Dear Melena, 

If you value your friend’s life, you will cease targeting my group. Should another one of my members be arrested or killed due to your interference, Aniya will meet the sun. She’s a pretty little thing. I’d hate for it to come to that.

Your brother,

Grant

“That fucking bastard,” I cursed. Grant was going to die. I didn’t know where or how, but I’d track him to the ends of the Earth if I had to and blow his head off.

Lucas handed the note to Patrick next. He and Emily read it together while I paced around in circles. I’d never considered Grant might go after Aniya, but since she usually stayed at Derrick’s, I hadn’t thought I needed to worry about her. Besides, Emily was the bigger target. Maybe Grant had only gone after one of my friends because he couldn’t touch the other people close to me. We’d been staying on high alert ever since the first attack on my house.

“We will find her,” Lucas said, pulling me close. 

He was trying to keep his emotions under control for my sake, but I could sense his own feelings of impotence and rage. Grant had stolen one of our friends right out from underneath us. We’d been off enjoying our mini-honeymoon while Aniya was being shot and dragged from her boyfriend’s home in broad daylight. They’d purposely struck when vampires were at their weakest.

“Is there anything I can do?” Patrick asked.

I pulled away from Lucas. “Call O’Connell and let him know. We need a forensic team to go over Cage’s house in case they left any evidence we can use. It’s almost dark, so it will be safe soon enough for him to let them inside.”

“I’ll show you where the phone is.” Emily gestured toward the lecture hall where the nephilim trainers kept their office.

Derrick grunted. “I need to talk to the agent as well. I want my vampire back and the bastards who took her dead.”

“We all do,” Lucas said, a thread of steel in his voice.

The alpha started to follow Emily and Patrick, but as they passed the dining facility, the door swung open. Zoe and her daughter came walking out—because, really, why shouldn’t matters get worse? The alpha stopped in his tracks and stared at them, then turned toward me with a furious expression.

“What is she doing here?” he growled.

I’d really hoped to put this conversation off a little longer. Zoe and her minions had murdered Derrick’s wife and children back in the late 1860s—though he didn’t find out the female nephilim was behind it until recently. He’d been hunting for the killers for all that time. It must have eaten at him that he was falling for Rebecca, but he’d probably hoped Zoe wouldn’t be around to influence her daughter for a long time to come. 

“Remiel just dropped Yerik and Zoe off tonight. I was as surprised as you,” I explained. He would eventually figure out that it was kind of my fault, but there was no need to go into further detail now.

Derrick stalked toward Zoe and Rebecca, looking like an enraged bull. “You will leave this place now!”

“I will do no such thing,” Zoe replied, surprisingly haughty for someone wearing dirty, ripped up clothing.

He pointed a finger at her chest. “I will not let your daughter be corrupted by you.”

A slow smile spread across Zoe’s face. “So my little plan worked. You’re falling for her, aren’t you?”

“What are you talking about?” Rebecca asked, taking a step away from her mother.

Zoe put a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Even while you were in that dreadful place, I was planning your future for you. I wanted you to have someone of your very own when you finally did come to Earth.”

Derrick was seething. “What do you mean?”

Zoe lifted a brow at him. “You haven’t figured it out by now? Before you were even born, I’d already chosen you. With a little help from a witch, I made certain that the moment you laid eyes on my daughter, you would fall for her, and she would fall for you.”

“I haven’t heard of that spell being done in centuries,” Micah said in a disbelieving voice. “It’s the worst kind of black magic and requires human sacrifices.”

“Zoe would have had to get a lock of her daughter’s hair to pull it off,” Lucas added, sounding disgusted.

I was stunned. “You mean when Rebecca was only a baby, Zoe was already planning this?”

“It appears that way,” Micah replied.

I watched with sadness as Derrick and Rebecca looked at each other. They could no longer trust their own feelings, and yet that didn’t make their attraction go away. Even knowing magic had started it, their love had developed into something real. The spell had been very subtle, laced into Derrick’s very genetic makeup for me to not notice it. Most likely, it sat dormant inside him for decades before it flared to life in that moment when he and Rebecca met. 

Maybe if I’d been paying closer attention to them when it happened, I might have caught it, but that night had been chaotic. Hundreds of nerou had been surrounding me, nephilim parents wanted help finding their children, and various magic spells were being cast. I’d barely been able to cope with it all.

Sensing the pain coming from Derrick now was almost unbearable. Rebecca had tears running down her cheeks. The couple stared at each other with a longing and desperation I understood. Then Rebecca straightened her shoulders and turned to her mother. Everyone held their collective breaths as she stared at Zoe with hatred in her eyes.

“As far as I’m concerned, you are not my mother nor are you a person I want to know. Leave me and don’t ever come back,” she said, her body shaking with rage. “I mean it—what you’ve done is unforgivable.”

Zoe’s face reflected shock. “But I did it for you.”

“You killed innocent people and meddled with my life when you had no right. Get it through your head—I don’t want anything from you!” Rebecca screamed.

“Let me make it up to you,” Zoe said, reaching a hand out.

Rebecca slapped it away. “You want to make it up to me? Leave here now. Do not visit me or try contacting me. When and if I ever decide I want to see you again, I’ll let you know.”

Zoe’s lips trembled. “You’re my daughter. How can you ask me to stay away after we’ve been apart for so long?”

“You make me sick.” Rebecca slowly shook her head. “You can’t even see what you did is wrong.”

“I’ll try. I swear I will,” Zoe said desperately.

Rebecca moved next to Derrick’s side and took his hand. “You got what you wanted. We will be together, but you aren’t going to be around to see it.”

Zoe stuck her chin out. “You can’t make me leave.” 

A bright flash of light appeared next to Zoe. When my vision cleared, I found Remiel standing there. While I was glad to see him jump into this little drama, I was rather annoyed he’d caused it in the first place. Why couldn’t he have just left Zoe on that planet?

“They can’t make you leave, but I can.” He snapped a wrist cuff on the female nephilim and then addressed Rebecca. “We suspected she wouldn’t be welcome, but we thought it best to let you decide for yourself before sending her to Russia. Unless you choose otherwise, she won’t be bothering you anymore.”

“No, you can’t…” Zoe began, but then Remiel flashed them both away.

I exhaled a breath. “One problem down, only a hundred more to go.”

Lucas grunted. “We do seem to collect them.”

“That was like a drive-by archangel sighting,” Emily said.

“Too bad he didn’t stick around long enough to tell us where Aniya might be,” I added, returning my attention to my missing best friend. She was my next priority. Somehow, I would find her.

“Remiel wouldn’t want to be that helpful,” Lucas replied, giving me a consoling look. “Where do you wish to start the search?”

“Cage’s place. Maybe he saw or heard something that could help us.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-two

 

Melena

 

Police were all over Cage’s house, gathering evidence. The male vampire had cleaned himself up before we arrived and his wounds had mostly healed, but he was far too pale and probably needed to feed again. Derrick had brought a human with him when he came over earlier in the evening, but with injuries like Cage’s, one person wouldn’t be enough without draining them. The vampire kept running his hands through his blond hair and pacing around the living room as investigators asked him questions. He was agitated and hurt but doing his best to stay under control.

“You were shot how many times?” one officer asked, holding a pen and pad.

 Cage paused his pacing. “Five times in the chest and twice in the head.”

The other cops nearby stopped what they were doing and jerked their gazes toward him. One female officer ran her gaze all over him with particular interest. “I know you’re a vampire, but how are you still standing?”

“I wasn’t earlier,” he replied, shoving his hands into his jeans pockets. “Until a few hours ago, I was passed out in a pool of my own blood, but I’ve been healing.”

The female officer walked slowly toward him and took a closer look. One of the bullets had hit him directly in his forehead. The skin was still puckered and pink where it was in the last stages of the healing process. On the side of his head, there was a missing patch of hair where another bullet had grazed him. He lifted his shirt so she could see the numerous wounds healing there. They’d closed, but they were still raw and red.

“Are you in pain?” she asked.

“Yes,” Cage gritted out, “but it will pass.”

She gazed at him in awe. “That’s amazing. My job would be so much easier if I didn’t have to worry about dying from being shot.”

I sensed the spike of annoyance in Cage and decided to intervene. “It might seem that way, but would you really want to be trapped inside all day when the sun is out?”

“Oh, right,” she said, frowning. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 

Cage gave me a grateful look. 

I nodded at him. The forensic team was wrapping up their part of the investigation and leaving, so I wandered toward the back of the house. Bullet holes riddled the hallway. I stepped around several drying pools of blood and peeked into the bedroom. It appeared even worse. The white sheets were stained with dark splotches of red, the headboard was pockmarked with holes, and the bedside lamp was knocked onto the floor.

I’d listened earlier while O’Connell questioned Cage before the other officers arrived. He’d said he tried to keep them from taking Aniya, but they’d been too organized. The masked intruders started their attack by shooting them in their beds while the sun was at its highest and they were sleeping—both vampires being too young to fight their lethargy during the day. Before Cage could even react, they were already pulling Aniya away. 

He’d tried to follow by crawling out of the room after them, which was evident by the fallen blankets and blood trails on the floor, but they shot him again in the hallway. That’s where he watched them cover Aniya in a body bag. She’d fought her attackers, but they’d put several bullets in her head, rendering her unconscious.

I heard his description over and over in my head as I surveyed the scene of the crime. Seeing all the blood made me want to curl up in a ball and cry—or break something. Aniya had not deserved this, and it was my fault. I should have warned her to be careful, but I’d been too wrapped up in my own world to think of her. My fingernails dug into my palms as I balled my fists. I had to do everything possible to find her before it was too late, but I would need some help.

Lucas and Derrick were standing by the front door talking to O’Connell when I returned to the living room. They were discussing ways to track down the culprits. Somehow, I doubted we’d find Aniya through conventional means.

I stopped next to Lucas and pulled him aside. “I’m going to talk to Derrick for a few minutes and then we need to go. I’ve got an idea.”

“What idea?” he asked, lifting a brow.

“I’ll explain when we leave. Just let me talk to Derrick alone for a few minutes first.”

“Very well.” He ground his jaw. “But do not take too long, or I may grow impatient with these humans.” Lucas ran his gaze around the room, staring at the police officers like they were prey encroaching on his territory. We’d been here for almost two hours. I supposed I should have been grateful he’d tolerated their presence for that long.

“Do not hurt anyone!” I hissed, pointing a finger at him.

“I guarantee nothing.” Which translated to—I better hurry up.

“Fine.” I gestured for Derrick to follow me outside.

“What is it?” he asked after we stopped in front of the garage.

“I’m going to Yvonne’s to see if she can do a locator spell on Aniya,” I informed him.

He rubbed at the dusting of whiskers on his face. “Do you think it will work?”

“Maybe, maybe not.” I shrugged. “But we have to try.”

“You’ll need something of hers,” he said.

I dug into my pocket and pulled out a gold necklace with dried bits of blood on it. I’d found it while going through the bedroom. Aniya had gotten the necklace for her sixteenth birthday from her mother and always wore it. I could only guess it broke off during the scuffle.

Derrick peered closely at it before nodding in approval. “I should go with you.”

“From the looks of it, Cage needs you more right now. He’s even worse off than he seems—trust me.”

Derrick glanced toward the house. “I’m afraid you’re right.”

“How are you doing?” I asked, giving him a consoling look. “I know the thing with Zoe must have been shocking.”

He worked his jaw. “Rebecca and I knew her mother had done somethin’ to us. We already decided we could either let Zoe ruin our lives or choose our own path. I don’t care what brought us together. I ain’t givin’ my girl up for nothin’.”

“That’s good.” I smiled at him. “You deserve happiness.”

“So do you, Melena.” Derrick’s expression became stern. “Don’t think for a second this thing with Aniya is your fault.” He put a hand up when I started to argue. “We both know that’s what you’re thinking, but you can’t protect everyone—take my word for it.”

He knew me too well. “I’m still going to track Aniya down and rescue her.”

“Anything you need, you let me know.” His tone brooked no argument.

Lucas stepped outside and began pacing the front porch. Judging by his mood, he was about three seconds away from mass murder. I really needed to help him with his people skills.

“I’ll keep you updated,” I promised Derrick.

Then I grabbed my husband before he could commit any felonies.

 

***

 

Yvonne opened her front door as soon as we stepped onto her porch. Her gray hair was in a braid, and she wore a pink robe that went all the way down to a matching pair of slippers. It was after midnight, so I hadn’t expected her to get dressed up for us, but I’d thought she’d at least put on some sweats or something. She put a finger to her lips and gestured for us to come inside. Toward the back of the house, my senses told me her daughter and grandson were sleeping soundly. She’d warned me on the phone that she didn’t want them woken if we wanted her help. 

Lucas and I walked silently behind her as the mystic led us to her dining room where we each took a seat at her round table. I wrinkled my nose at the herbs burning on a glass dish at the center. The aroma was potent and spicy, but I couldn’t identify the ingredients. 

“Do you have the necklace?” she asked in a whisper.

I drew it out of my pocket and handed it to her. “It fell off her neck during the attack.”

“Good,” Yvonne said under her breath, grazing her fingers over the chain. “Her essence is strong. If this doesn’t do it, nothing will.”

That was comforting—sort of.

Yvonne closed her eyes and began a soft chant. I couldn’t understand a word of what she said, but eventually I began to catch the rhythm. She was repeating the same lines over and over. Smoke from the burning herbs shifted and swirled around her. The level of power she used now wasn’t as great as when she designed wards, but I could feel the air thickening around us. 

With each moment that passed, her face became more strained. It wasn’t hard to figure out the spell wasn’t working. I looked at Lucas and mouthed at him. “Can you help her?”

The expression on his face told me he doubted it, but he leaned forward and cupped his hands over Yvonne’s. She jerked but didn’t push him away. The herbs sparked in the glass dish and a small flame rose up. I struggled to take a full breath as the air became even denser. Lucas repeated her chants and lent more of his power to hers. The magic bombarded my senses, making my temples throb.

It went on for another minute before Yvonne collapsed in her chair. “It’s no use. They’ve blocked us.”

“There must be a sensor helping them,” Lucas surmised, voice coming out strained. He really had tried to help the mystic with her spell.

I leaned my elbows on the table, frustrated. “Cage said the attackers smelled human, but that doesn’t mean none of them weren’t sensors.”

Lucas nodded. “I doubt they stayed in the city long, either.”

We’d had Micah take Patrick on a sweep of the airport since it was about a ten-minute drive from Cage’s house, but he didn’t detect Aniya there. They did ask some questions and discovered one suspicious flight relating to a private plane. It’d flown out about an hour after the attack. Agent O’Connell had guys checking on it. 

I gave Yvonne a grateful look. “Thanks anyway for trying so hard.”

“It’s for a good cause,” she said wearily. Then she patted my hand. “Aniya is a sweet girl who doesn’t deserve this. I’ll keep trying every few hours. If they’re moving her around much, there will be gaps where I might catch her.”

“I’d appreciate that.” I did my best to swallow back the despair threatening to rise up my throat.

Lucas stood. “We will find her, sensor—one way or another.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-three

 

Melena

 

It had been thirty hours since Aniya was kidnapped, and we’d found no trace of where her attackers took her. With every moment that passed, I grew more despondent. Memories of the last time she went missing kept running through my head. She might have “survived” that experience, but it hadn’t exactly ended well. 

Forensics didn’t turn up anything useful, other than the types of pistols used. The intruders didn’t leave behind any DNA evidence, but Cage had said his attackers covered themselves from head to toe. We didn’t have any idea what they looked like. Derrick sent some of his werewolves around to sniff things out, but if the culprits had stayed in the area for any length of time, they’d chosen a remote location for their hideout.

We did have one witness—a middle-aged woman who lived down the street from Cage. She described a dark blue, windowless van and three men in black clothing. Because she’d already suspected Cage was a vampire, she’d been too afraid to report the incident at the time. Maybe if she had, we could have caught the guys before they left town. I knew they couldn’t still be around because Patrick and I had spent most of the day combing Fairbanks and the surrounding area to be sure.

Worn out and tired, we trudged up the steps and went into the house. Patrick headed straight for the kitchen, but Lucas gestured for me to join him in the living room. He took one look at my worn expression and pulled me into his arms.

“You will find her,” he said, kissing the top of my head.

“I know,” I sighed. “But she could be anywhere by now.”

Lucas pulled away, his expression solemn. “Give yourself a break for a few hours. We have dozens of people searching for her and more seem to offer their assistance every hour.” He shook his head. “You’ve gained quite a few friends over the years who wish to help you.”

“But I can’t stop—even for a few hours. Aniya is depending on me to find her,” I argued. God knew I was exhausted and running out of ideas for what to do, but it just felt wrong to relax when my best friend was being held by a ruthless killer somewhere.

Lucas grabbed an envelope from the coffee table and handed it to me. “There are other people in your life who you should be concerned about. This is from Emily’s school.”

It was a diversion, I knew, but he’d picked a good one. “Thanks.” 

I opened it and pulled out a single sheet of paper. Classes had just finished yesterday so report cards weren’t supposed to be available yet, but I’d casually mentioned to Lucas that morning how I wished I could see Emily’s grades sooner. In the midst of everything, it occurred to me that I needed to know if I’d screwed up her life so much she was going to need summer school. He must have worked his magic to get the report in a day. 

Lucas was right that even though I had a lot on my plate, I couldn’t ignore my responsibilities to Emily. She’d lost me for three months. I had to make her a priority as much as everything else—even if her school grades seemed like the least of my problems. One glance at the report, though, and a mixture of relief and fear swept through me.

“Did you look at this?” I asked Lucas.

He leaned down and stared at the paper. “I thought I’d let you see it first.”

“She got straight A’s. How is that possible?” I just couldn’t believe it.

Lucas rubbed his chin. “She missed some classes in January and February, but she spent a lot of time studying after that. We could hardly get her to leave her room.”

“You don’t think she talked anyone into compelling her teachers?” In our world, that was always a possibility.

Lucas gave me an amused look. “None of us would have done it, and she did appear to be studying diligently enough. I believe she did this all on her own.”

“You know we’re going to have to buy her a car now, right?” This was every parent’s worst nightmare—the dilemma of their child getting good grades, but not wanting to give them a reward that could put them in jeopardy. At least she hadn’t asked for a trip to Egypt or something.

“I should have encouraged her to go out drinking with her friends more often.” He sighed.

Micah flashed into the room. He must have just finished his shift at the nerou compound. He took one look at our faces and stiffened. “What has happened now?”

“Look.” I handed the report to him. “We’re going to owe her a car for this, and she’s going to want to drive it—on roads and stuff.”

He skimmed the paper, then looked up at his brother. “If you’d let me take her to those rock concerts as I suggested, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”

Kerbasi appeared in the living room next. He didn’t ask us what we were talking about. The guardian went straight to Micah and jerked the report out of his hands, skimming over it with a deepening frown. I supposed it was obvious the paper was the topic of our discussion.

“You aren’t really going to give her a car, are you?” he asked, handing the report back to me. He’d been there when I made the promise to Emily at the beginning of the school year.

“It’s not like I have a choice. I can’t go back on my word.” Then an idea hit me, and I turned to Lucas. “What if we got something with heavy armor on it?”

He canted his head. “That could work. I’m certain I could find something.”

“What’s going on?” Emily asked, coming from the foyer. 

She and Patrick had been outside throwing a Frisbee in the yard. The man was trying to make up for lost time with his daughter in every way possible. She must have sensed us gathering together and decided to check up on us.

“We just got the report on your grades,” I answered, handing her the paper.

Emily barely took a glance at it before giving me a satisfied smirk. “You owe me a car.”

“Wait. What?” Patrick sputtered.

Emily handed him her report. “Mel promised me if I got good grades this year, then I could have a car. Now she’s got to pay up.”

Lucas cleared his throat. “We will take our time searching for the right one, of course.”

“Don’t you dare drag it out,” Emily warned, putting her hands on her hips. “You know damn well I earned it.”

“Language, Emily,” her father cautioned.

She composed her features. “Sorry, Dad.”

I was impressed. Every time I tried correcting her language, she didn’t listen. Maybe we needed to let him play bad cop about the car situation. She might take it better if he broke the news that it was best to wait a little longer.

Patrick studied the report. “She made all A’s?”

“You’ve got a smart daughter when she applies herself,” I replied, proud that at least I hadn’t screwed things up too badly for her. 

If she kept studying hard during her senior year, she might get into a decent college. Of course, that would be bad, too. How would we ever be able to let her out of our sight? We’d have to give her a protection detail that rivaled the Secret Service. Why couldn’t Emily go back to being fourteen again? I was turning twenty-nine next month. Wasn’t I too young to be facing problems like this? Invading Hell was beginning to seem a lot less daunting than handling a teenager who’d soon be old enough to strike out on her own.

“If you can give me a couple of weeks, I might be able to pitch in on the car,” Patrick offered.

My hopes that he’d fight us on the car thing came crashing down. “What? How?”

“Well, uh, I have some savings stashed away in Montana.” He appeared a little sheepish. “I’d just have to make a trip to get it and tie up some loose ends while I’m there. I was thinking I should do that anyway now that I’ve got a job here in Fairbanks.”

“Really?” Emily hopped up on her toes. “That would be awesome!”

Lucas and Micah did their telepathic thing for a minute. Those of us who could sense it gave them annoyed looks for leaving us out of the conversation. After a minute, Micah addressed Patrick. “We could fly out late next week. Lucas still has his plane in Fairbanks, so we could be there and back in a day if we leave early.”

Patrick blanched. “That quick? I’m not sure I could get everything done in just a few hours.”

“Perhaps not by yourself,” Lucas said, tone firm. “But I assure you my brother can speed up anything you think might take a while.”

Patrick hesitated, but one look at all our faces had him slumping his shoulders. “Uh, okay.”

“Then it’s settled.” Micah gave the sensor a pat on the back that almost knocked him over.

I grinned at the befuddled man. “You didn’t really think you would go back all by yourself, did you? One of the things about hanging around this family is we take care of each other.” I gazed around me. “Now who’s up for ice cream to celebrate Emily’s grades?”

Kerbasi perked up. “I would certainly enjoy a bowl or two.”

“Yeah, I bet.” We headed for the kitchen.

The guardian helped me pull out the ice cream containers, chocolate sauce, sprinkles, bananas, and whipped cream. Everyone else grabbed a barstool and took a seat. It was good to see everyone gathered together, though I was sorry Bartol wouldn’t join us. I dished up a serving for him first and sent Emily to give it to him.

As I started filling the other bowls, my senses alerted me to new arrivals heading our way. “Yerik and Lorna are coming.”

Lucas stiffened. “He’d mentioned he might visit tonight.”

We hadn’t seen him since the previous night at the compound. I hadn’t wanted to bother him yet, considering he deserved a little time with his family before we threw him into the thick of things. We were on a tight schedule, though, with Lucas and Micah. Remiel would be back soon to attach their ankle bracelets again. If we were going to rescue Ariel, we had to do it quick, or we’d lose our window of opportunity. The angel’s soul darkened with each day that passed, and in a few months it might be too late for her. 

I wasn’t sure how I was going to squeeze in an invasion of Hell while also searching for my missing best friend, but I didn’t have much of a choice. We had no idea where Aniya might be, but we did have the exact location on Ariel.

“Well, they’re pulling up the road now,” I informed Lucas.

He got off his barstool. “I will meet them outside.”

“I should come with you,” I said, worried he might try talking Yerik out of my plan.

He came up and put his arms around me. “I’m not going to thwart you, sensor. I’ve given up on that, but I would like to speak to him alone for a moment.”

I swallowed. “Will you tell me about it later?”

He leaned down close and whispered in my ear. “We will discuss battle strategies, nothing more. But should you want a deeper explanation, I’ll be happy to provide one later.”

I licked my lips. “Okay.”

Lucas let go of me, gestured at Micah to join him, and flashed away. I had to give it to my husband—he had a way of distracting me from my worries. Emily came in with Lorna a few minutes later. The Scottish woman must have been exempted from the male discussion outside as well, though she didn’t appear any more pleased about it than me. 

She and Emily helped me finish dishing out the ice cream bowls. We set them on the counter and started eating while waiting for the men outside to return. Kerbasi and Patrick stayed with us. The guardian didn’t seem annoyed at being left out, but food always took priority for him.

It took about ten minutes before Lucas, Micah, and Yerik joined us in the kitchen. Their expressions told me nothing of what they’d discussed and their moods felt calm enough. I was glad to see the daimoun had acquired a new kilt to wear. The one he’d had on the other day couldn’t have possibly survived another washing.

“Ice cream?” I asked, jumping off my barstool.

“That would be excellent,” Yerik said, heading to the freezer where I’d returned the containers. “But don’t trouble yourself. I can get it.”

“Okay.” I edged back onto my seat.

Lorna was already finishing the last of her ice cream. She leaned over and spoke in a confiding tone. “This will take him a while. You might not want to watch.”

“Why?” Emily asked.

The older sensor gave her a cryptic smile. “You’re better off if you don’t know.”

It didn’t take long to figure out why Yerik preferred to serve himself. He put a scoop of every flavor of ice cream we had into a big mixing bowl he found in the cabinets, then put all the extras on top. Emily gasped as she watched him pour so much chocolate syrup over the concoction that you could hardly see the ice cream. He also mashed an entire banana and some strawberries in there. His final addition was the worst. Without our assistance, he somehow located the hot sauce and dribbled some of that into the bowl before stirring it all around.

“Is he really going to eat that?” Patrick asked.

Lorna’s expression told us she’d found her mate hopeless a long time ago. “Every bite.”

My stomach roiled. At least I’d already finished my ice cream before watching that masterpiece get made. I didn’t know how I was going to be able to sit by while he consumed it, though.

Yerik ate a few spoonfuls before speaking. “I’ve been told you wish to rescue Ariel.”

“If you’ll help us,” I replied, trying very hard to keep my gaze averted. 

“May I try some of that?” Kerbasi asked.

Emily shot him an incredulous look. “Are you crazy?”

The guardian ignored her.

Yerik scooped up another bite. “No, but you are welcome to make your own.”

Kerbasi’s face fell. “I’m not certain it is worth the risk.”

“It takes a real man to eat ice cream like this,” Yerik said, clearly proud of himself.

Lucas grunted. Apparently, he and Micah had decided to forgo eating any after watching the daimoun prepare his. “Speak for yourself. Now are you willing to help us get into Hell or not?”

Yerik spent the next minute savoring mouthful after mouthful of ice cream and not answering. I tried to remind myself he’d gone without it as long as I had, and he was probably still building back his strength—though he didn’t seem much weaker than before he’d left. All that living in the wild must not have affected him that badly.

“I’ll need a day or so to find the portal in Alaska—haven’t used it before. After that, I’ll be ready to go anytime,” he eventually replied, not even glancing up from his bowl.

“There’s a portal to Hell in Alaska?” I asked.

Micah’s expression turned thoughtful. “It would explain a lot.”

Yerik paused with his spoon halfway to his mouth. “There’s only three on the continent. One in New York, another in Arkansas, and the one here in Alaska.”

“Is the one here used all that much?” The question came from Patrick.

“No,” Yerik replied as he scraped the bottom of his bowl. “That’s why I have to look for it. Exactly who is going aside from Melena and Lucas?”

“I am,” Micah replied.

Kerbasi straightened in his seat. “I will go as well.”

“What?” Just about everyone said at once.

The guardian shrugged. “I’ll do it for Melena. She will need all the assistance she can get, and it would not be my first time there.”

“Wait,” I said, trying to grasp what he’d just revealed. “You’re sort of like an angel. I thought you guys couldn’t go there.”

Kerbasi met my gaze. “I am not a true angel, rather something in between. The very way I was made is different because of the duties required of me. When we cannot rehabilitate souls in Purgatory, we escort them to Hell. I do not know how to acquire passage through the mortal plane, but it does not harm me to enter.”

I couldn’t believe what he was offering. “Okay, fine, you’re able to get in. But won’t you get in trouble for helping us? I mean, couldn’t it ruin your chances of ever climbing higher up the ranks?”

“To become a true angel, I would need to ascend. The archangels would have to find me worthy. There is a man here...” he gestured in the direction of Bartol, “who is scarred for the rest of his life because of me. I do not deserve to rise higher. Also, the wards there do not affect me, which could prove useful.”

Yerik gave Kerbasi an impressed look. “I had not considered that, but the guardian would be helpful to us. When we reach the wards surrounding the protected area, Melena will not be able to break them. They are as powerful as the ones at the fae city—in fact, stronger.”

A chill ran down my spine. Last year, when an attack brought the fae city wards down, it took a sensor giving up all of their life’s blood to break them. Who knew how much sensor blood it would require to bring down wards in Hell?

Lucas stiffened. “This is the part of the plan I do not like. Melena would have to travel alone for the final part of the journey.”

“Not if the guardian goes with her.” Yerik pushed his empty bowl aside.

“I would protect her with my life,” Kerbasi swore.

Micah stared hard at him. “You do realize that in Hell your immortality might not mean as much. If anything goes wrong, it will be your life you’re risking.”

“The way I see it.” Kerbasi met my gaze. “Melena has a lot more to lose than I do. If she is willing to risk herself for this cause, then I can do no less.”

Lucas took my hand. “Even with the guardian’s help, it will be dangerous. Yerik, Micah, and I will not be able to help you once we get near Ariel. I do not feel comfortable with this.”

“All I have to say is if Kerbasi comes back without Melena, he’s a dead man anyway,” Micah said, giving the guardian a warning look.

Kerbasi didn’t waver. “If she does not come back, neither will I.”

That was good enough for me. “What about your ankle cuff?”

“I thought it odd at the time, but I did not say anything for obvious reasons. The archangel did not put it back on me.” Kerbasi frowned. “He must have known I’d wish to accompany you.”

Emily gave me a worried look. “Maybe you shouldn’t go, Mel. This sounds…crazy.”

“Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “The archangels must have had some faith in us to set up this trip so well.”

“Maybe you have a point,” she said, not sounding entirely convinced.

“Of course I do.” I slapped my hand on the counter. “So let’s talk weapons. I’ve got a long list upstairs starting with RPGs, machine guns—”

“I found your list and have already begun acquiring the items,” Lucas interrupted.

I gave him a broad smile. “You just made me fall in love with you even more. Add canteens to the list. Something tells me we’re going to want water while we’re there.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-four

 

Melena

 

The man sitting across from my desk fidgeted. I was fairly certain Isaac James wasn’t guilty of anything other than taking a suspicious job, but no one felt comfortable being dragged into a Department of Homeland Security office. The bush pilot wore a pair of oil-stained jeans and a black t-shirt. His brown hair could have used a trimming, but it fit his overall tousled appearance. Isaac was about thirty years old with a devil-may-care attitude and probably didn’t have much trouble attracting the ladies—except for me, who he looked ready to run from at any moment. 

It took us two days since Aniya’s disappearance to track him down since he rarely stayed in one place for long. I was fairly confident Isaac had flown Aniya and her kidnappers out of Fairbanks. We’d gone over every flight that left an airfield in the area the afternoon she was taken and based on the details, he was the only one who could have flown them.

“According to your flight plan, you took three men and a large crate to an airfield outside of Anchorage,” I said, skimming a report on my desk.

Isaac slouched in his seat. “Yeah. What about it?”

“Did your passengers act suspicious in any way?”

His brows drew together. “Well, they seemed to be in a big hurry when they showed up, but they paid well, so I didn’t really care.”

“What about the crate? Did it make any noises?” He’d already told me it was three feet by three feet. I was rather confident Aniya could have fit in it if they’d scrunched her up.

The pilot shook his head. “None that I heard, but my engines are loud. I probably wouldn’t have heard anything.”

I’d been in enough small planes to understand that. “What happened after you landed?”

“They had a truck waiting for them by the airfield. It pulled up after we landed and they offloaded the crate onto it. They told me to go after that.” He shrugged. “Whatever they were doing—it wasn’t my business.”

I jotted down the details on my notepad. “How many men were in the truck?”

“Just one. An older guy in his fifties would be my guess. The main thing I remember about him is that he had a long beard.”

I’d already gotten descriptions of the three men who’d hired the pilot. Their ages ranged from mid-twenties to early forties. Nothing about them was particularly distinctive. No visible scars or tattoos we could run through a database. 

O’Connell appeared in the doorway and gestured for me to come talk with him. 

“Just a moment,” I said to Isaac as I stood up. I followed O’Connell a short distance down the hallway.

His expression was sour. “None of the names are real. I’m guessing they gave the pilot fake IDs.”

“Damn,” I swore. They’d also paid cash so we could track them that way. It was beginning to feel like the deeper we dug, the more questions we had. I was trying really hard to keep my hopes up that we’d find Aniya soon.

“I’ve got a sketch artist coming in half an hour. Once you’re done, send Mr. James to me, and I’ll get him prepped for it. Maybe once we know what they look like, we’ll be able to find them on the security footage we’ve pulled.”

“What about the van? Anything on it yet?” I asked.

“There was one fitting the description that was reported stolen the day your friend was kidnapped, but we haven’t found it.” He shook his head, his expression reflecting the frustration I felt. “I’m thinking a fourth party got rid of it. Most likely, it’ll turn up in a ditch somewhere a few months from now.”

I rubbed my face. “Alright. Thanks for letting me know.”

O’Connell’s expression softened. “Whatever it takes—we’ll find her.”

“I appreciate that.” I gave him a weak smile.

When I returned to my office, I found Isaac in his chair with his head tilted back and his eyes closed. He’d complained when we first brought him in that he hadn’t slept much the night before. Judging by the faint scent of alcohol coming from him, I was guessing he’d had a night out on the town. He wasn’t drunk now, but he’d definitely had plenty to drink the evening before.

“How much did they pay you for the job?” I asked, taking my seat.

Isaac lifted his head. “Two grand.”

That was his first lie. I narrowed my gaze at him. “Try again.”

“It was two grand,” Isaac insisted. I had to give him credit that he didn’t show any of the usual physical signs for deception.

“Mr. James, I should warn you that I am very good at discerning the truth. Until now, you’ve been honest with me.” I leaned forward in my chair. “Let’s not change that.”

He didn’t blink. “I’m not lying.”

“You know I don’t care what you report to the IRS for tax purposes. My investigation is focused entirely on finding a woman who has been kidnapped. Try again.”

Isaac was quiet for a moment. “Alright, five grand.”

That was a steep price for the trip. “Did you ask for that much or did they offer it?”

“They offered.”

I cocked my head. “Did they give any reason why?”

The pilot stretched his feet out in front of him. “It was short notice, and I had something else scheduled for that afternoon. They paid me extra to fly them instead.”

“Did they give any other reason?” I asked.

“Only that they needed me to be ready the minute they arrived.”

That much didn’t surprise me. “Did they talk much? Maybe say where they were headed after you dropped them off?”

“Nope.” Isaac shook his head. “They weren’t real forthcoming, and I’m not the nosy type.”

Maybe that was why they’d hired him. “Have you heard from them since then?”

He snorted. “No, and I don’t expect to.”

I asked him a few more questions, but he didn’t have anything else useful for me. It was frustrating. He was the closest thing we had to a lead, and the best we could hope for was that the men’s descriptions turned up something. We’d have to check the flights and ships leaving Anchorage around the time the suspects arrived near the city. I had to assume that’s why they headed for the coast. It was probably easier to transport Aniya by sea, though I hated the idea of her being trapped in a crate for this entire time.

With nothing else pertinent to ask, I dropped Isaac off at O’Connell’s office. Lucas and Yerik popped up on my radar while I made myself a cup of coffee—they’d flashed into the corridor. Kristen had come by the day before to update the ward so Lucas could get inside freely, but Yerik had to fight his way through the protection spell. The daimoun was extremely powerful. It only took him a few seconds, though his expression was pained when he entered the reception area.

The secretary looked up at the large man wearing nothing but a kilt and a pair of hiking boots and her jaw dropped. “What…who are you?”

“Don’t worry,” I said, giving her a reassuring look. “He’s a friend and won’t be here long.”

“But…” The way her mouth opened and shut, she resembled a fish out of the water. I would have taken pity on her, but I wasn’t in the mood to explain Yerik.

Before she could formulate a coherent reply, I gestured for the men to follow me to my office. “What’s going on?”

“I’ve located the portal,” Yerik said after shutting the door.

“Where is it?” I asked.

Lucas held himself stiffly. “About a two-hour drive west of here.”

He didn’t seem particularly glad the portal had been found. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d hoped it would take too long and then he, Micah, and Kerbasi wouldn’t have been able to go—effectively shutting down our best chance of making the rescue operation successful. Even now, we only had about a day and a half before Remiel would return to put the ankle bracelets back on them.

“When do we leave?”

Yerik glanced at Lucas before answering. “As soon as we can gather the supplies.”

“Did you get everything on my list?” I asked, giving my husband a hopeful look.

He nodded. “I acquired the final items shortly after you left this morning.”

“Okay, well, let me go break the news to O’Connell that I’ve gotta leave work early.” And encourage him to keep searching for Aniya. It was bad timing, but without any solid leads, I had to put rescuing Ariel first. We didn’t have much time left to delay.

“I’ll meet you at home.” Lucas gave me a kiss.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-five

 

Melena

 

I checked the straps on my holster and vest one last time before hoisting on my pack. The heavy gear sat uncomfortably on my shoulders, but I’d likely need everything I brought. All I had left to grab was my RPG and rifle.

Emily stood there, watching me with a forlorn expression on her face. “You’re gonna come back. Right, Mel?”

I pulled her into a hug. “Not even a pack of wild demons could keep me away.”

“That’s not funny,” she said, pulling back to glare at me.

Ah, well, I was trying to keep the mood light. If I thought about what I was about to do too much, I might change my mind. One of the things I’d learned during my time in the military was that you had to think strategically when facing danger. No matter how much people might claim otherwise, they all feared death. We were hardwired to want to live. Jumping into a battle where we could die went against our very natures—assuming one had a choice in the matter.

It wasn’t that I shut down all sense of self-preservation, but that I had to clear my head of any emotions that could debilitate me. I needed to believe I could get through this. We had a team of five powerful immortals, with a variety of unique skills that would be useful. If ever there was a group who could successfully invade Hell and make it out alive, we were it.

“Have a little faith in us. Pray while we’re gone if it makes you feel better,” I said, squeezing her arms.

She cocked her head. “Think it will help?”

“Well, it certainly couldn’t hurt.” After all, it was the angels who’d set us up for this, whether they admitted it or not.

“Okay,” Emily spoke the word slowly, doubtfully. I couldn’t blame her for being a little skeptical.

“I have a gift for you,” Cori said, walking up to me with a clear squirt bottle in hand. 

I eyed it in confusion. “What is that for?”

“It’s holy water. Don’t ask how I got it, but just know it’s been years since I stepped foot in a church, so it was a big sacrifice on my part.” She located a semi-empty pocket in my pack and stuffed it in there. “I figured spraying would work easier.”

She’d really put some thought into this. “Thanks.”

“I’d go with you if I could.” She sighed. “This is the next best thing.”

“You’re helping by staying here and waiting for us,” I pointed out.

Yerik gestured to a case of grenades and other weaponry. “These are for the people staying here. Demons can’t open the portal from the other side, but there’s a slight chance they can slip through when we come back. Until we’ve returned, you must be alert at all times.”

“Wait.” I held up a hand. “You didn’t say anything about demon slippage.”

He lifted a brow. “I’d assumed you would have considered it.”

The idea had crossed my mind, but I’d dismissed it. “I thought for most of them their physical bodies couldn’t make it to this plane, and they needed to possess a human.”

Yerik gave me an amused look that said I still had a lot to learn. “Under most circumstances, you would be right, but portals are different. Demons can come through them more easily and hold their form for a few hours before they have to find a host. We must kill them before that happens.”

I gestured at Emily. “I wouldn’t have let her come here if I’d known it could be that dangerous for her.”

Derrick joined us. He was holding a .50 caliber machine gun. “Nothin’ is getting’ by me. I’ve also got as much of the pack as I can spare on their way, and a few vampires will be joinin’ us after nightfall.”

Having both races would be good, but sunset was about four hours away. I glanced at Yerik. “How long do you think we’ll be in there?”

“I can’t say for certain.” He rubbed his chin. “I’m guessing a minimum of six hours if we’re lucky, but it could take a lot longer depending on how far we have to go. As I told you before, I’m not familiar with this portal and precisely where it will deliver us.”

Damn, I was sort of hoping we could be in and out in less than two hours. “Alright.” I turned to address Derrick. “You’ll have vamps and werewolves here just in case?”

He nodded. “About a dozen. Yerik told me they were more likely to follow you back than to come through when you go in.”

“This is true.” The daimoun glanced in the direction of where he claimed the portal would open. “They won’t be expecting us when we enter.”

“So, ideally, if we want a full regiment of backup waiting, we need to return here in under nine hours.” Before the sun rose and, the vampires had to get indoors. The location being far outside of Fairbanks put us at a disadvantage, but at least the werewolves could stick around. They’d just be weaker during the day and unable to shift.

Lucas and his brother joined us. “Are we ready?”

I nodded. “As we’ll ever be.”

We exchanged hugs and goodbyes with everyone. I didn’t want to make a big fuss over leaving since that would put me in the wrong mindset. I’d done my proper farewells along the way here, but it was still tough to see Emily bury her head in Patrick’s shoulder as we readied for departure. Over her head, I met his gaze. He dipped his chin—a promise that he’d look after her.

After we had grabbed hold of the last of our gear, we moved away from the others. They’d set up camp a few hundred feet from the portal with two tents, a campfire, and the supplies they’d need to stay for the night. There weren’t a lot of trees in this stretch of land, but they’d picked a spot with a cluster of them. Hopefully, we wouldn’t keep Emily and the others waiting long.

Yerik fired up the portal in a similar manner to how Remiel opened the one to Purgatory, except the daimoun aimed his magic downward. It flared to life on the ground, shooting fiery sparks upward before settling into a sort of circular blob. The opening was an ominous red that sent chills down my spine. I was supposed to jump down into that?

“I truly dislike Hell,” Kerbasi muttered, staring at the portal with disdain. It still amazed me he was willing to go along with us. He’d changed a lot in the last year he’d been on Earth. 

“Let’s go.” Yerik led the way, stepping into the opening. He sank fast and disappeared.

Lucas gave me a lingering kiss, then followed him. Micah went next. 

Kerbasi exchanged a look with me. “You first, sensor. I shall watch your back.”

That was comforting—sort of. For a brief moment, it struck me how insane this was and if I had any sense at all, I’d turn tail and run, but it was too late to back out now. Lucas and the others were already gone. 

“See you on the other side,” I said, taking a deep breath. 

I jumped into the red blob. My body felt weightless as I plummeted downward. All I could see were red streaks passing by me at an alarming speed. I also noticed an increase in the temperature. It heated my skin, making me more and more uncomfortable the deeper I fell. A rising sense of doom overtook me. Whatever was down there, I’d never felt such a huge wave of malevolence.

With no warning, the portal spit me out. I crashed onto the ground feet first, my knees giving out from under me. Lucas’ strong arms wrapped around my body and pulled me away, helping me to stand. I looked up and saw the red portal only a few feet higher than my head. At least it wasn’t so elevated we wouldn’t be able to reach it on the way back.

Kerbasi plummeted to the ground a moment later, landing on his ass. He rubbed at it. “That was most unpleasant.”

Yerik worked his magic, sending out tendrils from his fingertips for almost a minute before the portal closed. I’d decided to time it so I’d have an idea how long it would take to open later—assuming, hopefully, that there was a later. It snapped shut, completely disappearing. 

I surveyed the area around us and discovered we’d arrived in some kind of huge cavern with a river of lava running through the middle. The sweltering heat coming from it was almost unbearable. Rivulets of sweat were already forming on my face and neck. Jagged black stone made up the high walls and the narrow walkways on either side. The portal had dumped us a few feet from the river’s edge. No wonder Lucas had grabbed me so fast to keep me from stumbling into the lava. 

I glanced at my watch to check the time. It was fifteen minutes until eight. We had about three and a half hours before the sun would set, and almost nine before it would rise again. I wanted to be out of here well before that so we’d have full backup upon our return.

“Where do we go from here?” Lucas asked.

Yerik scanned the area around us, his gaze pausing at several different tunnel openings visible from where we stood. He pointed at one located about fifty meters down the cavern. There was nothing special about it, other than it seemed larger than the others. “There. That one will lead us outside.”

I frowned at him. “How can you be sure?”

“During the first few centuries of my life, my father compelled me to spend a lot of time here.” His expression darkened. “I was weak back then and couldn’t resist him. I suppose he’d hoped to find some way to use me to his advantage. I always found a way to escape eventually, but that didn’t stop him from forcing me back until I grew strong enough to block his hold over me.” 

“Oh,” I said, unsure what to say to that. Not many people could say their father put them through Hell and mean it. 

As if Yerik hadn’t just revealed a horrible secret, his expression brightened. “We are lucky the portal brought us here, though. Most of the others are located much farther from our destination and would require many hours of walking. This is as close to the center of the first level of Hell as we could hope to get.”

We began walking, searching for a way across the lava pool. I couldn’t help but ask. “First level? What do you mean by that?”

Yerik didn’t answer right away. The cavern extended for quite some distance, and he seemed to be searching for something. As we walked farther, the pool narrowed so that we only had about fifteen feet to cross as opposed to more than twenty feet at its widest point.

He finally glanced over at me. “Yes, the first level has the lesser demons, which are ferocious but not impossible to kill. Even for Ariel, I wouldn’t risk descending any deeper. I’m not certain a nuclear bomb would be enough to kill the demons down there.”

At least he’d thought this through before bringing us.

“What about your mother?” I asked since there seemed to be no immediate danger of demons attacking. It was oddly quiet, other than our footsteps and the continuous flow of lava. “What happened to her?”

“According to my father, she died giving birth to me. She hid on Earth during the pregnancy, but the pain of labor caused her powers to wane too much—she couldn’t shield herself at the end. A human whose aid she’d enlisted secreted me away just before the archangels attacked. As far as I know, nothing of her survived. Not even her soul.” He told the story in a neutral tone, but I sensed a hint of pain coming from him. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say. Sure, it happened over four thousand years ago, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t still hurt.

“Don’t be. It was a better end for her than coming here.” He stopped and gestured toward a trail of flat boulders that sat on top of the lava. “This is our way across.”

Most of the stones weren’t more than two feet wide, and a couple of them swayed a little. “Um, couldn’t Kerbasi fly us across or something?”

“I have wings as well, but they are useless in here.” Yerik gazed around the cavern. “There isn’t enough room for us to get a proper lift with our wingspans, especially not while carrying our load and another person.”

“Right.” And the walkway on the other side wasn’t more than a few feet wide, so landing would be tough. “The rest of you could flash over, though, couldn’t you?”

Yerik shook his head. “There’s too much interference inside the caverns. It blocks us from pinpointing a location to travel.”

“Really?” I looked at Lucas. There was so much magic bombarding my senses that I was still trying to figure it all out. I’d spent years on Earth learning the elements of various spells, but the ones here were unlike anything I’d encountered before. It would take time to filter and study them individually. 

Lucas nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

While I mulled over other possible ways to reach the opposite side, Yerik began hopping across the boulders. The first one stayed steady, but the second and third ones swayed a little, so he had to use his arms for balance. The fourth one at the end held still, allowing him to leap the last couple of feet. After he had reached the other side, he turned around and beckoned us.

“I will go next,” Lucas said, speaking to me. “But I want you to follow close behind.”

I sucked in a deep breath. “Okay.”

With his usual grace, he made it to the second boulder, hardly wavering at all, then said over his shoulder, “Melena, come.”

Normally, I didn’t like being ordered around, but I made an exception this time. The men with me were older and far more powerful, so the environment didn’t affect them as much. None of them looked the least bit tired despite the low oxygen levels and strong gravity, which was greater than Earth’s. As for me, I was already starting to feel the weight of my gear, and wouldn’t turn down any assistance that might keep me safer. 

I stepped onto the first stone, testing it. Lucas took my hand, and we moved together to the next set. With his guidance, it turned out to be a lot easier than it first appeared. I supposed it was the boiling lava inches from my feet that inspired most of my terror. Micah and Kerbasi came next, also moving over the boulders with little effort.

They’d just made it onto safer ground when sharp pain exploded in my head—something dark and malevolent headed our way. I pressed my fingers to my temples and rubbed them. “We have incoming.”

“Where?” Yerik asked.

I pointed straight ahead in the direction we needed to go to reach the tunnel opening. There was a bend so we couldn’t see around the other side. The sensations I felt began to take shape. As they spread apart and came closer, I detected they were actually a bunch of tiny entities. “That way. It feels like they’re…small spirit beings, but there are about a dozen of them.”

“Demon sprites,” Yerik cursed. “They have no physical form, but they can slice into your essence and cause great pain. There is no way to fight them, just keep moving. They only inhabit the lower caverns.”

“Then let’s get going,” Lucas said.

Left with no other choice, we headed straight for the creatures. Yerik cried out when they reached him first. They zipped through the air, dimly visible phantoms that made no sound. Lucas jerked in front of me next, swatting at himself as if he could beat them to death. His attempts were ineffectual. I braced myself when one came at me, but as soon as it got close, it balked and went around. Several more passed by me and struck Micah and Kerbasi. 

I spun around, unsure what to do. All around me the men jerked and cried out as the sprites weaved in and out of their bodies. Micah stumbled too close to the lava river. I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. For just a moment, the sprites left him, but as soon as I let him go, they returned.

That gave me an idea. “Everyone get close to me!”

None of them responded.

The men were too busy fighting the sprites to listen. Oh, damn it all to hell—time for plan B. I pulled up the sleeve of my shirt where I had a set of throwing knives sheathed on my arm. Pulling one out, I sliced a small cut in my hand and coated the blade with my blood. Lucas had four of the twelve sprites weaving in and out him. I waited for one of them to fly out and struck it with my knife. It made an odd popping noise and disappeared. I kept hitting the rest until Lucas was free.

“Take this and help Yerik,” I said, handing him the blade. The path was too narrow for me to get around him and reach the daimoun myself. Despite the distraction of the sprites, Lucas had seen what I’d done to kill them.

He nodded and turned away from me. I took out another throwing knife and sliced a fresh cut on my palm—the previous one having healed already. As soon as the weapon was coated with blood, I went after the two sprites tearing into Micah, hacking and slashing until he was free of them.

“Take this and help Kerbasi,” I ordered.

He grabbed the blade. “Thank you.”

The guardian was shrieking and jerking about, but Micah managed to finish off the three swarming him. I sighed a breath of relief as the presence of the sprites faded from my head. The way they’d buzzed against my senses had been more than a little irritating.

Yerik was sagging against the cave wall when I turned to check on him and Lucas. He sucked in a few breaths and looked at me. “How did you know your blood would help?”

“The sprites wouldn’t touch me, and since they’re mostly made of magic, I thought it was worth a try,” I explained. Sometimes, all you could do was go with your gut instinct.

“Can I switch places with you?” Kerbasi asked Micah. “I want to be closer to her from now on.”

“No,” Micah said, turning away from the guardian.

“Most of the demons here have a physical form,” Yerik said, drawing our attention back to him. “Melena won’t be able to kill everything that way.”

I adjusted the strap on my rifle and got the weapon into the ready position. Before we’d left, I’d coated all our bullets with my blood. When I’d faced demons possessing humans in Juneau a couple of years ago, it had affected them. Hopefully, it would continue to make a difference today.

“I’ll just be happy if I can slow them down,” I said.

“You and me both,” Yerik answered grimly. “Let’s go.”

We continued down the walkway until we reached the tunnel. Yerik paused and glanced back at me. “Let us know if you sense anything coming. Otherwise, I’m going to keep us moving as fast as possible.”

“I will.” I waved him on.

Yerik took off at a jogging pace. The tunnel started out flat, but then it veered sharply to the right and began an upward ascent. I stayed close behind Lucas but kept my mind on my internal radar. At least a hundred demons were within a half-mile radius of us, maybe more. The trick was figuring out when we were getting too close to any of them inside a large tunnel network. I was becoming grateful for my two incursions into Purgatory. Those trips had taught me how to gauge distances and depth more accurately.

“Stop,” I hissed. 

Everyone came to a sudden halt. Yerik and Lucas glanced back at me. This particular demon was getting too close to risk making any more noise. I held up one finger, then mimed a big hulking creature, which was the impression of him that formed in my head.

Recognition dawned in Yerik’s eyes. He put a hand up, indicating for us to stay put. Everyone held their breaths as the daimoun crept forward until he reached the next bend in the tunnel. Yerik left his rifle hanging from the strap over his shoulder and gripped his sword instead.

The demon’s heavy footsteps were loud enough that no one needed my help to recognize when it was getting close. As soon as it came around the bend, Yerik’s blade swung through its neck, cutting until it stopped at the spinal cord. The huge creature with red and black skin and a large snout fell to the ground, twitching. Everyone gathered around it.

“He’s not dead,” I said.

Yerik shook his head. “No, we don’t have a weapon that could finish these beasts—unless we use explosives.”

“I might.” Lucas drew his blade. The gleaming sword had been forged in Purgatory by one of the nerou and presented to him as a gift. “Someone hold the demon’s head up.”

Kerbasi reached down and grabbed it by one of its misshapen ears. The guardian stood back far enough that he wouldn’t get caught by the swinging blade. Lucas arced the sword and cut right through the creature’s spinal cord. The demon’s life forced extinguished in my mind.

“That did it,” I confirmed.

Yerik stared at the blade admiringly. “I don’t suppose you’d let me use that.”

“No,” Lucas answered. “But I will be happy to kill anything in our path.”

The daimoun considered it. “Very well, but these tunnels are too confusing for you to take the lead. When Melena alerts us to more demons approaching, we will switch places.”

We began jogging again. Minutes passed before I detected a couple more hulking demons coming our way. I called for us to stop in a hushed voice, then held up two fingers and made my miming impression once more. Lucas worked his way around Yerik. Technically, the tunnel was wide enough for us to move in pairs, but it would have made for rather close quarters.

I wanted to use my gun, but I understood why we were using blades. They were quieter and less likely to draw attention. Before we’d left, we’d agreed only to resort to firepower when the enemy outnumbered us or we reached open ground. There was also the risk that explosions could cause a collapse in the tunnels, which would really suck.

The first of the hulking demons came into view. Lucas dispatched him with one slice of his sword. It must have said something about my life that watching a head roll across the ground no longer bothered me. The next demon charged Lucas before he could get his sword back up. It swung a fist out, connecting with my husband’s jaw. Lucas hit the wall. I winced, knowing it had to be a powerful strike. 

Yerik leaped forward, impaling the demon in the stomach. It’s ferocious face twisted as it made a gurgling sound of pain. Lucas shook off his discomfort and stepped forward. While the daimoun kept the creature in place, my husband sliced its head from its shoulders. The two men gave each other pats on the back. Of course they felt good about their kills while they forced the rest of us to stand around watching and doing nothing. It was hard to sit on the sidelines every time danger approached. I was an action-oriented person.

We moved forward again, coming across a demon or two here and there. Yerik and Lucas took care of all of them. I had to keep reminding myself it wouldn’t stay this easy for long. The rest of us would have our chance soon enough.

Finally, the end of the tunnel came into view up ahead. Harsh, red light filtered down from the opening and washed over us, making everyone’s skin appear flushed. We stopped about thirty feet from the opening.

“How bad is it out there?” Yerik asked.

I closed my eyes, allowing my mind to focus easier. The closest I’d ever been to this many supernatural entities at once was in the battle against Zoe to regain control of Fairbanks. In that case, though, there hadn’t been so much negative energy and magic. It was all I could do to distinguish one demon from another until they got close enough to us.

“Three of the hulky guys are near the entrance that we’ll need to take out first,” I began, then took a deep breath. “At least a dozen of some other breed are flying out there, and a bunch more are on the ground farther out.”

Yerik’s lips thinned. “I suspected it would be something like that. It is completely open out there with nowhere to take cover.”

“Then we use range weapons first,” I suggested, letting my rifle drop to hang from its sling and pulling the RPG over my shoulder. “I’ll concentrate on blowing the flying demons from the sky. The rest of you shoot at the ones on the ground. When any get too close, Lucas can use his sword to finish them off. If a cluster of them approaches, whoever spots them first should toss a grenade at them.”

“That’s as good a plan as any,” Yerik said, adjusting his rifle from where it hung. “I would add that we must make every effort to keep moving, or we’ll get bogged down. There is a half-mile stretch before we reach the location where the new arrivals are kept. It is a large, rectangular structure made of stone. Glamour conceals it from a distance, but once we’re closer, it should become visible.”

Lucas ran his gaze across everyone’s faces before lingering on me. “I would recommend we take a moment to prepare ourselves. There will be no chance for breaks after this.”

He was right. I grabbed my canteen from where it hung off my belt and took several gulps of water. I’d already drained part of it on our way up. Though the heat wasn’t quite as intense near ground level, it had been unbearable in the lower tunnels. Everyone else followed my lead. We might be immortal, but if we were going to pull off this battle, we needed every bit of our strength. Allowing ourselves to get dehydrated wouldn’t do us any favors.

Yerik waited until everyone had finished checking their gear. “Ready?”

Kerbasi leaned around Micah and whispered to me, “If we survive this, you owe me a cake.”

“If we survive,” I grinned at him, “I’ll even get it from a store instead of baking it.” Everyone knew my cooking skills left something to be desired and that it was best I stay far from an oven.

“You are most generous.” He gave me an approving nod and fell back to his position.

I checked my watch and saw it was just after nine. Our pace wasn’t too bad so far, but Yerik was right that we needed to keep moving fast. It wasn’t going to be easy, considering what waited for us outside.

“Ready,” I said, lying through my teeth.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-six

 

Melena

 

Yerik and Lucas excited the tunnel first, each spraying gunfire at the nearest demons. I ran out next, entering a grassy plain tainted red by the crimson sky above. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the strange hue distorting everything around me. 

Blinking against the light, I caught sight of some sort of frail creature covered in black leathery skin in the sky. It flapped its wings gracelessly and made a scratchy cawing sound. The demon’s body couldn’t have been much larger than mine. 

As it swooped lower, I sensed its overwhelming hunger. This creature didn’t know rage or malice—only the need to eat. I aimed my RPG at its emaciated chest and fired. The demon exploded mid-air with flaming pieces of its bone and skin falling to the ground below.

“Keep moving!” Yerik called out.

The men had cleared the area closest to us. We dashed forward a couple of hundred feet, working our way through tall grass that reached my knees. A dozen more demons ran toward us. The nephilim opened fire on them, and Kerbasi tossed one of his grenades. His aim was impressively accurate. When it exploded, taking out several of the hulking creatures, a grin spread across his face. Rather than giving him rockets, I’d loaded him up with two dozen grenades. It appeared that had been the right call.

I scanned the sky and spotted a pair of the flying creatures coming toward us. I pulled a warhead from my pack and reloaded the RPG. They were just far enough apart that there was no way to hit them both with a single shot. I targeted the screeching one with its jaws gaping open and revealing sharp, jagged teeth. The rocket exploded on impact.

The other creature was closing in on me fast at only a couple hundred feet. I kneeled down and struggled to get another warhead from my pack, cursing when it caught on a strap. There was no time. As demonic red eyes homed in on me, I ducked and covered my head. My back trembled as I prepared to be torn by the long claws jutting from the creature’s feet. This was really going to hurt.

Lucas flashed next to me at the last moment and swung his sword, slicing clean through the demon’s body. Part of its lower half landed on me, oozing something sticky and dark. I grabbed one of its legs and chucked the whole piece away in disgust. Lucas gave me a hand, pulling me back to my feet.

“Thanks. I see you got your flashing ability back.”

“It appears to work for short distances now,” he said, his gaze running up and down my body. “You are unharmed?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I surveyed the area around us. Chunks of dead demon bodies littered the ground, many of the creatures decapitated. The men had made quick work of our attackers, but I could sense more in the distance coming our way. “Are you alright?”

Lucas’ golden eyes were intense. “I’ll be fine as long as you are not hurt.”

“You say the most romantic things, Lucas.”

He grunted. “I’ll show you romantic later.”

The other men began running again, and we turned to follow them. After a couple of minutes, I caught sight of a monstrously large stone structure a few hundred meters across the field. It glimmered with the magic concealing it. 

Yerik was right that it was designed so that most people couldn’t see it until they were close. Considering the distortion it created, I was willing to bet the guys couldn’t flash near it, either. We could probably make it there in less than five minutes if we ran straight there, but more demons were closing in on us.

Kerbasi stopped to aim his rifle at several of the hulking creatures lumbering through the tall grasses a short distance away. He sprayed them with a succession of bullets. They jerked as they were struck, but they continued to advance even after he’d emptied his clip. He grabbed a grenade and tossed that at them. 

“Die, you unclean heathens!” Kerbasi yelled, appearing to enjoy himself a little too much. I made a mental note to never let him near modern weapons while back on Earth.

Several more demons appeared over the next rise.

“Hold your fire,” Lucas called out. He flashed next to the demons and slashed at their necks. Two went down fast, but the third raked its claws across Lucas’ face.

I gasped, sensing the sharp pain hit him. The hulking creature had made its cuts deep, and blood ran down my husband’s cheek. I raced forward, intending to kill the bastard myself, but Lucas recovered before I reached him. With a battle cry, he swung the sword hard. The demon’s head went flying, and its body tumbled to the ground.

“Lucas!” I cried, skidding to a stop before him. 

I lifted a hand toward his face but stopped just short of touching the wounds. His cheekbone and jaw were exposed from the open slashes. There was a primitive look in his eyes I hadn’t seen before, and I could no longer sense his pain. Lucas’ gaze was so cold that it was hard not to look away. He’d succumbed to battle rage, transforming him from the man I loved into a ruthless killer.

“It will heal.” His voice came out rough. 

I stood there stunned and not knowing what to do with Lucas in his current state. This wasn’t the best time or place to attempt bringing him out of it, either. Grunting with impatience, he grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the rest of our group.

Yerik tossed a grenade at a couple of creatures coming from the other direction. We ducked down just before it exploded. Demon bits went flying, landing in chunks on the ground. My senses told me they weren’t dead, but they were out of commission for a while.

Lucas left me with the others and flashed to the creatures, finishing them off. I could sense nothing from him except cold, hard rage. We’d fought a few battles together before, but seeing Lucas now I understood how he’d developed his reputation as a ruthless warrior.

He returned, and we raced forward once again, making it a couple of hundred more feet before being bombarded with another set of demons. It seemed as if there was a never-ending tide of them. I noticed several winged creatures coming at us from the sky, too. Though I had three warheads left, I knew I’d never get them all fired in time.

“Micah, I need your help,” I called to him.

When he turned toward me, I pointed at the incoming flying demons. They furiously beat their leathery wings and screeched out a chorus of cawing sounds that irritated my sensitive ears. While Micah shifted from his rifle to his RPG, I shot down the first one.

“Hit the next,” I ordered him. “I’ve got to reload.” 

Micah fired the warhead, striking the second creature and sending it plummeting to the ground. Two dozen hulking demons lumbered toward us nearby. The pressure of them on my senses was almost overwhelming, making my head feel like it was being squeezed too tight, but I forced myself to push through the discomfort. Lucas and the others were already working to take the hulking demons out. 

I aimed at the last flying creature as it approached from a hundred feet away. The rocket struck its left wing. My target tumbled to the ground, but the strike didn’t kill it. Just over the tall grasses, I caught the demon struggling to get up.

“Dammit.” I ran forward, switching from the RPG to my rifle along the way. 

The flying creatures were easier to kill than the hulking ones, so I didn’t need Lucas to help with his sword. I stopped a handful of paces away from where the wounded thing still struggled to get up and fired half a dozen shots into its elongated head. With a weak screech, it slumped to the ground—finally dead.

“Melena!” Micah called out. “Watch your back!”

I turned around, and my heart stopped. Almost a dozen hard-backed creatures that looked like a cross between a tarantula and a cockroach approached me, moving on six legs. They stood about two and a half feet tall, and the breadth of their bodies was about three feet by five feet. I had no doubt in my mind that if they reached me, they’d tear my body apart limb by limb with their oversized mandibles. I set my rifle to automatic and opened fire on them, barraging their front line.

A rise of twittering sounds rose up, and they paused. Beyond them, I caught sight of Lucas and the others fighting off a second mass of them, except they must have been facing at least fifty. Oh, shit. We were so fucked. 

The overgrown insects started moving toward me again, and I pulled a grenade from the pouch hanging from my belt. After thumbing off the safety clip, I removed the pin and chucked it at them. Before the first one had exploded, I was already kneeling down and prepping another grenade. Bits of the roach-spiders splattered all around me. They had a horrible rotting stench that left me gagging. 

Holding my breath, I stood and discovered I’d taken out several of the creatures. I picked a spot with the greatest number of them clustered together and tossed the second grenade, ducking as soon as it sailed through the air. A few seconds later the ground shook. More insect body parts rained down. 

I swiped away a chunk that landed on my arm. There were only three of the buggers left, but they were closing in on me fast. They’d also gotten smarter and spread apart from each other. I zeroed in on the closest one, firing my weapon. It didn’t appear fazed in the least. The initial bullets ricocheted off its outer shell, but when I nailed it in the mouth, it jerked to a halt. I fired a couple more rounds at its gaping mandible. The creature weaved back and forth, then slumped to the ground dead.

The next closest demon insect reached within a dozen feet of me. It scuttled sideways so I couldn’t get a good shot at its mouth. Sensing the other one approaching from my right, I dashed forward. The side-scuttling creature started to turn toward me, but I kicked it with all my might, upending it onto its back. Six hairy little legs wiggled about as it tried to right itself. The belly on it appeared a lot softer than the hard shell on its back, so I fired into its stomach, riddling it with bullet holes until I had no rounds left. Greenish ooze poured from the fissures I’d created, and the creature’s legs stopped moving.

A twittering sound came from next to me. Before I could turn, something bit into my leg. I screamed as powerful jaws tore into the sinew of my right thigh. Using the buttstock of my rifle, I banged at its head. The creature dug in deeper, seeming unbothered by my blood and almost cut into my bone. I took one of my throwing knives and stabbed at its eyes. The demon bug jerked away from me, its twittering reaching a high pitch. Tossing the knife to the ground, I reached for my .45 Sig Sauer. It wasn’t my favorite weapon to use at a distance, but it would do in a pinch for an enemy this close.

I shoved the barrel into the creature’s mouth and fired several rounds. It made a strange wheezing sound before dropping to the ground. I checked my thigh and found it had left deep teeth marks that bled profusely, but otherwise the damage wasn’t as bad as I’d imagined. It just felt like part of my thigh had been ripped off.

Hobbling around, I caught sight of the men finishing the last twenty or so of their opponents. Lucas hacked and slashed his way through the bugs with a vengeance, blood and gore covering him. There was something very cold and calculated about his movements. Before each demon he killed even had a chance to slump to the ground, he’d already moved onto the next. In the few seconds I watched, he killed five of them.

His sword didn’t appear to have nearly the trouble my bullets did penetrating their shells. I was beginning to wish I’d negotiated for some of that ore in Purgatory. Then I could have gotten one of the nerou with blacksmithing skills to forge a blade for me.

Yerik and Micah shot at the demon bugs closest to them. By the looks of the men, they’d been bitten a few times during the battle. I’d heard successive explosions earlier, but they must have run out of grenades. I caught sight of Kerbasi in the sky, his gray wings flapping heavily as he hacked the limbs off of a flying creature. At least he’d taken charge of killing those while I was busy.

Another ten demon bugs approached. Clutching my bleeding thigh, I limped in that direction. I still had a few grenades left at my disposal. Once I got close enough, I targeted a cluster of them far enough from Lucas that he wouldn’t get hit with the shrapnel. I sent the grenade flying and ducked. It exploded a couple of seconds later. A piece of bug guts landed in my hair, and I yanked it out. If I ever invaded Hell again, I’d wear a helmet and long sleeves. Then again, it was really hot in here, and that might have made me more miserable.

With half the skittering creatures gone, the men made short work of the rest. Lucas flashed over to me, his eyes glowing golden. He took one look at my wound, tossed his sword to Micah, and picked me up.

“Put me down,” I ordered.

He ignored me. My husband was in a different place now where I didn’t know how to reach him. His face—at least, the part that wasn’t still shredded open—was a hard mask. Everyone was wounded now, but they had no trouble keeping up with Lucas’ brisk pace. He led us toward the mega stone structure. We’d gotten close enough the glamour no longer concealed it. A couple more demons got in our way, but Micah leaped ahead to dispatch them. When we reached the entrance, Lucas finally set me down.

“Will you need the sword?” Micah asked me.

“No.” I shook my head. Despite my pain, I could sense the individuals inside. There were more tortured souls in there than I could count, about a dozen mid and high-level demons, and one former archangel. “Ariel isn’t too far. I think I can work us around the few guards in the way. Besides, you’re gonna need the sword to hold this position.”

Yerik looked at Kerbasi. “You know what you need to do?”

The guardian flashed his teeth. “Of course.”

I knew what they meant. The one hitch to our plans was that Ariel wouldn’t be able to pass through the ward. Kerbasi might be able to cross, but he couldn’t alter the spell any more than I could. We’d have to take one of the demon guards inside hostage and force him to help. But if anyone could convince a denizen of this place to do our bidding, it would be the guardian.

Lucas took hold of my arm. “You will be careful.”

“I will,” I promised, trying not to react to the harshness in his voice. There was still no sign of my loving husband inside, but his instincts to protect his mate hadn’t gone away.

“Do not take long.” He let go of my arm.

Micah gave me a sympathetic look. “This is another side of him, but it will pass once the danger is over.”

I started to nod, but then I caught sight of a fresh wave of demons heading toward us. I handed Micah one of the two grenades I had left. “Make good use of this.”

He took it. “Trust me. I will.”

Without another word, Kerbasi and I stepped up to the entrance. It was nothing except a black hole. I sensed no demons near it, but they probably assumed they had nothing to worry about. It wasn’t like sensors and Purgatory guardians invaded all that often.

We pushed through the blackness—the oppressive sensation of the ward gave me chills—and entered what could only be described as an icy prison. The stone walls and floors were frozen solid. I rubbed at my bare arms, and my breath fogged as I exhaled.

Kerbasi and I had to choose our steps carefully as we made our way down a narrow corridor. Just before we reached the end where it opened into a large cell block full of moaning and screaming individuals, I detected a guard coming our way. As much as it pained me to hear their cries, at least the noise they created covered up any sounds we made.

I held up a hand and whispered, “One coming from the right.”

“Should we keep him alive?” the guardian asked.

“No. We’ll grab someone on the way out.” I didn’t want to have to drag anyone with us on the way to rescuing Ariel.

Kerbasi waited until the guard came within a few feet of us. He grabbed the demon by the neck and slammed it into the ground. I took a good look at its body and realized that other than its skin being ghastly pale and its eyes red, it appeared human. This was a much higher level demon than the ones we’d encountered outside, though not as strong as the guardian. Kerbasi pressed his hands into the guard’s chest and smote him. It was the equivalent of sending electrical charges through the demon’s body. 

The pale creature twisted and flailed, but could not break free. As its eyes began to melt, the acrid scent of burning flesh reached my nose. Kerbasi didn’t seem bothered by the stench, but I had to take a step back and clutch my stomach. After a minute, the demon slumped—its life force winking out of existence.

“Could you have done that to the ones outside?” I asked. It wasn’t the most pleasant or efficient way to take the demons down, but I was surprised he’d waited until now to try it.

Kerbasi rose to his feet and wiped his hands on his pants. “Yes, but it requires a lot of power. I was saving my strength for whatever we encountered in here.”

As much as I hated to admit it, I was glad the guardian had come with me. His body was covered in partially healed wounds, but his injuries appeared to have only sapped part of his strength. I, on the other hand, felt every bit of my blood loss. The punctures on my thigh were making it difficult to walk. As long as I could brace myself along the walls, though, I could keep moving. We had a mission, and I wouldn’t allow anything to stop me from completing it.

“Ariel is up one level. We’re going to have to find some stairs,” I informed him. 

The guardian’s silver eyes swirled. “When we transported souls here, the portal from Purgatory led directly to this place. I know where to go.”

He led the way, walking slow enough that I could keep up with him. We passed cell after cell, stacked on top of each other. Most of them were tiny, maybe two feet by two feet—just the right size to store a soul—and the doors were solid with no way to see inside. About every ten paces, though, we’d walk by a human-sized chamber. I was baffled as to why they had two kinds.

Just before we reached the stairs, I sensed a demon inside one of the larger cells, torturing someone. The soul he tormented had a physical form, though my senses told me it was unnatural. The level of pain and agony in the place was messing with my ability to distinguish the countless essences around me. I’d almost missed the powerful demon.

“Wait,” I hissed. “There is a guard in that one.” I pointed at the door a few feet ahead of us.

Kerbasi gave it a careless glance. “I doubt he’ll come out anytime soon. They like to spend hours torturing their prisoners.”

“How is it possible for some of them to have physical forms?” I asked once we reached the stairs. They were made of the same stone as the walls, but I was glad to find there was no ice covering them.

Kerbasi gripped my arm to help me make my way up. “Humans can be provided temporary physical forms here. The demons torture them until their new body dies. Then they start the process all over again whenever they choose.”

“I should be seriously bothered that you know that,” I said through clenched teeth. Sharp agony tore through me with every step we took. Anything that could keep my mind off of the pain helped—even disturbing topics of conversation.

“There was a time when I thought their methods quite fascinating,” Kerbasi admitted.

We reached the second-floor landing. The place went up at least thirty stories, so I had to be grateful they’d put Ariel on a lower level. I indicated we should go to the left. We might not have to climb any more stairs, but we had some distance to walk before we reached the former archangel’s cell.

“You’re not fascinated by demons anymore?” I asked, managing to add a teasing note to my voice.

Kerbasi continued to take on some of my weight as we walked. “I’m afraid you’ve ruined me in that regard. Torture does not have the same appeal it once did, though I won’t deny getting hold of one of these guards will be most enjoyable.”

“Yeah, well, you’re welcome to it,” I said.

We didn’t speak much after that. I had to concentrate on every step I took and turn the guardian down twice when he offered to carry me. It was bad enough Lucas did that. If I could have had a few minutes to rest, my wounds would have started to close up, but I didn’t have that option. 

“That’s it,” I said when we reached the end of the corridor. The cell before us was at the corner with the door set apart from the others, making me think it was an extra large space. Ariel’s terrified agony coming from inside swamped my senses, dwarfing my own pain. “There’s a powerful demon inside with her now. He’s…he’s hurting her.”

Kerbasi’s expression hardened, and he reached for the door handle. Sparks shot out at him, making him flinch. “You did not tell me it had a separate ward.”

“Oh, sorry.” I’d been so distracted by the torment surrounding me that I hadn’t paid any attention to the magic shielding her. I stuck my hand onto my thigh wound, coated my fingers in blood, and grabbed the handle. This ward was much smaller than the one on the prison and fizzled out in seconds.

“The demon inside is the strongest one I’ve felt since we entered this place so don’t underestimate him,” I warned. In fact, he was a lot stronger than Kerbasi and I combined, but I wasn’t going to let that detail slow us down. We could take him if we worked together.

Kerbasi drew his sword. “Open it.”

“Shoot him up first—the weaker he is, the better.” I swung the door wide and winced as Ariel’s screams poured out toward us. They’d been muffled before. She lay on the frozen floor naked and covered in nasty wounds, convulsing as a huge man-like figure stood over her shooting some kind of demonic energy into her chest. 

Her brown hair hung in tangles about her face and she’d lost the golden glow common among angels. There was a slight taint in her signature now, but nothing worse than what I might pick up from some of the older supernaturals on Earth.

“Please, no!” she cried out.

The demon laughed in a way that sent chills down my spine. “That’s it. Beg, little angel. Let me hear it.”

He had his back to us and was enjoying his torture of Ariel so much he hadn’t noticed our arrival. As one, Kerbasi and I lifted our rifles and opened fire. The demon jerked several times before twisting around. He lifted his hand and sent out a shot of the same energy he’d used on Ariel. I stepped in front of Kerbasi, deflecting it. The demon’s face twisted in disbelief.

“Nice try, asshole, but I’m no angel.” 

As he moved toward me, I pulled out my last grenade. I’d just freed the pin when he grabbed hold of my throat and spoke in a malevolent tone. “Whatever you are—you will pay.”

“You first.” I shoved the grenade through a hole I’d made in his stomach with my previous gunfire, and let go of the lever. Grabbing the arm holding my neck for leverage, I kicked off of his body and broke free.

I went crashing back into Kerbasi, who rolled on top of me just before the blast hit. The guardian jerked as the shrapnel dug into his back, but I sensed only minor discomfort coming from him. The demon took the brunt of the damage.

“Okay, you can let me up now, you big oaf,” I said, shoving at him.

He grunted. “This is the appreciation I get for protecting you.”

I pinched his cheek. “Thanks so much—you’re my hero. Now get off of me.”

“That’s all you had to say,” he grumbled.

Kerbasi clamored to his feet, pulling me up with him. We turned to examine the demon, who was slumped against the far wall with most of his guts strewn around him. The red glow of his eyes had diminished significantly. He might be super strong, but we’d damaged him enough it would take many hours to heal. 

“Get the chains on him,” I ordered Kerbasi.

“Gladly.” The guardian dug through his pack and pulled out the chains I’d stolen from Purgatory when I rescued Lucas. I’d always known they’d come in handy for something aside from kinky sex. Not only were they unbreakable, but they sapped all the powers from the wearer.

Satisfied the danger was over for the moment, I hurried over to Ariel. She was covered in so many fresh and festering wounds it was difficult to tell if she’d been further hurt by the grenade. If I’d had an easier way to take down the demon, I would have done it. 

Her body shivered, and she moaned. I dug into my pack and pulled out a robe I’d brought with me. After the way I’d found Lucas in Purgatory when I rescued him, I’d thought bringing a garment might come in handy this time.

She opened her eyes and looked up at me. “Melena? Am I dreaming?”

It was hard not to wince at her hoarse voice. It had once been beautiful.

“Of me? I doubt it,” I said, attempting to keep the mood light. It was the only way I could handle seeing the broken angel without reducing to a puddle of tears. She was a mere shell of the woman I remembered. I could only hope some of her glow would return once we got her back to Earth.

Ariel gave me a weak smile as I pulled the robe over her head. She even managed to sit up so I could pull it down farther. “Only you would be this brash and invade Hell.”

“Ahhhh!” The demon in the corner screamed as Kerbasi carved one of its eyes out. The guardian was interrogating it on how to get through the ward, but of course the damn thing wasn’t cooperating.

“I’m not the only one who came,” I said, hoping Ariel wouldn’t look toward the mutilation going on in the corner. To distract her, I continued pulling the robe down to her legs. It would help to protect her myriad wounds until we could tend to them properly.

“How?” her voice cracked.

“Long story I’ll tell you all about later.” I handed her a fresh canteen from my pack. “Drink this.”

She didn’t hesitate to gulp down the water, almost finishing it. Ariel probably hadn’t had a drop since arriving in this place. Within a few moments, I could sense a small fraction of her power returning as her body absorbed the fluids. That’s what I’d been hoping for, considering I was in no shape to carry her and Kerbasi needed his hands free to kill any demons on the way out.

“We should go,” I said, helping her to her feet. She wobbled a little but managed to stay standing.

“Wait.” She nodded in the direction of Kerbasi and the demon. “You must get the disc from him or else I won’t be able to pass the ward.”

“The disc?” I asked.

“Yes. It is how they transport prisoners from this place once they are deemed dark enough.” She paused and shuddered. “Whoever carries the disc can move through the shield.”

“Kerbasi?” I turned to the guardian.

“I got it,” he said, holding up a flat, black disc. It didn’t register to my senses as good or evil, but I did detect how it tied into the shield. The device shared similar magical properties.

I checked my internal radar and didn’t sense any guards between us and the exit. Relief swept through me. Our infiltration hadn’t been discovered yet. They didn’t have much reason to patrol the place, and probably figured between all the wards and the horde outside they didn’t need greater security measures. No doubt a lot of demons would be in trouble if we managed to make it out of here alive.

Ariel slumped against me, on the verge of losing consciousness. I grabbed hold of her and looked at Kerbasi. “Can you take her?”

“I can,” he agreed. “But if we run into any trouble…”

“You can return her to me until the danger is over.” It was the best compromise we could come up with since I was in no shape to move quickly with Ariel in my arms, and he was the stronger fighter.

Kerbasi picked her up and cradled her against his chest. “I am ready.”

I checked my rifle and put a fresh magazine in it. Better to be safe than sorry. Then I glanced at my watch—it was almost eleven o’clock. I had to hope we made good time on the way out. “Alright, let’s go.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-seven

 

Lucas

 

Cold, calculated rage fueled Lucas. The demons kept coming, but they were no match for him and his sword. The blade was an extension of his arm, obeying his every command. Together, they did not know the meaning of mercy—only the need to spill blood. 

As another wave of the enemy horde approached, he leaped toward them, cutting and slashing his way through their lines. He was the deliverer of death, and they were future corpses who came to surrender their lives to him. Lucas reveled in meting out justice to the demons. He’d created a pile of the creature’s bodies that stacked nearly as high as his head.

But it was an exercise in futility. 

They could not stay here much longer. Hell had an endless supply of demons it could keep sending toward them. While Lucas enjoyed the test against his skills, he could see the others were tiring. Their munitions ran dangerously low, and it was only a matter of time before something more powerful arrived. If it were only him, he’d welcome the challenge, but he could not risk the life of his mate. Above all else, she must live.

After slashing a few more of the oversized bugs, Lucas glanced back at the entrance. Yerik and Micah stood in front of the dark door, shooting at the rare demon that made it to them. Anytime now, Melena would return. He knew that, though he could not describe how other than their bond told him as much. 

In his present state of mind, Lucas could connect with her in a way he’d never done before. It was almost as if he could feel every beat of her heart through their link. Somehow, shedding his persona and allowing his primitive side to take over gave him an edge—one that would bother him later, but served him well now.

More skittering creatures approached, at least twenty of them. Lucas didn’t hesitate to jump into their midst, slashing into their hard backs with a vengeance. A few of the demon bugs managed to bite his legs and arms, but he did not care. He reveled in the power of the kill and suffered no pain. 

In a matter of minutes, Lucas had created a fresh pile of body parts. He did not see any more bugs coming toward him on the ground, but he did spy one of the flying demons heading straight for his position. Before it could reach him, Micah destroyed it with his rocket launcher. Lucas had yet to use his. Perhaps he would give his warheads to his brother since he seemed to enjoy the weapon.

There was movement at the door. A moment later, Kerbasi came out holding a frail Ariel. Melena followed close behind with her rifle at the ready. Their timing could not have been better. There was a break in the demon approach they could use to their advantage. Lucas flashed next to the group and checked over his mate. She did not appear to have sustained any fresh injuries, though the one on her thigh troubled him. He sensed that it pained her considerably, and it still bled. 

“We must move quickly while we still have the chance,” Lucas said, his voice sounding gruff, even to him.

Yerik stared at Ariel, who hung lifelessly in Kerbasi’s arms. Her eyes were closed, and crisscrosses of wounds covered her exposed skin. Sorrow reflected in the daimoun’s features that Lucas would have shared if he could have felt anything other than rage at the moment. 

“We cannot take any chances.” Yerik held his arms out to Kerbasi. “Give her to me and I will fly her across the field to the tunnel.”

Reluctantly, the guardian handed her over. “She was being tortured when we found her.”

“Where is the one who did it?” Lucas growled.

“Chained and too wounded to move,” Melena said, meeting his gaze. “I detonated a grenade inside him, so he’ll be down for a while.”

“Good.” He nodded, glad of his mate’s ruthlessness. “Allow the guardian to fly you. Micah and I will guard against approaching demons and meet you there.” They could not waste another moment. Now that they were familiar with the territory, they could move more quickly through it.

Melena looked like she was about to argue, but then she took a look at the next wave of advancing demons in the distance. They had a couple of minutes at most before they arrived. This was a vast place with no apparent end.

“Alright,” she sighed. Melena allowed Kerbasi to wrap his arms around her waist. Lucas did not like to see another man touching his mate, but her safety had to come first. This was the only way to protect her.

Yerik and Kerbasi opened their wings, somehow slipping them around the packs they carried. The daimoun’s feathers were a coppery color, and the guardian’s were gray. They took flight into the air, holding Ariel and Melena tightly. 

Lucas and Micah began striding away from the stone structure and watching the skies for any approaching demons, but the only ones nearby were far across the field. They kept moving until they’d gone far enough from the distortion of the prison. Then they waited for the daimoun and guardian to make it halfway before flashing across the field in short bursts until they got close to the tunnel entrance. Seconds after they arrived, they caught sight of one of the flying creatures. It beat its black, leathery wings awkwardly as it got closer and closer.

“I’m out of warheads,” Micah said, his tone grim.

“Take mine.” Lucas turned around, giving his brother access to his pack.

Micah quickly pulled one out and loaded it into the rocket launcher. He fired on the demon as it came within a few hundred feet of Yerik and Kerbasi. It exploded on impact but did not disturb their flying friends who’d been just far enough from the blast to feel little of its effects. Micah had become quite good at aiming the weapon. 

The daimoun and guardian continued along their flight path, staying well above the ground demons that swarmed underneath them. When Yerik and Kerbasi came close enough to make out their features, Micah took more of the warheads in Lucas’ pack and started firing into the demon horde. They were packed tightly enough that each explosion took out a dozen at a time, slowing the throng’s approach.

The daimoun and guardian landed in front of the tunnel entrance. Melena stepped away from Kerbasi and adjusted her rifle, firing on the horde. She managed to take a few down, but there were far too many to kill without delaying them further. Lucas noted the wound on her thigh had finally stopped bleeding. It was still quite raw, but at least it had begun to heal.

Yerik handed a still unconscious Ariel over to Micah. “Take her. Lucas and I will lead the way back down.”

“Kerbasi and I will guard the rear,” Melena offered, lowering her weapon.

Lucas did not like having her in such a vulnerable position, but it was the best configuration. He would just have to monitor her carefully. “Very well, but we must hurry.”

Moments before the demons on the field reached them, they took off down the tunnels. They’d hardly made it around the first bend before shrieking and skittering noises rose up behind them. The creatures were fighting each other to be the first to enter. 

Lucas set an even faster pace. When he caught sight of one of the large demons with hunched shoulders up ahead, he leaped past Yerik and sliced its head off. Certain that it was dead, he kept going without pause. The others behind him followed his lead. Lucas did not need help finding his way through the tunnels this time. He’d memorized the route earlier. 

Several more demons appeared up ahead at a fork in the tunnels. Lucas and Yerik exchanged looks, forming a silent battle plan that could have only been achieved by friends who’d fought together many times. The daimoun leaped forward, taking them from the front and maneuvering them to follow him into a side tunnel. They weren’t the brightest of creatures and fell for the trap. 

With their backs now facing him, Lucas crept behind them and began slicing their heads off one by one. The rest of their group waited down the tunnel out of sight. Once all three of the creatures were dead, they picked up their pace once more. The enraged demons from up top were skittering closer, fueling their urgent need to escape. 

They finally reached the large cavern where they’d first entered. Yerik led them to the stepping stones, crossing the river of lava first. Lucas gestured for Micah to go next. He followed close to his brother as he carried Ariel, providing a balancing hand when Micah wavered on one of the middle stones. Once he and the angel made it safely to the other side, Lucas turned back and reached out a hand toward Melena. She stepped onto the first stone, trusting him to guide her. Together, they finished the crossing. 

As they turned to await Kerbasi, the demon horde came pouring into the cavern like a tidal wave. The idiot creatures piled onto the narrow walkway, filling it so quickly that half of them fell into the lava and went up in flames. A few managed to break from the pack and scurry toward Kerbasi. From his angle, the guardian couldn’t see what was happening. Lucas urged him forward. Kerbasi crossed the river without a single mishap. He seemed to be far less clumsy in a place with stronger gravity.

They ran down the path and discovered Yerik was already at the portal location, working his magic to open it. Micah was slapping at himself as demon sprites attacked him. Melena pulled a bottle from her pack and started spraying Micah down. They popped out of sight at the same time his brother stopped batting at himself, proving the holy water must have worked. Yerik shouted out next, and Melena sprayed him down too, allowing him to resume his work on the portal. Lucas would have to remember to thank Cori later for giving the bottle to his mate. He hadn’t thought it would do any good, but it was far more preferable than Melena having to use a knife and her blood again.

“They’re gone now,” his mate announced, then jerked her gaze past Lucas. “But those aren’t!”

He turned, lifting his sword. Some of the demons must have reached the stone path and made the crossing. None of the bug creatures came toward him, but a couple of the hulking demons approached. One of them was only fifty feet away.

A whooshing sound behind him let Lucas know the portal had opened. He glanced back and saw a red puddle two feet above Yerik’s head. This was their chance to escape, but someone had to keep the demons back until the others got through.

“Go,” Lucas commanded. “I will follow after you.”

Melena appeared ready to argue, but one look at his face and she clamped her mouth shut. Yerik kneeled and cupped his hands, giving Micah the boost he needed to go through with Ariel in his arms. As soon as his brother’s head went into the puddle, it sucked him up the rest of the way.

Confident that the rest of the group would make it through fine, Lucas raced forward and attacked the hulking demon. It lifted its arms to block the sword strike. Lucas pushed through hard and sent the demon over the edge into the river of lava. It made a blood-curdling scream as its body boiled away.

The second hulking demon reached him. Lucas used the flat of his sword to knock it into the river, achieving the same results as the last one. It did not bother him in the least to watch them suffer as they melted into the lava. They were demons and did not deserve to live.

“Lucas!” Melena called out.

He turned and found one of the skittering creatures had managed to leap across the river, landing a handful of feet away from the portal and the remaining members of their group. There was no way he could reach them fast enough. Lucas tossed his sword through the air to Yerik. The daimoun caught it and sliced the creature in half. When another bug demon made the leap, he took care of that one as well.

“Get her out of here,” Yerik said, gesturing toward Melena. Kerbasi had already made it out, leaving only the three of them.

Lucas shook his head. “No. I will go last.”

“I’m the one who has to close the portal.” The daimoun glared at him. “You are only wasting time by staying.”

As much as Lucas hated to admit it, Yerik had a point. Still, he did not like leaving his friend behind. At any moment, more of the demons would get across.

“He’s right,” Melena said, coming forward to grab hold of him. “Now give me a boost.”

Accepting defeat, Lucas followed her to the portal and lifted her up. The vortex sucked Melena inside, taking her from his arms. From the corner of his eye, he caught Yerik cutting down another bug creature that had made the leap. 

The daimoun glanced over his shoulder. “Go! I will follow in a moment.”

Lucas hesitated but knew he had little choice. Every moment that passed saw more demons pouring into the cavern, seeking a way across the lava river. With one last look at his friend, who was already preparing to fight more approaching creatures, Lucas leaped upward and let the portal suck him inside. 

He was immediately blinded by the spinning red vortex surrounding him as he traveled toward Earth. Of all the portals he’d traversed, he was rather certain this one was the most disconcerting. When he reached the other side, it thrust him into the air at an angle, and he landed heavily on the ground next to it.

“We must clear the way,” Kerbasi said, giving him a hand.

Lucas took it and allowed the guardian to pull him to his feet. It was rather disconcerting having the two of them on the same side. A lot of things had changed recently. “Yerik is fighting off a few demons, but he’ll be coming through any second.”

“I’ll wait for him, but you should join the others,” Kerbasi said, gesturing toward a line of supernaturals waiting a hundred feet away. “The fewer of us in the way, the better.”

On this, he and the guardian could agree. Lucas rushed toward Derrick and his troops, who stood in battle formation with weapons in hand. It was dark outside, but he made out at least a dozen vampires and werewolves among them. They crouched behind a row of sandbags stacked three feet high.

The alpha stood in the middle with a rocket launcher over his shoulder. His eyes had a fierce glint in them. He was not about to allow demons free range in this world. Lucas took a position next to Melena, who kneeled behind some of the sandbags at the edge of the line. Exhaustion and pain reflected in her features, but she kept her rifle at the ready. He could not help admiring the fine warrior she’d become over the years. Some of the coldness drained from him. Just seeing her here, back on Earth, was helping Lucas return to his former self. 

“We made it by one in the morning,” Melena said after glancing at her watch. “Not bad.”

Lucas shook his head. “I did not care about the time so much as getting out at all.”

“Yeah, well, some of us prefer to know how much of our lives we spent in Hell. Plus, I wanted to get back while we still had a full defense team,” she replied.

With a shout that drew their attention, Yerik came flying out of the portal. He and his tartan were a bloody mess. Kerbasi caught him in midair and set him off to the side before flashing away. Yerik had to stay within ten feet of the portal to shut it down, but they needed everyone else out of the way to kill any demons that followed. The daimoun immediately set to work, calling upon his magic to shut down the gateway to Earth.

A hulking demon appeared, landing in a crouch. His glowing red eyes spied their line and ran straight for them. Derrick fired a rocket. It exploded into the approaching enemy a moment later, blowing it to pieces. A successive wave of bug creatures came next and headed straight for Yerik. Their proximity was too close to the daimoun to risk using more explosives.

“Aim low,” Melena shouted down their line. “Bullets won’t penetrate their shells.”

For the first time since acquiring his rifle, Lucas used it to shoot at the demons. He didn’t find it as effective as his sword, but there was something satisfying about watching the creatures jerk when he struck their heads or underbellies. Their steady flow from the portal stopped, but Lucas couldn’t make out what happened through the pile of bodies in the way.

Yerik flashed behind the line and announced the portal was closed

“Everyone use your explosives,” Derrick ordered.

Up until now, they’d had to limit their use or risk hurting the daimoun. Supernaturals down the line dropped their rifles and switched to grenades and rockets. More than twenty bug creatures and hulking demons remained, coming straight for them. 

Lucas pulled his pack off his shoulders and set it between him and Melena. “Take my warheads.”

“What about you?” she asked.

Lucas pulled two of his grenades out. “I have these.”

Melena nodded and loaded her RPG. Lucas was glad he’d saved most of his explosives until now. Recalling how to use them, he removed the safety clips and pins from the grenades. Then he quickly tossed them toward a couple of the demons breaking away from the main pack. Multiple explosions rocked the ground as everyone let loose their weaponry, but Lucas managed to catch sight of his targets splattering into pieces. He had always been reluctant to use modern firepower, but he was beginning to see the advantages now. 

As the smoke cleared, it appeared nothing within the mass of demon bodies moved. Melena stood. “They’re all dead. Good job, everyone.”

Cheers went up all around. It wasn’t every day they had the opportunity to fight off a horde of demons. Lucas was just pleased his bloodlust could finally subside. He grabbed Melena and rolled her underneath him.

“Well done, sensor,” he said, staring down at her.

She smiled. “You, too.”

He lowered his head and melded his lips to hers. There was something to be said about sex after a battle, and he wanted his wife right then and there. Melena squirmed underneath him until her legs were wrapped around his waist. Her lust was rising almost as high as his.

Someone tapped on his shoulder. “Seriously, Lucas?”

He groaned and looked up at Emily. “Yes?”

She put her hands on her hips. “There are dead demon parts everywhere and people walking around you. Do you really need a teenager to tell you this is inappropriate?”

“Someday you’ll understand,” he said, then returned his attention to Melena, planning to kiss her again.

His mate shoved at his shoulders. “She is right and you know it.”

“Very well.” Lucas got up—reluctantly. He made a mental note never to allow the teenager near a battle zone again. And not just because it was dangerous.

Melena leaped to her feet and hugged Emily. After a few seconds, she pulled away and examined the girl closely. “Are you okay?”

“Oh, yeah.” Emily gestured toward her father standing nearby. “Dad made me stay way back from the fighting, and Cori had her rifle ready in case any demons got close.”

“Good,” Melena said, her relief evident.

Lucas hated to interrupt, but now that his battle lust had been thwarted, he remembered the whole purpose of this incursion. “We should find Micah and Ariel.”

“Oh, right.” Melena’s cheeks turned red. “They’re over there in the camp.” She pointed toward the exact spot.

Together, they headed toward a large green tent where Micah had taken the former archangel. When they entered, they found Yerik—who’d suffered so many wounds it was a wonder he still stood—and Lorna already inside. Micah hovered over the cot where Ariel lay, his hands on her head as he worked to heal her. His eyes were squeezed shut, and lines of strain showed on his features.

“We’ll give you some space,” Lorna said, pulling Yerik toward the tent flap. “I need to tend to my husband’s injuries anyway.”

Melena squeezed the older sensor’s hands, addressing her and the daimoun. “Thanks.”

“It was a pleasure.” Yerik nodded.

Lucas moved to stand next to his brother and took in the sight of the former archangel, his gut clenching at what he saw. Micah had healed the wounds on Ariel’s face, but many others on her body were still open, and a few appeared to have become infected. Lucas hadn’t even known that was possible for an immortal. 

He could not imagine what the demons had done to her, but the past few months must have been horrendous. If Melena had not insisted on rescuing Ariel, there was no telling what they might have done to her next. Lucas was glad now that they’d taken the risk. Though to be fair, he found it much easier to acknowledge that after the fact.

“Is there something I can do to help?” Melena asked.

Micah pulled up Ariel’s sleeve where patches of her skin were missing. “I am working to get the worst of the wounds healed. If you could clean her face and hands, it might make her more comfortable.”

“Of course.” Melena grabbed a rag off the table and poured some water from her canteen onto it. The tent had been set up to handle any immediate injuries they might have upon their return. It had been Micah’s idea and a rather good one. The sensor crouched down and began washing the dirt and blood from Ariel’s face. 

“How long do you think it will take for her to heal?” Melena asked.

Micah’s lips thinned. “Even with my help, it will be at least a few days—perhaps a week. Many of her internal organs are damaged…or worse. I can only heal so much of her at a time. It’s like they almost completely shut off her immune system.”

“Dear God. How could they have allowed her to suffer like this?” Melena’s eyes grew teary. 

Lucas came up behind his wife and wrapped his arms around her. As hardened as he was, even he could not stand to see the kind of suffering the former archangel must have faced. It made him want to protect Melena that much more from the horrors of the world—if only she’d let him.

Ariel opened her eyes, revealing they were still golden, though darker than before. At first, they were unfocused, but after a few moments she seemed to get her bearings. Her gaze took in those hovering over her. 

“You are all insane,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper. “You should not have risked your lives for me.”

“Melena insisted.” Lucas couldn’t help but admire the fact that Ariel still worried about them after all she’d suffered.

“It’s good to have you back,” Melena smiled.

The former archangel slowly reached over and squeezed the sensor’s hand. “I knew you’d come. I prayed you wouldn’t, but I knew you would never leave me there. It is what got me through each day.” Ariel drew in a gasping breath and used it to say two more words before closing her eyes. “Thank you.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-eight

 

Melena

 

The house was quiet as I made my way up the stairs. With Ariel recovering in Micah’s bedroom, no one wanted to risk disturbing her. We were also a little on edge as the day wore on to evening, waiting to see if there’d be any ramifications from freeing the former archangel. Just because they seemed to have allowed us to free Ariel didn’t mean they’d let us keep her.

Patrick and Emily had made a batch of homemade chicken noodle soup to help pass the time and distract them from the mounting tension. I carried a bowl of it on a tray, along with some crackers and fruit for the former archangel. It had been almost a day since we brought her home and she’d been unable to consume anything solid. We hoped soup would do the trick.

Micah met me in the hallway and pulled me over to Patrick’s room. His tone was grave as he spoke in a low voice. “I’ve just finished healing some of her internal injuries. It should help her eat better, but don’t push it if she can’t. Her body may not be ready yet.”

I swallowed a lump in my throat. “That bad?”

“You cannot…” His voice broke off, and it took a moment for him to recover. “You cannot begin to imagine. I’m amazed there’s anything left of the woman we once knew still in there, but it’s possible Ariel’s belief that we’d come for her helped her hold onto her sanity.”

I took a deep breath. “Hope can defeat armies if it’s strong enough.”

Micah managed a smile. “This is true, sensor. Now go in there and sit with her for a while. I’m certain she will enjoy your company.”

“Make sure Bartol gets some of this soup.” I nodded at the tray I held. “Kerbasi has been around a lot, so he’s been hiding in his room all day.”

“I’ll do that,” Micah promised.

After he walked away, I headed down the hall to his room where Ariel lay on his bed. Micah had chosen to sleep in the den for the moment so she could have some privacy while recovering. I didn’t know how long she’d need, but Lucas and I decided we’d let her stay as long as necessary. Our home was already full of outcasts and misfits—what was one more? We’d have to build a guest house if this kept up, though.

Ariel had her gaze directed toward the nearby window where someone had opened it up. There was a tree within close view. A bird sat on one of the branches, singing its little heart out. I could have sworn the creature was performing for the former archangel.

“It’s beautiful, is it not?” she said, still watching it. Her voice remained weak, but it was clearer than when we’d found her the night before.

“Yeah, it is.” I set the tray down on the nightstand. “How are you doing?”

Ariel turned to look at me. “I’ve certainly been better, but I’m also grateful.”

“That you’re back?” I asked.

“That is one good reason.” She struggled to sit up higher against her mound of pillows, waving me off when I tried to help. “But also because I’ve got you and the others. After everything that has happened…I’m thankful I’m not alone anymore.”

Ariel had changed during her stint in Hell. I remembered her as kind and generous, but also haughty and a little overbearing. Her methods for handling things caused us to clash more than once, especially when she made me swear an oath to keep secrets from Lucas. 

Now she seemed more humble, and she treated me as an equal, rather than some lesser being. For the first time in her very long existence, she’d experienced what it was like to be vulnerable and helpless—to have one’s fate in the hands of others. I wouldn’t wish that experience on anyone, but if she had to change somehow, then I was glad that at least it was for the better. I only regretted that she’d had to learn that lesson in such a horrible and cruel way.

“I’ve got some soup here for you,” I said, gesturing at the tray.

She stared at it longingly. “It smells good, but I’m not certain if I can eat.”

“It can’t hurt to try.”

Ariel nodded. “Put it on my lap.”

I carefully set the tray on her legs, leaving the glass of apple juice I’d brought on the nightstand. With a shaky hand, she brought the first spoonful of soup to her lips. I wanted to help her, but she seemed rather insistent on trying to care for herself. In her shoes, I would have been the same way.

“This is good,” Ariel said, surprised.

“Patrick made it with Emily’s help. They’re better cooks than I am.”

Ariel took another sip. She held it in her mouth for a moment before managing to swallow. The simple act was clearly a struggle for her. Micah had warned she might not be ready yet, but I’d hoped she could get a little more down.

Ariel set the spoon back in the bowl. “Patrick is a good man. I’m certain you are a little suspicious of him, but I assure you he’s harmless.”

“How do you know?” I asked, knitting my brows.

A smile played at her lips. “You weren’t the only sensor I looked after. I knew he’d find out about his daughter someday, but it wasn’t my place to interfere.”

I settled in a chair next to the bed and scooted it closer. It gave me some measure of comfort to hear Ariel confirm what I’d begun to believe. Patrick might have arrived at a bad time, but he’d worked to prove himself every day since we’d come to our understanding. Emily’s life had been rough, and I really wanted her to have something good.

“Thanks for telling me that.”

Ariel tested a slice of banana and chewed it slowly. From the looks of it, she wanted to enjoy it, but the food wasn’t settling well. Micah had given her some vitamin injections earlier, so at least her body was getting some of the nutrition it needed.

The former archangel stared at her tray of food mournfully. “I’m afraid I can eat no more.”

“It’s okay.” I removed it from her lap and set it back on the nightstand. “We’ll try again in the morning.”

“How is your leg?” she asked.

I was surprised she’d even noticed the injury last night and even more that she worried about it, considering her own condition. “It’s all healed.”

“Good. I didn’t want to think you were suffering on my account.” Her eyelids started to droop. “I’m glad you’re better.”

Ariel was fading fast. The latest healing session with Micah and the little bit of food she managed to eat must have worn her out. She had once been a powerful archangel. Now, her strength was a tiny fraction of what it had been before. I had no idea how much she’d regain—only time would tell.

She didn’t resist when I helped her to lie flat on the bed again. “Sleep,” I whispered. “We’ll watch over you. Don’t worry.”

Ariel shut her eyes and relaxed. I knew from recent experience that having people who cared about you nearby while you were weak and recovering made it a lot easier to rest. It had been hard for me to feel safe here at first, and I’d only been in Purgatory. Ariel had been in a much worse place.

I stayed by her side as she fell into a deep sleep. Nearly an hour had passed when I sensed Remiel arrive outside. I braced myself, expecting him to appear in the bedroom next. Several long minutes dragged by, but he didn’t move from his position. I got up from my chair and headed across the hall to my room, which had a window facing the front yard.

The archangel stood out there unmoving, except where his robe fluttered in the breeze. Even from fifty feet away, I could sense the anguish coming from him. If I’d thought he looked bad the last few times I saw him, he appeared even worse now. 

Kerbasi walked onto the lawn, heading straight for Remiel. The guardian started berating him and gesturing wildly. The archangel stood there, listening without responding. I supposed I needed to go down there and find out what had brought him.

Lucas met me in the foyer. His expression was hard and his fury a living thing, pulsing in waves out of him with every breath. He didn’t appear to appreciate the archangel’s arrival any more than I did. Without needing to exchange a word, we headed outside together. If Remiel planned to do anything to Ariel, he’d have to go through us first.

“You claimed I went too far, but you are worse,” Kerbasi said, still yelling at the archangel. “How could you have done this to one of your own?”

Remiel’s shoulders slumped. “I had no choice.”

I stopped in front of him with Lucas flanking me. My hands shook from the effort it took not to punch the archangel in the face. “There is always a choice, and you know it. That woman in there has suffered things no decent person should ever suffer because you didn’t have the balls to stand up for her.”

Remiel’s gaze met mine. “How is she?”

“Ariel is thankful to have real friends, but she’s in horrible shape,” I replied scathingly. “If you think you’re going to take her away from us, you’ll have to kill me first.”

“And me, too,” Emily said, joining us with Micah and Patrick on either side of her.

“And I as well,” the others chorused. 

“I am not here for Ariel,” Remiel replied, though the sorrow in his gaze and the way he looked at the house belied that statement. “She is off limits to us now.”

“Then what are you here for?” Lucas growled.

Three ankle cuffs appeared in the archangel’s hands. “It is time to put these back on you.”

I’d forgotten all about them. Between caring for Ariel and checking with O’Connell on the search for Aniya—for which there’d been no progress—I’d been rather distracted.

Lucas grunted and stepped forward. “Very well, do it. The sooner you have completed your task, the sooner you can leave.”

Remiel was silent as he fitted the ankle cuffs to Lucas, Micah, and Kerbasi. I sensed their annoyance, but none of them fought it. We all knew there would be little point in arguing, considering the archangel could just freeze them in place if they didn’t cooperate. 

As he was finishing, an idea formed in my head. Remiel had said Ariel was off-limits to him, which was good. He couldn’t take her away, but I did want him to talk to her for a minute. The archangel needed to see for himself what he’d done and give Ariel some closure.

“You should come inside,” I said, gesturing toward the house.

Remiel worked his jaw. “It would be better if I didn’t.”

He said it, but he didn’t mean it. A big part of him wanted to go in there. Every time he glanced at the house, he almost took a step forward. I could sense the restraint it took for him not to come closer.

I glared at him. “I expect better of you, archangel. You should at least see the damage you’ve done—unless you’re too much of a coward.”

“Sensor, leave it be,” Lucas said, taking my arm.

“No. He doesn’t get to hide from this.” I shrugged out of his hold.

Lucas sighed.

“Melena’s right. He should go in there,” Micah backed me up. I met his gaze and saw the understanding in his eyes. He understood my real purpose behind this.

Remiel worked his jaw. “It is forbidden.”

“Who cares?” I threw my hands up. “Do you really think you’ll be punished for spending five minutes with Ariel? We risked our lives to get her back so I think you can go in there and tell her you’re sorry—which I sense that you are.”

“Perhaps…” Remiel glanced up at the house, the anguish on his face clear for everyone to see. “Perhaps you are right. I should see her one last time.”

“Then let’s go.” I nudged him forward, not wanting to risk him changing his mind.

Everyone else followed close behind. When we reached the foyer, I waved the others off except Micah. He needed to be there to monitor Ariel’s health and assist her if necessary—plus she seemed the most at ease with him. I would go up there as well to make certain the archangel behaved himself, though I was fairly certain he would.

“Sensor,” Lucas said, stopping me from following Micah and Remiel up. “Ariel may not want to see him.”

“It’s closure, Lucas. She needs to hear it straight from an archangel on where she stands. How can we expect her ever to relax if she doesn’t know?” I asked.

His lips thinned. “This may be too early for that.”

“I don’t think so. Right now, she’s up there waiting for her safety to be ripped away again. Until she knows this is over for sure, and that she never has to go back to Hell again, she’s not going to believe it. Not from us, anyway.” I pointed up the stairs where Remiel had disappeared. “It has to come from him.”

Lucas nodded. “Very well, but do not allow him to linger. I do not like him in our house.”

“Me, either.” 

Remiel might have done a good thing with our wedding, but he’d lost a lot of points when we found Ariel. He must have had some idea of her suffering and yet he’d allowed it to continue for months. It didn’t matter if he and the other archangels made it possible for us to rescue her. That didn’t make up for what they’d done or that they’d left it up to us to fix their mistake.

I hurried up the stairs and stopped in the doorway. Remiel was kneeling next to Ariel’s bed, holding her hand. It surprised me to see tears running down his face. Waves of grief poured out of him, and his breaths were ragged.

“I am sorry for my part in this,” he said, gazing into her eyes when Ariel opened them. “It will always be my greatest regret that I have played a role in your suffering.”

Ariel lifted a hand and touched his face. “You were always one to obey orders. I do not blame you.”

“You should.” He bowed his head.

The former archangel’s voice came out barely above a whisper. “I knew the risks when I chose to help the supernaturals. If anyone is to blame, it is me for putting you in this position.”

Remiel looked up at her, astonishment in his expression. “You are far too compassionate for one who has spent months in Hell.”

She stiffened.  “Will you be taking me back there?”

“No.” He shook his head. “You are truly free of that place. We will interfere in your life no more.”

Ariel’s head relaxed against the pillows. “That is more than I could have hoped.”

“It is the best we can do.” Remiel kissed her hand and stood. “Be well.”

She gazed up at him, studying his face for what she must have known would be the last time. “And you as well.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-nine

 

Lucas

 

Lucas pulled Melena against his chest. They were both hot and sweaty after a rough bout of morning sex, but he wasn’t ready to let her go just yet. A new day had dawned, and they’d become distracted by the outside world soon enough. He needed to enjoy every moment with his wife that he could grasp.

He stared down at her face and admired the way her hair billowed out around her head. It was a complete mess, but he was proud of the fact he’d been the one to do most of the damage. Lucas also enjoyed the way her fingers grazed along the skin of his hip, as if she wasn’t ready to stop touching him, either.

Then she pulled away, her expression falling.

“What is it?” he asked.

Melena was quiet for a moment. “It’s just that…here I am with you, enjoying myself when I should be out there every waking moment searching for Aniya. Who knows what they’re doing to her right now and they took her because of me.”

“You can’t control the actions of others,” Lucas said, taking her hand.

“No.” She worried her lip. “But I should have warned her, protected her—something!”

He wished he could wipe all her problems away. If anyone deserved a moment of true peace, it was Melena.

“We’ll find her,” he promised.

Her cell phone rang, and she let out a heavy sigh. “And our day has officially begun.”

Melena rolled over toward the nightstand, picking the phone up to check the screen. 

“Who is it?” Lucas asked.

Her breath hitched. “It’s Yvonne.”

He listened as she answered the phone. The mystic on the other end didn’t waste time with pleasantries. Lucas overheard her tell Melena she’d managed to narrow Aniya’s location to Marina, California. The spell was abruptly cut off before she could get any more details.

“That’s close enough. Thank you so much,” Melena said, hanging up.

Lucas swung his legs off the bed, facing the fact his time with his wife was over and he might as well prepare himself for what would come next. “I assume you’ll wish to travel there immediately.”

She tucked her hair behind her ears. “Yeah. It’s too much of a coincidence that Grant took Aniya to the town where we used to live. That has to mean something.”

“Perhaps, but it is also likely a trap. Your brother must know you have friends who would be helping you locate Aniya. This may be his way of drawing you to him,” Lucas warned. He wanted to find Melena’s friend almost as much as she did, but he did not feel comfortable with this setup. “And I will not be able to go with you, which he may know if he’s questioned Aniya.”

She looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “I could bring Cori. I can use her to scout the area once I’ve narrowed down the location since Grant won’t be able to sense her.”

“That is a start,” Lucas agreed, “But one human is not enough to engage him.” 

“Maybe…” Melena’s eyes widened, and she fumbled to pick up her phone again. “I have to check on Lisette!”

Lucas listened to her phone call until he heard the pixie’s voice come over the line. Lisette answered calmly enough that he didn’t think her in any danger. Of course, her tone changed as soon as Melena gave her the news. Lucas decided he’d heard enough and wandered into the bathroom, taking his own cell phone with him. After shutting the door, he placed a call.

“Fallon, are you still in New Orleans?” Lucas asked. He’d given his vampire servant some time off to spend with his girlfriend who lived in Louisiana. With Sayer taking care of business in Juneau, Lucas hadn’t needed Fallon’s services for a while. 

“Yes, master, I am still here,” the vampire answered.

“I need you to fly to California as soon as night falls.” Lucas was grateful that sunset came much earlier down there than it did in Alaska. “I’ll arrange for the master vampire of New Orleans to lend you his plane for the trip. You will meet with my wife and her friend Cori after you arrive. They will need your assistance to rescue another one of Melena’s friends.”

“Of course, master. Anything you need,” Fallon said without hesitation.

Lucas gave him further instructions before hanging up and calling Theirn next. 

The master vampire answered on the first ring. “Lucas, it is good to hear from you.”

“My servant, Fallon, will need your plane this evening. Can you have it ready to fly by sundown?” 

“What is this about?” the vampire asked, curious.

Lucas almost growled. Theirn owed him more than one favor and should have known better than to question him. “A matter of importance. That is all you need to know.”

The less he told the master vampire, the better. If Theirn discovered Melena would be waiting at the plane’s destination, he might decide to come along as well. That wouldn’t have been such a bad idea if he wasn’t disturbingly fascinated by the sensor. Lucas did not want the master vampire anywhere near his wife when he couldn’t be there to watch over her. 

He was still not happy that Theirn had forced a challenge on Melena that required her to battle against a female vampire several times stronger than her with nothing except a sword. His wife had barely managed to win that fight—blades not being her best weapon. Theirn had wanted to see how an immortal sensor handled herself against a more powerful opponent, putting them all in a difficult position just to satisfy his curiosity.

“Alright. Your servant may have use of my plane,” Theirn said, sighing. “But I do hope you and your wife will visit once you are able.”

The master vampire was aware of the current geographic restrictions placed on Lucas. Word had spread quickly about how the archangels punished every nephilim who participated in the supernatural coming-out event and nerou rescue several months ago. Lucas didn’t like that so many individuals knew he could not reach them at the moment if they crossed him, but he reminded himself that his semi-confinement wasn’t supposed to last more than a year. 

He ended his call with Theirn and went to check on Melena. She’d pulled on a robe and started packing a small overnight bag, stuffing items inside with no sense of organization. Lucas moved to the bed and took it all out. Then he placed her things back inside in a more orderly fashion.  Melena didn’t comment on it, having gotten used to his tidiness.

“Will you go to Lisette’s home first?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yeah. I want to make sure she’s safe, and it makes for a good base of operations. She wants to help.”

Lucas could at least take comfort that Melena would be in familiar territory. She’d spent many years in the Monterey Bay area and knew it well. He only wished he could go with her. Lucas did not like feeling helpless to protect his wife.

“Have you called Cori?”

She tossed him a pair of dark cargo pants to put in the bag. “Yeah. She has a part-time tattoo artist guy who can keep her shop running while we’re gone.”

“I suspected she’d agree if you asked,” he said, shaking his head. “The woman is crazier than you.”

Melena put a hand on her hip. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“She is quick to run into danger with no thought for herself, yet she is even more vulnerable than you were when you were mortal.” Cori didn’t have any special powers unless one counted her weapons skills. Lucas could not figure out what drove her, but he did believe she was a good choice for this particular rescue. 

Melena zipped up her bag. “Yeah, well, aside from you there is no one else I’d want watching my back more.”

“Very well, you may have use of my plane to fly to Monterey, but it comes with one condition.” Lucas hardened his expression so that she’d know this point was non-negotiable.

She stiffened. “What?”

“Fallon will be meeting you there a few hours after nightfall. You will not attempt to rescue Aniya without him,” he said sternly.

“You have got to be kidding me.” Melena glared at him.

“No, I am not.”

“Fine. I’ll work with him.” She wrapped her robe tighter around herself. “But I’m going to take a shower—alone.”

Melena stomped away from him and slammed the bathroom door. Lucas decided he’d give her five minutes to calm down. After that, he’d join her.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty

 

Melena

 

I pulled the rental car up to Lisette’s house, parking behind her yellow Mini Cooper in the driveway. She lived in a middle-class neighborhood in Seaside, California, which neighbored the town of Marina where we’d be going next. The pixie’s two-bedroom home was a soft shade of pink with a small porch and a well-tended flower bed. It was just as cute as I remembered and suited her taste well.

Cori and I got out of the car. She looked up and down the street with an expression of bewilderment. The neighborhood consisted of quite a few stucco houses painted a variety of colors, and the area wasn't as densely populated with trees as where we lived in Alaska. We weren’t much farther than a mile from the ocean, which gave the area a different vibe than Fairbanks. The air was salty, and the sun shone down brightly, but it wasn’t hot at all. Due to the geographic location, the town tended to have moderate weather year round. I’d spent a good part of my life here, yet it felt strange coming back. 

California represented the old me. A hopeful young woman who’d lived a carefree life and avoided supernaturals for the most part. In the last few years, I’d become a much different person with a lifestyle that compelled me to interact with sups on a daily basis and throw myself into dangerous situations most people couldn’t imagine. It was different and sometimes scary, considering the trouble never seemed to end, but I was learning to accept that life—the good and the bad. I just couldn’t accept Aniya being taken. If everything went according to plan, I’d resolve that soon enough.

“Well, we’re not in Alaska anymore,” Cori said, coming around the car to stand next to me.

I grabbed our bags from the backseat and handed over hers. “Is this your first time in California?”

She nodded. “I’ve only left home a few times, but never to come here.”

We started walking toward the house. “Sorry you couldn’t visit under better circumstances.”

Before we made it up the steps, Lisette pulled the front door open. She was normally a cheery person, but there were shadows under her eyes and guilt in her expression. As soon as Aniya had gone missing, I’d let her know. When I called her earlier in the day to tell her I’d discovered our best friend’s location, she’d blamed herself for not figuring it out sooner—though how she could have known was beyond me. Lisette didn’t have special powers that could have helped, but no matter how much I’d pointed that out, it didn’t alleviate her guilt.

She led us into her small living room with its art deco-style furniture. “You can put your bags down wherever. I made up some sub sandwiches you can snack on before we go.”

“Thanks.” We hadn’t had time to eat much since this morning, but I’d figured Lisette would put something together. She’d always been big on food—no matter what else was happening in her life.

We settled onto her couch, taking the plates she handed us. Lisette sat in a high-backed chair and started tapping her fingernails on the wooden arm, waiting for us to finish eating. It didn’t take a sensor to figure out she was impatient and worried. I wanted to get going too, but since we couldn’t act until Fallon arrived, there wasn’t much point in rushing.

“So where do we start looking?” she asked a few minutes later.

I swallowed my last bite. “We’ll drive along Del Monte Boulevard first and see if I pick up anything. The town is only about nine square miles of land so it shouldn’t take very long to find her.”

Lisette leaned forward. “And after that?”

“I’ll go scout the place out,” Cori said, putting her plate on the coffee table.

The pixie frowned. “These guys are dangerous. Are you sure that’s a good idea? They could get suspicious if they see you.”

Cori gave her a confident smile. “Let me worry about that.”

“She’s good,” I assured Lisette. There was no way I’d ask this of Cori otherwise. “And she’s the only one who can get close if Grant is nearby.”

We’d worry about how to rescue Aniya once we got the lay of the land. As much as I wanted to go in there guns blazing, I knew better. Grant was my father’s son. He’d have some kind of trick up his sleeve to make things difficult. No way would I risk Aniya’s life when we were so close to rescuing her. 

“Alright.” Lisette hopped to her feet. “Let’s get going before the sun sets.”

 

***

 

We’d just gotten off of Highway 1 when a minute later Aniya and Grant popped up on my radar. Normally, I wouldn’t be able to say exactly where they were without seeing the place, but this location was familiar. I knew how to pinpoint it well.

I cursed under my breath. “They’re at my old place.”

Lisette slowed the car down. “The same townhouse?”

“I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “Probably one of the other units in the complex. It’s close, but not the exact spot.”

“What should I do?” she asked.

“Pull up to that Starbucks,” I said. The one advantage I had over Grant was that my senses worked a half-mile out and his only worked a quarter-mile. As long as we stopped before we hit his range, he wouldn’t know I was close.

“Mel, I hate to say it.” Cori stuck her head between the two front seats. “But this guy seems to know a lot about you.”

“No, shit,” Lisette muttered.

“We have no way of knowing if he dug into my past beforehand or if he got the information out of Aniya.” I curled my fingers at the thought. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. He’s not going to be bothering us anymore after today.”

“Agreed,” Cori said, then slapped the back of mine and Lisette’s seats. “Now get out of the car. I’ve got recon to do.”

I looked at her. “If you’re not back in twenty minutes, we’re coming after you.”

“Oh, I’ll be back,” she promised.

We exited the car, and Cori took the driver’s seat. By the time we got inside Starbucks, she was already gone. Lisette and I ordered a couple of coffees and tried not to look like two people planning a heist. A few people sat typing on their computers, and one guy was reading a book. Everything was so normal for them. It was all I could do to sit down and keep from running straight to Aniya right then. 

I pulled out my phone and called Lucas. 

“Grant took her to my old apartments,” I informed him.

There was silence for a moment. “What are you doing now?”

“Sitting at Starbucks with Lisette. Cori went to check things out, but she should be back in a few minutes.” I glanced at my watch. She’d been gone almost fifteen already, which made me nervous. The last thing I needed was for her to get taken, too.

“Fallon will be there soon. Do not do anything until then.”

One advantage to the vampire being two time zones to the east was that he could leave before the sun set in California. He was likely well on his way already since it was getting dark here now. I didn’t like having to involve Fallon, but he had some useful skills that might come in handy.

“We’ll wait. I promise.”

“Call me once you’ve picked him up—and take care, Melena.” Lucas’ voice softened. “I want you back here in one piece, preferably with no holes.” 

“I’ll do my best. Love you.”

“I love you too, sensor.” He hung up.

“She’s back,” Lisette said, pointing to the front of the store.

Cori was just pulling into the parking lot. We got out of our seats and met her outside. She strutted up to us in her low-rise jeans and black tank top, a satisfied grin on her face.

“They’ve got one guy sitting out front. His name is George and he’s really bored. The windows were all covered so I couldn’t catch a glimpse inside, but he claims he has a couple of roommates. I heard some voices in there so they’re probably home.”

“How did you manage to get that close?” Lisette asked.

Cori pulled a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket. “These will get you almost anywhere. In this day and age, no one questions a smoker wandering around outside.”

She didn’t smoke much, but every once in a while I caught her lighting up—usually when she was bored or stressed. 

“Alright, let’s plan to hit the place around midnight,” I said. That would give us enough time to plan our strategy and pick Fallon up from the airport because one way or another, I was getting Aniya back tonight.

Lisette nodded, a determined glint in her eyes. “Sounds good.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-one

 

Melena

 

We watched Cori pull away in the rental car while we stayed back in Lisette’s Mini Cooper. Fallon was none too pleased to be stuck in the small backseat. The tall vampire with spiky brown hair sat scrunched up and glared hard at us, but I ignored him. We hadn’t given him much choice in our rescue plan for Aniya, and as long as he remained Lucas’ minion, he had to do what I told him. I felt slightly guilty about that, but I didn’t have any more choice about him being here than he did.

Lisette drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, then glanced behind her. “So where are you originally from, Fallon?”

I knew what she was doing—trying to distract herself while we waited. None of us liked sitting around while Cori made the first move, but our goal was to avoid human casualties. This was a populated area where if things went wrong, they could go very wrong. We needed to hit the place quickly and quietly so that no one would ever know we were there, except Grant and his lackeys. I wasn’t all that particular about whether my brother went to prison or met his end tonight. He’d declared war when he took Aniya.

“I was born in the place you would recognize as Ireland,” Fallon said.

It surprised me that he answered. “Really? What was Lucas doing there?”

“Engaging in any battle he could find.” Fallon shrugged. “It was what he enjoyed doing. My brother and I did as well, which was how we drew his notice.”

“You’re answering our questions awfully easy,” I said, suspicious. During the rare times we’d been around each other before, he usually didn’t talk much. Until now, I’d hardly known a thing about him.

“Lucas ordered me to hide nothing from you.”

“Oh.” Well, that explained it.

My cell phone buzzed. I checked the screen and saw a text from Cori: George is asleep.

“Time to go,” I announced.

My heart rate picked up as Lisette pulled the car onto the road and sped up fast. Less than two minutes later we pulled into the apartments. I’d already confirmed with Cori that our target location was not the same townhouse I’d lived in, but over in the next building. Lisette parked the car just as a human man stepped out the door where Aniya was being held. Cori rose up from behind the rental car and shot him with her tranquilizer gun.  A few seconds later he slumped to the ground.

We jumped out of the car. I glanced around to be sure no neighbors were watching before pulling my pistol out and putting a silencer on it. One of the advantages to attacking late at night was that there were fewer chances of witnesses. Fallon dragged the two unconscious men Cori had knocked out behind some bushes. The rest of us headed inside the apartment. 

The stairs to the second floor were next to the entryway on the left. I gestured for Cori and Lisette to check up there for any humans while I continued past a small kitchen and made my way down the hall toward my target. The place was fully furnished, making me think Grant must have rented it with furniture. Had he planned to be here for a while or was this simply a show for my benefit? My brother had gone to great lengths to get me here, which was disturbing on many levels. 

I stopped dead in my tracks as soon as the living room came into view. Fallon positioned himself just behind me. A man who fit the description Patrick gave of Grant sat on the couch, not appearing the least bit surprised to see me. He had short auburn hair the same shade as mine, light skin, and a medium build. As much as I hated to admit it, the familial resemblance between us was there. It wouldn’t hold me back from what I needed to do, though. One look at the frightened woman sitting next to him—Aniya—and even the tiniest of doubts I might have had about taking down my brother vanished.

Her long black hair was tousled, and she wore a cheap pair of purple sweats Grant must have given her. Her lips trembled as she gazed up at me with desperation and fear in her eyes. I started to aim my pistol at him, but Grant lifted his hand. He was holding some sort of trigger device. His thumb was pressing down on a button at the top, giving me pause. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, little sister. If I let go of this, there will be a large explosion.” Grant nudged Aniya, and she pulled up her sweater, revealing a bomb with several blocks of C-4 strapped around her stomach. “We should take this time to talk.” 

It was ironic. A couple of days ago I’d blasted my way through Hell, hardly pausing, and rescued Ariel. That should have been the more difficult mission, but now here I was staring at Aniya face-to-face, and I couldn’t reach her. She was only a few feet away, and I couldn’t kill the man holding her hostage. Anger and frustration boiled inside me. I wanted so badly to put a bullet in Grant’s head and end this, but he’d found a way to prevent that—for now.

I took a deep breath and lowered my weapon. “So you were expecting me.”

“You wouldn’t be here otherwise.” Grant cocked his head, studying me. “The pictures I have of you don’t do you justice. You look so much like our mother.”

I’d already been down this road before and refused to talk about her with him. “What do you want?”

“A million dollars would be nice, but I wouldn’t accept money from your…” He glanced down at the ring on my hand. “Nephilim husband.”

“Okay, what then?” I asked, gritting my teeth. 

At the front of the apartment, two sets of footsteps came down the stairs. Cori and Lisette had finished checking the second floor. They stopped about halfway through the entry hall, leading me to believe Fallon must have waved them off.

“I want your death. That’s what I’ve wanted for some time now, but I see it isn’t going to be as easy as I thought.” Grant used his free hand to jerk Aniya even closer to him. “With just a little convincing, your friend here was happy to tell me all about you, but she did not say you’d become…quite like this.”

A lot of people in the supernatural world knew I’d become immortal, but most didn’t know what that entailed. After all, vampires could potentially live forever, but they could also die by sunlight or beheading. Since I’d been turned, rather than born this way, many assumed that made me as vulnerable as vamps. According to Emily, it was only when she got close to me that she could tell the difference. She said I felt like a natural immortal instead of something that died and came back to life. There was no way for me to sense myself, so I had to take her word for it.

“You’re right—you can’t kill me,” I said, straightening my shoulders. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

He studied the detonation device in his hand. “You have no idea how much trouble it took to draw you out. I spent months trying to uncover your whereabouts since at the time I had no idea you’d gone to Purgatory. I sent my men out to create all kinds of disturbances around Fairbanks, directing them toward the supernaturals because I thought that would do the trick. Weeks passed with no results, but then you finally showed up and had my people arrested. I would have settled for only taking you if you’d left them alone.”

“Why the fascination with me?” I asked, trying to hide my stunned response. 

Every attack in the Fairbanks area—the forest fires, shootings, and Aniya’s kidnapping—had been because of me. Gabby’s father would still be alive if I hadn’t drawn the attention of a madman. It made me sick just thinking about it.

Grant’s blue eyes turned cold as ice. “For all that I do not care for our misguided brother and father, I was not pleased to learn my sister was the one who handed them over to the government—with supernatural assistance. Until I spoke to Aniya, I wasn’t certain if Jerome and Brennan were alive or dead.”

I lifted a brow. “Is this about getting them back?”

“No.” Grant shook his head. “I don’t want anything to do with them since the fools decided to work with a nephilim and allowed demons to possess humans. They went too far, but that doesn’t mean their ultimate goal wasn’t the same as mine—no more supernaturals. Then you came along and took them out of the game. That is what I can’t stand for. A female sensor is meant to breed more of our kind—not interfere in men’s business. Now you’ve changed, and you can’t even do that job properly, so you must be destroyed.”

Oh, that twisted bastard. “Good luck with that.”

“I'll find a way, eventually.” He worked his jaw. “But for now, it looks like I’ll have to take out every one of your friends—until you beg me to kill you.”

My blood ran cold. How could such a sick man be related to me?

“You will not touch my mistress or her friends,” Fallon growled from behind me. I’d been sensing his rising fury with every moment that passed.

I jerked my gaze to him. “Mistress?”

He bowed his head. “The master said that you are to be treated as an equal to him.”

“My little sister, commanding a fifteen-hundred-year-old vampire. How you’ve risen…or fallen, depending on how one looks at it.” Grant clucked his tongue. “All the more reason to finish you.”

I glared at him. “The feeling is mutual.”

Fallon leaned close and whispered in a tone so low only I could hear. “I can resolve this situation in one second if you allow it.”

I did the calculations in my head. The vampire would have to cross ten feet to reach Grant and get his hand on the button before my brother depressed it. If he failed, Aniya would not survive the resulting blast and Fallon might not, either. Cori and Lisette were far enough back and out of sight that they might only be injured, but I couldn’t be sure. I could also hear humans in the neighboring townhouses. The only person who would probably survive was me.

“No,” I said under my breath. Then I looked at Grant. “Let me tell you how this is going to go. If you want to survive, you’re going to hand over the trigger device without detonating it. Do that, and I will let you walk out of here.” He had to know I was telling him the truth—though I left out the second part of my plan.

Grant leaped to his feet, jerking Aniya up with him. “Or maybe we should end this right here and now—the very last place where you and your friend were still mortal.”

“You don’t want to do this, Grant,” I said, tucking my gun into the waistband of my pants. Though it wasn’t easy, I had to do whatever it took to protect my friends and pacify him until I could get him to back down. “You won’t just be killing supernaturals, but also the humans next door. Can you really justify murdering the very same people you claim you want to protect?”

For a brief moment, indecision reflected in his eyes. “Their deaths would be for a good cause.”

“Would it?” I cocked my head. “If you were smart, you’d want to live to fight another day.”

Grant was quiet a moment, and I could almost see the wheels turning inside his head. He gave me a considering look. “You’d really let me leave and escape this place?”

“Yes, if it means I can save my friend and all the humans nearby.”

He dragged Aniya across the room and pointed to the spot where he’d just been. “You and all your friends must stand by the couch and give me free access to go. I’m also taking the detonating device with me in case you change your mind or send someone else after me.”

“Okay.” I didn’t like that plan, but it got me closer to what I wanted. “But you promise not to set the bomb off as soon as you get clear?”

“Yes,” he said, speaking truthfully.

I gestured at the others, and we moved toward the couch. As soon as we were out of the way, Grant pulled Aniya with him into the entry hall, keeping his eyes on us the whole time. 

“This isn’t over, sister,” he vowed. 

I glared at him. “No, it isn’t.”

Grant continued to shuffle backward until he moved out of sight. I crept forward, recapturing my view of him right as he shoved Aniya away from him and fled out the door, slamming it behind him. My senses tracked him racing toward the parking lot. We rushed toward Aniya where she slumped against the wall, tears streaming down her face as she stared at the bomb still strapped to her stomach. 

“Out of the way!” Fallon yelled, squeezing between us. He studied the bomb for a moment, made a “hmm” sound, and drew a cutting tool from his pocket.

Part of the reason Lucas had convinced me to allow him to come was that the vampire had spent most of the past year studying bomb disposal. After what happened at Charlie’s house last summer, Lucas had thought it prudent to have someone around with that sort of expertise. Even more so after we’d raided Jerome’s hideout where explosives had been laid all over the place.

“Can you dismantle it?” I asked. Grant was already pulling out of the parking lot and could decide to detonate the bomb despite what he’d said before.

“Yes.” Fallon pulled Aniya’s shirt higher and studied the wires. “The bomb has a simple design. Whoever built it either lacked the skills or supplies necessary to design something more complicated.” 

“Just get it off of me,” Aniya begged.

He clipped a yellow wire. “Alright, that’s it. You’re safe.”

She gaped at him and didn’t move.

“Really?” I gave him an incredulous look. “Nothing else?” There wasn’t even a countdown clock on it.

“I told you it was rather simple.” Fallon leaned around Aniya and unfastened the Velcro harness holding the bomb in place. Every one of us held our breath until he pulled it away from her. Then he went and put it in the kitchen sink.

Lisette grabbed Aniya and pulled her into her arms. As much as I wanted to join them, this wasn’t over yet. I couldn’t let something like this happen again.

“Okay,” I said, looking at Cori. “You and Lisette stay with Aniya—get a safe distance across the parking lot just in case. Fallon and I are going to follow Grant. I’ll call O’Connell along the way so he can send someone to take care of things here.” I was still tracking Grant, but he’d be off my radar at any moment. I’d only promised I’d let him go, not that I wouldn’t follow him.

Lisette let go of Aniya to point at the bomb. “You’re sure he’s got someone who can handle…that?” 

“Yeah, but I’ll let him know it’s here so he can pass on the message to the right people. Just cooperate with them when they arrive and we’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“Go kill that bastard. We’ll be fine.” Cori held out the car keys. I indicated for Fallon to take them, preferring to keep my concentration on my senses and not on driving. 

Aniya reached out and took my hand, concern in her eyes. “Be careful, Mel. He’s crazy.”

“I’ll be fine,” I promised.

She nodded and pulled me into a hug. “Thank you.”

A lump rose in my throat as I returned the embrace. “I’ll always come for you. I hope you know that.”

“I do.” She pulled away. “Now go get him before he hurts someone else.”

Fallon and I ran outside toward the rental car. Thankfully, Cori had parked it close to the townhouse. We scrambled inside, and the vampire started the car, squealing the tires as we tore out of the lot.

“Go back toward Highway 1. He was heading in that direction,” I said, guiding him along the turns. We were lucky no traffic lights stopped us.

“How do you plan to stop him?” Fallon asked.

“Hell if I know. I guess we’ll just have to wait for an opportunity to present itself. The important thing is that we don’t let him get away—no matter what.”

Fallon grunted his agreement and pressed down on the gas pedal. We merged onto Highway 1, heading south. I sensed Grant return to the edge of my radar, but he was steadily speeding up as we passed Seaside. After encouraging Fallon to drive faster, I called O’Connell.

“Give me an update,” he said in a clipped tone. 

I’d purposely not given him many details other than I might need backup in the Monterey area and that I was going to rescue Aniya. He hadn’t been happy with my not informing him of my plan until two hours before the operation, but this was personal. I wanted to handle things my way and avoid as much red tape as possible.

“We used tranquilizers on Grant’s human assistants,” I began, “but he had a bomb on Aniya, and he was holding the trigger. The best I could do was negotiate for him to leave without her. A, uh, friend dismantled the bomb right after Grant left. Aniya, Cori, and my friend Lisette are waiting outside the building. Another friend and I are chasing my brother down Highway 1 going south. We’re passing through Monterey at the moment.”

“Melena, you should have involved the agency in this,” O’Connell said angrily.

“There wasn’t enough time.”

He grumbled under his breath. “Give me the address and I’ll get a team out there.”

I told him everything he needed to know and answered a few more questions.

“Alright,” he said, and I overheard his pen tapping against his desk. “I’ve got to make a few calls, but I’ll check in with you as soon as I’m done. You better answer.”

“I will as long as I have a signal,” I promised, and hung up. 

“Is Grant still ahead of us?” Fallon asked.

“Yes, but hurry,” I urged. “He’s almost off my radar.”

The vampire sped the car up to ninety miles-per-hour, edging us a little closer. A few minutes later we passed the town of Carmel. Tree coverage was a lot heavier along this stretch and the highway narrower. I didn’t like driving fast through this area at night.

“Be careful,” I warned. “The road gets really twisty through here.”

Fallon’s fingers tightened on the wheel, and he slowed a little. “I am aware. The master owned a house down here while you were living in the area.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling stupid for not knowing that. I added a few more questions to my mental list that I’d ask Lucas later. Now wasn’t the time to get into a deep conversation with Fallon about it.

The vampire stared straight ahead. I had to give him credit for his driving skills and ability to anticipate just the right safe speed for the turns. The way Grant moved on my radar felt more erratic, as if he sped up and braked hard. If he kept going south—which at this point there wasn’t any other way to go for over a hundred miles—then it would get dangerous. Fallon hadn’t gotten close enough to Grant yet for him to know we were tailing him.

“Where in the heck is he going?” I wondered out loud.

Fallon slowed when a sharp curve appeared up ahead. “I have no idea, unless he thought this was the least likely route we’d follow, or he has more people somewhere down this way.”

As we reached the mountainous portion of Big Sur, Grant finally slowed down to a more reasonable speed. It could have been because he was playing it safe with the cliffs bordering sections of the highway, or because another driver in front of him put a damper on his quick getaway. I gave Fallon an update, and he continued to close the gap.

“Don’t get too close,” I warned. “I’d rather find out where he’s going than risk forcing him to do something stupid that could get him or us killed.”

Fallon grunted his reply.

O’Connell called me back, letting me know some of the agency’s people had made it to the townhouse. I managed to give him our current location before my cell phone lost the signal. With my luck, he’d assume I hung up on him. I stared at the dark road ahead, tempted to clutch my seat every time Fallon drove along one of the sharp curves on the highway.

“Slow it down a little. You’re about to reach the distance where he’ll detect us.”

He gave me a quick glance. “Do you want this finished or not?”

I stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“This could go on for hours if we stay too far behind him. We also have no way of knowing if he has a trap set up for us somewhere, which is possible after what he did to your friend. I suggest we bait him now and see what he does.”

“This isn’t a good place to bait a crazy man,” I pointed out.

“That’s a chance I’m willing to take.  Are you?”

I weighed all my options. Fallon was right that letting this continue could be dangerous for all of us. We didn’t know what Grant had planned, but it was possible if we waited too long he could find a way to escape and we’d lose him. Maybe my brother had a guy hanging around the highway somewhere ready to run us off the road, or his destination was full of armed guys with RPGs waiting for us. Grant had accepted my proposal at the townhouse a little too easily. I knew that, though I wanted to think my negotiation skills were getting better.

“Alright. Let’s end this,” I agreed, hoping I was making the right decision.

Fallon sped up and broke the quarter-mile gap. 

“That’s him up there,” I said, pointing at Grant’s car on the next rise. My brother was speeding up again, but not enough to keep us off his tail.

“Good.”

A couple of miles passed. I held my breath, watching as we edged a tiny bit closer to Grant’s car. Another turn came up ahead with nothing except darkness beyond it. 

I leaned forward. “Shit, if he doesn’t slow down…”

My brother’s car suddenly went into an uncontrollable skid. My heart leaped into my throat as the vehicle slammed through the guardrails and the taillights disappeared over the edge. The muffled sounds of it crashing below just barely reached us.

“Stop the car,” I ordered. 

Fallon slowed the vehicle and pulled over to the next available shoulder. As soon as he parked, I jerked my door open and took off running. Grant still showed up on my radar, but his life force was weak. 

I skidded to a halt at the spot where his car had disappeared and looked down into the murky darkness. As my vision adjusted, I spotted his mangled vehicle about a hundred feet below on the rock-strewn shore. The cliff hadn’t been quite as high as I’d thought and it wasn’t a straight drop-off, rather a gradual one. It looked like his car had rolled down along several rocky outcroppings. I searched for a way down and found a spot about fifteen feet below where I could jump. 

Fallon grabbed my arm. “Is he alive?”

“Yeah, but probably not for long.” I had sensed enough people dying to know when they were close. Grant would be lucky if he could fight it out another ten or fifteen minutes.

Fallon let go, and I leaped down. My knees absorbed the landing, and I found more places to leap, using the strength and reflexes my immortality afforded me. A minute later, I reached Grant’s car where his head was resting against the steering wheel. There was a nasty gash on his forehead and blood covered his face.

He looked up at me with pain-glazed eyes and spoke in a raspy voice, “I knew you’d follow me.”

I tried yanking on his door, but it wouldn’t budge. “Yeah, well, now you’re going to die because of your stupidity.”

“Maybe, but I won’t be the only one.” He gave me a bloody smile. “I let the detonator go off after I got a few blocks away. While you were following me, your friends were dying.”

The sick bastard. I would have finished him off right then if he’d really managed it. “Actually, they’re alive and well. We dismantled the bomb right after you left.”

And when O’Connell called me last time, he’d told me the bomb disposal unit was already at the apartment. He would have mentioned if the C-4 had exploded despite Fallon’s handiwork.

“Damn.” Grant coughed and wheezed for a minute. “I guess I’ll just have to satisfy myself with hurting you instead.” 

“You’re not exactly in any shape to do that,” I pointed out, glancing at Fallon as he jumped down beside me.

I heard Grant’s hand sifting through glass. “That’s what you think. If I hadn’t crashed and you’d gotten a little closer…”

Fallon grabbed me and leaped into the air, taking us as far from the wrecked vehicle as possible. When we landed on the next rocky outcropping, he jumped to another. A few seconds later an explosion shook the ground. Rocks started to fall, pummeling into our bodies with bone-breaking force and knocking us down with them. Pain exploded in my skull as my head smashed into a boulder. I continued my descent, tumbling farther and farther down until my body hit ice-cold ocean water. It sucked me under. I kicked and fought through the pain wracking my body until I reached the surface.

I’d barely managed to get my bearings when a wave slammed me into a huge rock, knocking the breath from me. I grabbed hold of it, ignoring my aching ribs and hauled myself out of the water. For a moment, all I could do was hack and cough until I cleared the saltwater from my lungs.

I used my radar to search for Fallon next, and detected him about a dozen feet away. According to my senses, he’d been rendered unconscious. My vision was hazy, but I felt my way over the slick rocks, crawling an inch at a time. Every movement hurt. My ribs continued to protest, and one of my ankles couldn’t bend or take any weight. Once I reached the vampire, I checked him over as best I could. Fallon had countless wounds, and his hair was sticky with blood, but at least his head was still attached. He’d live to fight another day.

Someone shouted from the top of the cliff, and lights flashed down toward us. I waved and managed to scream a few times before the excruciating pain in my head made me stop. It was all I could do not to pass out. Gabriel appeared before me, his white wings flapping as he hovered over the water.

“Don’t fall asleep, Melena,” he said, his voice loud and clear above the crashing waves. “I’ve sent humans to help you, but you must remain awake for them.”

“Why don’t you just fly me up there and save them the trouble?” I asked, squinting. Good grief, he was really bright against the darkness. 

“I’ve done what I can,” he said, and disappeared.

I decided right then and there that angels were more trouble than they were worth. Slumping against a rock behind me, I waited for the rescue team. At least I could take comfort in the knowledge Grant was dead and that he couldn’t hurt me or anyone else again.


 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

Melena

 

Party lanterns were strewn about the yard, and a white pop-up tent was set up with food and tables under it as a place for guests to eat. Not far from that, Micah and his band played some light rock music for entertainment. Nearly a hundred people had come out to our house for our late wedding celebration. Tonight marked two weeks since Lucas and I had gotten married. It seemed more like it had been a few days ago, but the time had passed quickly with all that had happened.

Lucas pulled my back against his chest. “It’s good to see you healthy and smiling.”

“It’s good to be all in one piece again,” I replied, craning my neck to look up at him. 

He’d been less than pleased when I’d returned from California a few days ago, still healing from my numerous wounds. There had been even more broken bones, cuts, and bruises than I’d first realized while I sat waiting for rescuers.

“Aniya seems to be recovering well,” he said, gesturing toward the food tent. 

She, Cage, and Lisette were over there eating and chatting together. It had taken Aniya a couple of days to shake off the trauma of being kidnapped again, but her boyfriend was doing a good job of helping her through it. 

He was getting an alarm system installed in his house, protection wards put in place, and he’d already gotten a Labrador retriever named Gunner. Currently, Cage’s new black dog was chasing Sable along the tree line, which was amusing because she was a black leopard at the moment. Every so often they stopped to wrestle around before taking off again.

“Yeah. I think Aniya will be alright,” I replied, and turned to face him. “Much like we will be.”

“If you will ever stop running headlong into danger.” Lucas leaned down and gave me a kiss that left me breathless. Now that was an incentive to stay home more often.

It took me a moment to return to myself. “Just being around you is dangerous.”

“I’ll show you true peril later.” He pulled away and nodded toward the house. “But for now, it appears we have another guest.”

I turned and found Ariel standing on the porch. The former archangel almost looked like her old self again. She’d brushed her brown hair until it gleamed, and she’d donned a long white dress. Her expression was calm and pleasant, but I sensed that she wasn’t entirely whole. Deep inside there was a darkness haunting her that she struggled to keep at bay. Only time would tell if the wounds to her soul would heal, but we’d be there to help her. 

Everyone struggled with some sort of inner demons, but what got us through the difficult times was our friends and family. No one could go it alone and hope to survive for long. I’d learned that lesson the hard way.

“Maybe we should go talk to her,” I suggested to Lucas.

“No.” He nodded to a point across the lawn. “The nerou are coming to greet her now.”

We watched as they gathered around Ariel. Their faces were lit up with hope and love for the woman who’d helped make their freedom possible. Some people might give me a lot of the credit, but I could never have done it without the former archangel—and she’d suffered the most for our efforts.

Olivia took Ariel’s hand, and I overheard her say, “We love you, and we are here for you. Thank you for everything that you’ve done.”

The other nerou took turns, conveying similar sentiments.

Ariel acknowledged them with tears of happiness running down her face. “Bless you all.”

“It was a good idea to invite them,” I said, taking Lucas’ hand.

His gaze met mine. “Sometimes, it helps to see the fruits of your labors. It reminds you that your troubles were worth it, despite the high costs.”

I smiled. “Speaking of which, you should give Patrick a call now.”

Lucas looked like he’d just swallowed a lemon. “Must we?”

“Yes,” I said sternly.

“Very well.” He took out his cell phone and made the call, letting Patrick know he could return now.

After he hung up, we made our way to Emily. She’d invited Gabby up for the weekend. The teenage werewolf was still recovering from the loss of her father, but she’d managed a few smiles since she’d arrived earlier in the afternoon. When Emily was determined to cheer a person up, it was hard for them to stay in a depressed mood for long. I felt horrible for what had happened to Gabby, and asked Lucas to set up a college fund for her. It was the least we could do.

Emily narrowed her eyes at us when we walked up. “Where’s my Dad? You told him to get the ice from the store, right? Not fresh from the Arctic or something?”

“I’m certain he’ll be along any minute,” Lucas replied, managing to keep a straight face.

True to his word, Patrick registered on our senses a few moments later. I gazed around at the party to keep my mind off of what was coming. Kerbasi was over at the food table, stuffing his face. Cori was talking to Bartol on the opposite side of the lawn, no doubt telling him the wonderful news that a house near hers was up for sale. 

The cantankerous woman who’d been Cori’s neighbor for years had decided to move in with her son out of state. If Bartol decided he wanted the place, it would need some work, but at least it would be cheap and mostly private. The real trick would be getting him to move into a place near Cori. He had a few weeks to think about it before the house went up for sale, though.

Emily gasped. “Oh, my God. What is he driving?”

Patrick was just coming down the driveway in a red Hummer, which had extra armor plating installed for our own peace of mind. Emily had wanted a Porsche, but we’d shot down that idea with a majority vote.

“That is your new car,” I informed her.

Her mouth dropped. “Seriously?”

Lucas and I exchanged nervous glances, waiting for her to process the news. We’d agreed if she really hated it that we’d try something else, but we hoped she’d like the Hummer.

“That is so awesome!” Emily squealed. 

Taking Gabby’s hand, she raced down the gravel drive where Patrick had parked—there weren’t a lot of open spaces with so many guests around at the moment. She gave her father a hug and then stole the keys from him. Before we knew what she was doing, she and Gabby raced out of there, disappearing in a cloud of dust toward the highway.

“That didn’t go quite how I expected,” I said to Lucas.

His lips twitched. “I’d guessed she wouldn’t stay long, which is why I suggested we wait as long as possible.”

Micah appeared next to us, his band having just gone on break. “Should I go after them?”

Lucas glanced at his brother. “Not yet. I’ve already got the tracking device on, so we’ll give the girls an hour before making them come back.”

For the moment, things had calmed down in Fairbanks. No more fires, kidnappings, shootings, or anything else of an extremely violent nature. Without Grant and his group around to stir up trouble, things had become rather quiet. I didn’t expect it to last forever—humans still needed more time to adjust to supernaturals being around—but at least it meant I could let Emily go out and have some semi-unsupervised fun for one day.

Cori joined us. “I missed you giving her the Hummer, didn’t I?”

“Yep,” I said, glancing over at her. “How’d the conversation go with Bartol?”

She shrugged. “He said he’ll think about it.”

“That’s better than a flat-out no.”

“He can take it or leave it.” Cori sipped from a cup of spiked punch in her hand and stared across the lawn, not meeting my gaze. “I don’t really care.”

“Uh huh.” She cared, but she’d never admit it.

 Cori’s eyes widened. “What is your cat doing?”

I followed her line of sight to the food tent. Sable was standing on one of the tables, eating all the hamburgers Derrick had just cooked on the grill. The few she didn’t eat, she tossed down to Gunner, who gobbled them up.

“I’m going to throttle her,” I said under my breath.

Cori laughed. “At least she found a new friend.”

I took off running toward the tent. As I got closer, I saw Kerbasi trying to shoo the cat away. She swiped her paw at him, and he barely missed getting hit with her claws. Of all the things to go wrong at my wedding party, I hadn’t considered this. It was then that a thought struck me, and I stopped in my tracks. 

I’d faced all kinds of death and tragedy in my life—obstacles that seemed to rise to insurmountable heights. All the while, I kept wishing for normalcy, but what was it? Maybe it was a teenager running off with her best friend in her new car, or a cat stealing food from the table. Maybe it was helping friends who’d suffered tragedies. 

Sure, the cat was a shape-shifter, the teenagers were a sensor and a werewolf, and the friends were all sorts of supernaturals. But if I put all that aside and only looked at them as people, perhaps I’d finally found my normalcy. One glimpse around the yard at all the smiling faces, and I knew I had something amazing here. This was my life, and I could live with it.

I turned back around and returned to Lucas.

He lifted an inquiring brow. “You’re not going to do anything?” 

“Nah.” I smiled. “Let the cat have the hamburgers. It just means she won’t have room for cake.”

“I wouldn’t speak too soon,” Lucas replied, gesturing toward the house.

Olivia—unaware of the current troubles—was carrying the cake across the lawn, and Sable had almost reached her.

“Don’t you dare, you stupid cat!” Kerbasi screamed, trailing after the shape-shifter.

Micah’s daughter stumbled as Sable circled her legs and the cake teetered precariously on the tray. Olivia tried to regain her balance, but Gunner joined in the fun and stepped into her path. She fell right over him and the cake went flying directly onto Kerbasi’s Italian leather shoes. The guardian cried out, his expression filled with horror, while I stifled a laugh. I figured I’d wait an hour before telling him there was a second cake stashed away in the kitchen.


Author’s Note

I want to thank all the readers for giving the Sensor Series a chance and sticking with it to the end.  As some of you may be wondering, the story isn’t quite over yet for some characters.  Early next year (2017) I will be releasing the first full-length spinoff novel in the Sensor World, featuring Bartol and Cori.  There will be more books to come after that with other characters.  For now, Lucas and Melena’s story is closed.  It doesn’t mean for a fact they’ll never get another book, but I have no plans for one at the moment.  You will get to see them in the spin-offs, though, so don’t worry that they’re gone forever.  

To be sure you don’t miss out on future novels, be sure to sign up for my new release alert list here (your email will not be shared or used for any other purpose).

As a bonus for now, I’m including the holiday short story “An Unexpected Gift” at the end of this book.  It was first published on Nocturnal Book Reviews.  You’ll get to see Kerbasi, Kariann, and an all-new female character who narrates the story.  On the Sensor Series timeline, it does fall after Darkness Wanes.


 

 

 

 

An Unexpected Gift

 

The sun set hours ago and all Brandi could think about was getting home safely. Not many people braved the streets at nine o’clock on Christmas Eve and certainly not in this weather. Her headlights fought to penetrate the heavy snow swirling in front of her car. She was used to this kind of thing after living in Alaska her whole life, but this blizzard was worse than most. It reminded her of a previous storm—one she did not want to relive again.

Brandi gripped the steering wheel harder as her vehicle briefly lost traction on the road. Conditions were getting worse and she still had several miles to go.  How was she ever going to make it? If she’d had the money to replace her tires, she would have, but funds had been tight lately. That was the whole reason why she was coming home so late. She’d worked overtime at the mall in the hopes of catching up on her bills.

A porch light glowed up ahead at a recently built tavern. The place could have come straight out of the Middle Ages with its white-washed walls, dark-wood trim, and a thatched roof that somehow defied all types of weather. It sat on the outskirts of Fairbanks. Brandi had passed it a hundred times, but she’d never had any desire to stop there. Something about the tavern didn’t sit right with her. The place had an otherworldly quality to it that couldn’t be normal.

Tonight, though, it stood out like a beacon—a refuge where she could wait for the winter storm to pass. Any reservations she might have had about the tavern were dwarfed by her need to get off the road. Brandi pulled her car into the lot, managing to find an empty space without too much snow packing it. She zipped her coat up to her neck and pulled her hood over her head before pushing the door open. A cold rush of wind hit her face as soon as she got out and snow stung her eyes. Shivering, she hurried for the entrance. Bars usually weren’t her scene, but she’d make an exception tonight.

Warmth greeted her when Brandi stepped inside. She stomped the snow off her boots on the welcome mat and took a look around. Two large, lit fireplaces set at each end of the tavern made it feel cozy, along with a full house of patrons. The interior appeared just as old-fashioned as the exterior: the same white-washed walls and wooden trim as well as heavy beams running across the ceiling. Most of the lighting came from lanterns set on the tables and concealed electric lights behind the bar. 

Her nose twitched at the myriad of scents—wood-smoke, beer, and sweat. There was also a hint of pine coming from the Christmas tree near the door. Overall, the atmosphere was jovial as friends talked and laughed with each other. 

Brandi felt awkward and out of place. She avoided meeting anyone’s eyes as she searched for somewhere to sit. All the tables were taken and though she caught a few offers to join others, she ignored them. The voices sounded friendly enough, but something wasn’t quite right. Some sixth sense that told her that she didn’t belong and should leave.  

She told herself it was only because she’d avoided being in social settings for so long that she’d forgotten what it was like. Not because she might have seen a flash of overly-sharp teeth on one man or pointed ears on another. If not for the weather, she might have run out of there right then.  Instead, she headed for an empty stool near the end of the bar. The storm would pass in an hour and then she could go. She just had to keep calm and avoid drawing attention until then.

A bartender with a thick beard and eyes that reminded her of a wolf appeared to take her order. She managed to mumble a request for whatever was on tap. A moment later he brought her an overflowing mug of room-temperature ale. Brandi grimaced as she sipped it, but she didn’t dare complain.

“You’re a brave little mortal to come in here alone.” This came from a dark-haired man sitting in the next stool over.

She froze. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

Before Brandi could question him further, he took his drink and left for a nearby table where two women sat. It was then she realized a few too many people were staring at her. Some of them had eyes far too dark to be human. Others stood out because of the vibe of danger surrounding them. 

Dear God, had she just walked into a supernatural bar? Ever since sups had made themselves public, Brandi had made a point of avoiding them, but tonight she’d been too tired and scared of the roads to worry about it. Why hadn’t she listened to her instincts when she’d first come into the place?

A tall blond woman who carried herself like she was ready for battle any minute headed toward Brandi. She had the urge to shrink into herself, but she kept her back straight and met the woman’s eyes. They were dark without a hint of color. The kind she’d heard vampires had. It was only her long blond hair falling loosely to her waist that softened her features. Brandi’s hair was almost the exact same shade, but she kept hers cut to shoulder length.

“You didn’t read the sign by the door, did you?” the female vampire asked.

“The sign?” She hadn’t noticed a sign, but she hadn’t been looking for one, either.

“Humans enter alone at their own risk.”

“Oh, I…” Brandi gave a panicked look to the front door. Could she possibly make it through the crowd without anyone stopping her? Patrons who’d appeared friendly when she’d first arrived now looked hungry. Very hungry.

“I’m Kariann,” the vampire said, giving her a smile that didn’t look quite as scary as the others. 

“I’m Brandi,” she whispered.

“It’s nice to meet you, Brandi.” Kariann nodded her head. “I’m going to give you a break since it is Christmas and help you out.”

She swallowed. “Help me out? How?”

“If you want to be safe in here, you need a protector. I’ve got just the guy for the job.” Kariann’s eyes flashed with a hint of mischievous humor. There was a joke in there that Brandi had to be missing.

“I’ll just go.” She slid off her stool. 

“Nonsense. You can’t leave in this weather.” Kariann took hold of Brandi’s arm and guided her toward the back corner of the room. “I’d feel guilty if something happened to you.”

“Yeah, because staying here with vampires and…other things is so safe,” Brandi said, dragging her feet in the hope it would slow Kariann down. 

She’d escaped dying once before, but ever since then she’d been subconsciously waiting for round two. Not that she’d imagined getting killed by supernaturals. Her fears ran more toward winter storms and slick roads. Had she traded one kind of death for another? 

“Don’t worry,” Kariann reassured her. “Part of my job is to keep the peace between humans and supernaturals. Just be glad you didn’t come on a different night when I wasn’t here.”

Brandi glanced down at the vamp’s hand on her arm. “Yeah, you’re very convincing.”

“Oh, good. You’ve got a little fire in you. That should help.”

They stopped in front of a small table where a solitary man sat. Long black hair hid his downturned face, but when he looked up, Brandi’s heart leaped into her throat. He was the most beautiful and frightening man she’d ever seen. He had pale skin with an olive tint, square jaw, large nose, and silver eyes that swirled in lazy movements like a snake’s. She had the impression he could kill her in two seconds flat and go on about his business without ever thinking of her again. Kariann wanted this guy to be her protector? She was doomed.

“This is Kerbasi,” she introduced. “He’s older than Babylon and cranky as hell, but if you stay with him no one will mess with you.”

“You can’t be serious.” Brandi would have felt safer standing in front of a speeding train. Hell, Kariann suddenly didn’t seem that bad—or any of the other patrons in the place for that matter.

“Exactly my thoughts,” Kerbasi said, scowling up at them. “I did not come here to babysit a human.”

“I’m not staying with him.” Brandi shook her head.

Kariann made an exasperated noise. “He’s forbidden from killing humans. No one else in this bar can say the same.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” That was like handing someone a plate of food and promising it wasn’t poisoned. Except that once they brought the idea of poison up, there was no getting that thought out of one’s head.

A malevolent smile crossed Kerbasi’s face. “It’s not my ability to kill that people fear. It’s my ability to inflict pain over long periods of time without causing death that worries them.”

Brandi felt her knees turn weak. He was more than a little proud of himself for that.

Kariann leaned down until her nose practically touched his. “You are going to watch her, be nice to her, and make sure she gets home safe.”

His eyes narrowed. “I’ll do no such thing.”

“Yes, you will, or I swear by all that is holy I’ll fill your home with sex toys and tell everyone you’ve been visiting brothels.”

Brandi’s gaze ran between them. What kind of threat was that? She was rather certain there weren’t any brothels in Fairbanks, but it wasn’t like she’d ever had a reason to ask.

“You wouldn’t,” Kerbasi said through gritted teeth.

Kariann smiled. “You know I would. It might even be good for your image.”

“I could kill you where you stand.”

“Promises, promises.” 

The man with ancient eyes turned his attention to Brandi. He studied her in a way that made her think he could see every one of her secrets. Did he have that kind of power? She couldn’t begin to guess what kind of supernatural he might be. Her heart started beating so hard in her chest she suspected the entire room could hear it, even above the din. She stumbled back a step and bumped into another patron’s chair. The woman sitting there turned, her eyes darkening. Kariann growled at her and pulled Brandi away.

Kerbasi let out a martyred sigh and relaxed his shoulders. “Very well, but only because I find her interesting.”

“Good.” Kariann shoved Brandi into a chair. “Then I’m sure you two will get along just fine.”

The female vampire sauntered off without another word. Brandi avoided meeting Kerbasi’s gaze and stared at the table instead. There was a glass on it that looked like it only contained water. Why would he come to a bar if he wasn’t going to drink any alcohol? 

“I don’t bite,” Kerbasi said after a few minutes passed. He sounded tired and bored.

Brandi hesitated. “Then what do you do?”

“Torture,” he paused to study his fingernails, “when the occasion calls for it.” 

A shudder ran through her. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

He shrugged. “I prefer to focus my attention on supernaturals. Humans are too frail.”

Kariann appeared with a fresh mug of ale for Brandi. She set it down on the table and then smacked the back of Kerbasi’s head. “Stop scaring her, guardian. You’ve been out of the torture business since last year.”

He rose from his seat with a murderous expression. Brandi scraped her chair back. No way was she going to get between these two psychos. He took hold of Kariann’s arms and a moment later they both vanished in a bright flash of light. 

The tavern became still and quiet. Not wanting to look but knowing she must, Brandi turned her head. Most of the patrons stared at her or whispered to their companions. Was this what it felt like to be cornered by predators? Before she could formulate a plan, a hand fell on her shoulder. It squeezed hard and jerked her from her chair.

“My friends told me coming to Fairbanks would be fun. It appears they were right,” said her assailant. She gaped at the pale face of a man with black eyes and sharp protruding fangs. He couldn’t have been much older than her at thirty, but since he was a vampire his looks might have been deceiving. 

She kicked and flailed, but he was too strong for her. Nothing could break the grip he had on her arms. He must have had shins of steel too because he didn’t even flinch when her boots struck him. Brandi saw her life flashing before her eyes as he leaned down, moving his mouth toward her neck. She tried to stretch away and push at his chest, but he didn’t budge. 

Then he caught her gaze and her muscles went limp. For reasons she couldn’t understand, she had no will to fight anymore. A tear slid down her cheek. It was over. Brandi didn’t have to worry about how or when she’d die anymore. She had her answer.

Just as the sharp points grazed her skin, she was jerked away. Kerbasi set her down next to him and took a step toward her assailant. His presence filled the room so completely that she couldn’t help staring at him. Were those wings starting to protrude out of his back? He also seemed much bigger than when he’d been sitting in his chair before. Brandi was tall for a woman, coming in at 5’10”. Kerbasi had to be around six and a half feet. 

He reached out a hand and wrapped it around the vampire’s neck. “What do you think you are doing?”

“She was fair game,” the vamp replied.

Kerbasi jerked him closer. “You did not notice her sitting at my table?”

“You left,” he choked. “I thought you were done with her.”

Kerbasi’s gaze hardened. “You’re new to town, aren’t you?”

“What does that matter?”

“Only a fool would touch this woman while I was gone,” he paused to scan the room. “They might look at her, but no one here would be stupid enough to touch what I’ve sworn to protect.”

“Who..are you?” the vampire stammered. 

Brandi noted his fangs had slid back into his gums. He might have been terrifying a minute ago, but now he looked like a teenage boy caught stealing. She could hardly blame him. Kerbasi was rather frightening and yet she couldn’t help feeling a small thrill that his anger was over concern for her. No one had ever defended her like that before.

The gray wings she’d caught protruding from his back flared out, knocking several people and chairs over. They scooted away without a word. “I’m a guardian from Purgatory. True immortals know me for my ability to inflict endless pain on my victims. I gain great pleasure from it. Now who are you to question me?”

Though Brandi hadn’t thought it possible, the vampire grew paler. “Nobody. And I wasn’t going to kill her. I was playing by the rules and was only going to take a small drink.”

“Perhaps.” Kerbasi narrowed his eyes at the vampire. “But if you’re no one, it won’t matter if you die.”

Brandi couldn’t stand by any longer. She dug down deep until she found the well of courage that had been buried for far too long. She wouldn’t watch someone die on Christmas Eve—even if the vampire had tried to hurt her.

“Don’t kill him.” She touched Kerbasi’s arm.

The guardian glanced over at her, silver eyes swirling. “He cannot go unpunished.”

“No,” she agreed. The vamp had attacked her after all. “But he doesn’t need to die. I don’t want to be part of any more death.”

He let out a heavy sigh. “Very well.”

In a swift movement she barely caught, he snapped the vampire’s neck and let the body fall to the floor with a heavy thud. 

“Dump him outside,” Kerbasi ordered two men. They didn’t hesitate to follow his instructions.

“That didn’t kill him?” Brandi asked, watching in horror as they carried the limp body away.

“No,” Kerbasi replied, settling comfortably back in his seat. His wings had disappeared again. “He’ll be back up and moving before dawn.”

That didn’t seem so bad, but there was still one other problem Brandi had noted. “Where’s Kariann?” 

The female vampire was nowhere to be seen.

“Sit,” Kerbasi ordered.

Brandi dropped into her chair. “What did you do to her?”

“I took her home.” A corner of his mouth curled up. “It will take some time for her to return.”

Brandi probably should have left it at that, but curiosity got the better of her. He had disappeared into thin air, after all. “How? Did you teleport or something?”

“That is one way of describing it, though most of us call it flashing.”

Her brows knitted. “Is that something only guardians can do?”

“Anyone who is at least half-angel can do it.”

Brandi’s jaw dropped. “You’re an angel?”

“Not quite. There is a hierarchy, but I may one day rise to become one.”

She mulled that over. “I’m pretty certain you’re going to have to stop killing and torturing people if you want to reach that level.”

“You catch on quickly,” he said, perturbance in his tone.

Brandi had never believed in those sorts of things before supernaturals came out into the open. Even after they did, she had a hard time believing they were real. To her, it had all seemed like some sort of practical joke. Vampires, werewolves, fairies—they were the stuff of movies and legends. How could they have been around all this time and no one knew about it until this year? 

“Right. And you left Purgatory to live in Alaska?” She couldn’t begin to imagine what Purgatory would be like, but if he was going for a vacation spot from there, Hawaii might have been a better choice. Or had he come here for some other reason?

“It is a long story.” He made a dismissive gesture. “I’d rather talk about you and what brought you to this place tonight.”

She shrugged. “The weather was too bad to drive home—and I’ve got nowhere else to be, anyway.”

“On that point, we are similar.”

“You don’t have any friends or family?” Brandi asked, cocking her head.

“Kariann is the closest thing I have to a friend, though I’m not certain I’d call her that. Most others find me intolerable.” His tone was indifferent, but his hunched shoulders told her a different story. There was a hint of vulnerability within him that he couldn’t quite hide. Did he behave the way he did to keep people at a distance? She’d been guilty of doing that herself.

Brandi felt some of the tension ease inside her. Whether you were human or supernatural, the world could still be a tough place. “I guess that’s another thing we have in common. No one wants to be around me, either.”

“Perhaps, but perhaps not.” He cocked his head and gave her a perceptive look. “I suspect your loneliness is by your own making.”

Brandi narrowed her eyes. “You don’t know anything about me.” 

“Do not be so certain.” Kerbasi leaned forward, gazed deeply into her eyes and spoke in a low tone. “I know your parents died in a car accident—one in which you were the driver. It wasn’t your fault, but you blame yourself anyway and you’ve pushed everyone out of your life until there is no one left. Even with my vast experience, I doubt I could have made you more miserable. Quite an impressive feat.”

She sucked in a sharp breath. “How could you possibly know all that?”

“Your mind is an open book to me,” he said, sitting back and giving her a piteous look. “Call it a gift or a curse, but I can discern almost anyone’s darkest secrets—should I choose to do so.” 

She wouldn’t want that kind of gift. Dealing with her own problems was bad enough. Brandi stared down at her lap and took a shuddering breath. “I don’t deserve to be happy.”

She’d avoided talking to anyone about the accident that happened over two years ago. One that she’d survived and her parents didn’t. No matter how much her sister and friends tried to help her in the beginning, she’d pushed them away. They didn’t understand and she didn’t deserve their compassion.

Brandi had known the weather was bad that day—much like tonight. When her parents insisted they were braving it anyway, she’d offered to drive. Nothing could have stopped them from seeing their first grandchild born. She’d wanted to be there too, though she’d known it was risky. 

While her older sister brought one life into the world, Brandi took two out. The car had slid off the road and sideways into a patch of trees. Her mother died instantly and her father during the drive in the ambulance. She saw her niece briefly while staying at the same hospital, but then she’d hid herself away. The guilt had been too much.

“Does anyone deserve happiness?” Kerbasi asked.

Brandi squeezed her eyes shut. Pain. Too much pain. “Good people do.” 

“There was a time when your suffering would have pleased me,” Kerbasi muttered, “but I fear I’ve grown soft.”

She lifted her lids and glanced toward the window at the front of the tavern. The snow was letting up. “I should go.”

“To your home? That would be boring.”

For a moment, Brandi forgot her misery. “What do you care?”

“I certainly shouldn’t.” He took hold of her hands and gently brought her to her feet. “But perhaps neither of us should be alone tonight.”

A tingling feeling raced up her spine. “What are you…?”

Bright light flashed all around them and the bar disappeared. Wind rushed through her hair with a roaring sound and a kaleidoscope of colors zoomed past them. Were they traveling through some kind of vortex? The whooshing stopped almost as soon as it started. Brandi had to hold onto Kerbasi’s arms until everything stopped spinning. Then the frigid cold hit her. Brandi lifted her face and a fat flake of snow touched her forehead.

She shivered. “You brought me outside?”

“My apologies. I forget humans are more susceptible to the cold.” His silver eyes lit up and a moment later a bubble of heat enveloped them. 

It startled her. This man packed some serious kinds of powers. It was scary and yet thrilling at the same time. Brandi took a cautious step back, grateful when the magical heat didn’t leave her. She took in her surroundings. She knew right away where he’d brought her. She’d visited this place enough times, especially as a child during the holidays. 

Ice sculptures surrounded them in all sorts of shapes and sizes. There were reindeer, nativity scenes, polar bears, Christmas trees, and all sorts of other creations. Each of them was lit up with lights in various colors to make them appear almost mystical. She used to love this place. Had Kerbasi pulled those memories from her head, too?

“You brought us to the ice park in North Pole?” she asked incredulously. It wasn’t The North Pole, but rather a town near Fairbanks.

His lips lifted into a half-smile. “I discovered this place recently. No one else knows I come here at night after it is closed.”

She knitted her brows. “Why would you hide it?”

“I may have cultivated the impression among those who know me that I do not like Christmas—or its strange traditions.” He stopped before an ice castle, studying it. “I wouldn’t want to ruin that image.”

She followed him as he moved on to the next sculpture of a unicorn. “They think you’re a scrooge.” 

Brandi could relate to that. She’d pretty much ignored all things Christmas since her parents died. Whenever people discussed it at work, she usually changed the subject or walked away. Even Christmas music was enough to make her want to run screaming. It was all she could do to survive working at the mall. If there’d been any other job available, she would have taken it. That was what she got for wrecking her old life.

“I suppose that is one way of putting it,” he replied. “We did not celebrate holidays in Purgatory. I had some difficulty adjusting when I first came here.”

They continued through the park, pausing before each ice carving. Neither of them spoke for a while. They just soaked in the peace and quiet that the night had to offer. She studied Kerbasi’s profile, noting a slight softening of his features as he took in a group of sculptures with children playing. There was something tragic about him. Even back in the bar where it was crowded with people he’d seemed so completely alone. Had he ever experienced love or true friendship? 

“What was it like for you as a child?”

“Me? A child?” He let out a bark of laughter. “I came into the world exactly as you see me now. There is no childhood for guardians or angels.”

“That’s…sad.” She didn’t know what else to say. It wasn’t something Brandi had ever considered before.

His shoulders stiffened. “Do not pity me. I cannot miss what I’ve never had. You are the one who has suffered true loss. It is worse to have something precious taken from you.”

She thought of her family and her eyes moistened. “Maybe, but at least I know how good life can be. There’s a chance I can find something like that again.”

“You’d have to forgive yourself first.”

Brandi couldn’t argue with him there. She had no idea if she could ever get past her parents’ deaths. “So what is your excuse? What is stopping you from having a life now?”

“My time on Earth is finite.” He expelled a heavy breath, fogging the air. “There is little point in getting attached to anyone.”

“Why did they send you here?”

The minutes stretched into an uncomfortable silence before he finally spoke. “To find my humanity.”

Brandi’s feet crunched in the snow as she moved closer to him. “Have you found it yet?” 

“How would I know?” he asked, exasperation in his voice.

“When you don’t feel lonely anymore and find peace within yourself.”

His gaze met hers. “I suppose we are two of a kind after all.”

She didn’t know this man well, but she felt a kinship with him. Two lost souls trying to find their way in a world where they didn’t quite fit. Maybe it was crazy. Maybe it was wishful thinking. Yet Brandi couldn’t help wondering if she was meant to meet Kerbasi now, in this time and place. 

“I’ll help you if you help me,” she said, taking his hand.

He gazed down at their linked hands and then up to her face. Was he searching her mind to see if her offer was genuine? Could he learn to trust her? Could she learn to trust him? Brandi was frightened by the prospect of what she’d just suggested, but it was also the first time she’d truly felt alive in a long time. If she could help him heal, maybe she could heal, too.

“I shall consider it,” he answered.

She ducked her head, feeling embarrassed. He probably thought she was crazy and he’d be right. It had been so long since she’d talked to anyone that she wasn’t thinking straight. The loneliness had finally gotten to her so that even a supernatural known for torture didn’t seem that bad. Yet she truly felt there was a good man underneath the hardened exterior. She hoped he could see that in her mind.

“Don’t.” Kerbasi took hold of her chin. “You do not know me well enough to make any opinion.”

“But…”

“Come, I have one more place I would take you,” he interrupted.

Once again, bright light flashed around them and they traveled through the vortex. When her feet settled beneath her, she found herself standing on a porch in front of a familiar house. The curtains were partially open from the front window and she could see a family inside. They sat gathered together on their couch watching a movie. Between two parents there was a little girl with ringlets of blond hair surrounding her face. She was beautiful and perfect—even more so than Brandi had imagined.

A lump rose in her throat. “This is my sister’s house.”

“She’s in there thinking of you now. I can hear her thoughts.” Kerbasi gently rubbed Brandi’s cheek. “Don’t let another year go by without the people you love.”

She wrapped her arms around the guardian and hugged him tightly. “Thank you.”

“Show me how it is done and perhaps I’ll learn from you,” he said, breaking away from her and taking a step back. 

“Will I see you again?” She could see it in his eyes that he’d resigned himself to letting her go. She was surprised by how much she didn’t want him to leave.

“Take care of yourself, Brandi.”

There was no flash of light this time. Kerbasi simply disappeared. He might not be an angel, but he’d been her guardian on Christmas Eve. She could only hope she’d see him again someday. He deserved to heal as much as her.

Brandi took a few moments to collect herself before knocking on the door. When her sister opened it, she knew everything was going to be alright. They were hugging and crying before either got a word out.
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